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Chapter 1


 


Exiting
the lock was something he had done on many occasions. This time felt different.
He was leaving a world he had built for fifteen months, a world that is all
that is left to him. He knew it would be hard, but losing that world was
something he had to do to make the galaxy a better place once more. He'd made
similar sacrifices after all. But this, this was just different. "Buck up
Admiral, you've done this before." Sprite, always in tune with his
emotions put her finger on the problem. It was true, he was a naval officer,
and he should be used to change. It was part of being in the navy. Or at least
it was when the navy existed.


"So
what is first on the agenda? Get a lay of the land?" Sprite; always
intuitive. 


He
smiled. "Got it in one." He nodded to the security personnel by the
lock. They looked a little scruffy. One had a tomato stain on the front of his
patched coverall. The other had his unbuttoned. Their shock sticks looked in
good order however. 


One
of the women gave him a jaunty salute. "Good luck Admiral, you’re going to
need it. Just remember, we'll be here till the end of the week in case you
change your mind," she said. He nodded. He stepped through the lock and
looked around. The dock was grimy, with the smell of hydraulics and sewage. 


He
passed a stack of crates and wandered up to the customs desk. The girl behind
the desk looked bored. "Reason for transit? Oh, from the Io? You'll be on
a two day pass then." She tapped at a computer terminal then shook her
head. 


"Okay,
you’re in the system. Make sure your back at your ship in two days or security
can pitch you out the nearest airlock or toss you into the plasma field."
She gave him a warning glance he nodded dutifully. "Good. Get going.
Casino is on deck eleven." She waved a dismissal. 


He
shook his head as he exited the area. "You realize she took your picture
right?" Sprite asked. 


"Yeah,
I spotted the cameras. I suppose you can get into the net and make some
alterations to my file?" he asked. 


"She
didn't even ask your name. Pathetic," Sprite replied. "I'd have to do
a visual image search of their customs database... which I can't do until you
jack in. This place has no Wi-Fi connection," she finished. 


He
sighed as he ducked under dangling wires. He looked over to see something
dripping down the wall from a busted pipe fitting. Mold was growing on it and
the surrounding area. "Somehow, I'm not the least bit surprised."


"Info
booth two doors down on your right Admiral," Sprite reported as he entered
the main corridor. 


"Got
it. Thanks." He set the bags down and muscled the door open, then pushed
the bags in with him. 


"Good
idea. No need for someone to pull a snatch like on Seti 3," Defender
observed. He nodded as he examined the communications console. It was a mess,
wiring hung from different ports. The view screen was shattered. The speaker
was shredded. He tried not to step in the trash and mold in one corner.


 "Typical."
He sighed as he felt his right arm morph. "Coming right up." He held
his arm up and let Proteus go to work. In a few minutes he had a working
console. 


"Jacking
in. As expected, viruses galore. It's a wonder this place still functions
honestly," Sprite reported. He chuckled. "Counter intrusive measures
instigated. Some of these are nasty! I'm dumping an antivirus bot and copying
it a few hundred times before getting it to clean out some of this mess."
He closed his eyes as Sprite fed him a map. 


"Typical
mining station. Civilian grade, one hundred twenty decks with life support.
Vertical designed spindle, everything is around a central axis. Top is the
command, docks, and most of the living quarters, bottom are the reactors.
Central shaft are elevators and utility lines. We're in a stable orbit of the
largest gas giant in the system. This is a very utilitarian design," she
finished. 


He
nodded. "Easy to maintain I guess. If they even bothered in the past seven
hundred years." He used his implants to shrink the map down and to his
right. Sprite fed him a link and he opened it. A window appeared with a map of
the core.


"Navigating
this is tricky; it looks like the engineering core is off on its own network.
Smart. There is an AI in here but it is senile and a little demented. Class one
obviously. Someone should dump the poor thing and reboot from a hard
copy," Sprite reported. "I have a partial command structure, dumping
it to your in box." He nodded. "Valdez family?" he asked. 


"Location
confirmed. Juanita was correct, they haven't moved. They are on deck twenty
outermost deck to the hull. It looks like they have a private merchant dock.
Three shuttle bays, machine shops, storage warehouses, and quite a lot of cubic
space for a family," Sprite reported. 


He
smiled. "Yeah, Juanita said they have a freelance tug business going. Good
place to start." He nodded. 


"Map
has been refreshed with what Intel I can get. I'll need more time to correlate
the data I have. I can however give you directions to their quarters now,"
Sprite reported as she returned to his net. "Miss me?" she asked
impishly. 


"Cute.
I think you've been around civilians a little too long. You're starting to lose
your military courtesies," the Admiral chuckled. 


"Sir
yes sir!" She saluted him on his HUD. 


He
chuckled. "And don't you forget it. Now let’s..." He turned as he
un-jacked to see an unshaven and slightly demented face pressed up beside him. 


"What're
you doin' in my space! That's my space!" A scrawny unshaven man slammed a
club onto the counter. Spittle sprayed onto the front of the admiral. He
grimaced.


"Easy
old timer, I just needed to get some information," the Admiral cautioned
as he stepped out of the booth. The oldster backed up and wiped spittle from
his mouth with the back of his spotted hand. 


"Just
you no never mind. Get your fancy pants out of my niche!" He waved the
stick. 


"No
problem." The Admiral picked up his bags, watching the man warily on his
HUD with his sensors. Defender was on his mind; his shields were spooled up but
were not covering his entire body with his pack load. "All yours."
The Admiral smiled as he went off. 


"And
don't you forget it sonny!" He waved as he left. Behind him the vagrant
entered the booth and then came back out. "Hey how did you fix it?"
he called. The Admiral chuckled as he rounded a corner.


"What
a lice and flea infested bag of protoplasm,” Sprite said distastefully.
“Admiral the lifts are on lock down, for selected personnel only," Sprite
reported. "And we are what? Ten decks away? Hell I am not going to try a
ladder with this load." He shook his head. 


"Well,
as I said, the personnel lifts are locked down, there is a security guard at
each... but the cargo lifts are a different story," Sprite suggested. 


He
chuckled. "Any way you can get into a wireless link?" he asked. 


"No
go, I checked earlier. The station doesn't have them on these decks, only the
upper decks. I can't get anything but static at this distance," she
reported. He sighed. "Great. Okay, so which way?" He looked around.
He was at a T junction. A ball floated in front of him then bounced to his
right.


"Follow
the bouncing ball Admiral. I made reservations for this particular lift but it
will only get us part of the way," Sprite replied. He grunted and shook
his head then sighed.


 


A
few minutes later he was in the depths of the station and not enjoying the
sights and smells. Definitely not enjoying the experience. From what he could
see the station was being held together with rigger tape and hope.


"Seems
like you have a lot of stuff there, what say me and my mates relieve you of
some of it?" The gravelly voice made the Admiral turn. He'd been ignoring
the life signs on his HUD. Apparently that had been a mistake.


"Defensive
systems on. Shields at twenty percent. The baggage is causing problems with my
protocols. Recommend detachment," Defender reported. "Station
security isn't responding Admiral." The Admiral grimaced as he looked the
would be muggers over. There were two hulking men, a tattooed woman with
piercings all over her face, and two more hiding in a service shaft ninety
degrees off his left side. They were dressed as goth punks. Some styles never
go out apparently, he mused.


"You
might as well call your friends out and go look for easier pickings," the
Admiral advised. He gently set the bag in his right hand down and then sent a
code to morph his hand. Several of the onlookers gasped shrinking back.
"That little needler in your hand is not going to do much except piss me off."
The Admiral locked eyes with the leader. He could see sweat begin to bead on
the man's forehead. One thing a predator didn't like was the potential of
getting hurt. That could hurt their chances of long term survival. And tangling
with a predator even bigger and nastier then they are is something they really
really didn't like. "Security has been called," the Admiral advised. 


"Come
on Ben, let’s go! No need to get sent out an airlock!" The girl with
tattoo's on her face and arms grabbed the guy's arm. "He didn't mean it
mister honest. We just need the money." She turned an imploring look on
the engineer. 


"Well,
we are living in interesting times. Why don't you and your friends look me up
later? I may have work for you." He tilted his head to her. 


She
looked at him startled. "You mean it? Even after this?" She waved her
hands. He chuckled. "Yes, it shows you’re not afraid to defend yourselves.
It's going to take strong willed people to put this place back in shape."
The Admiral cocked his head. "Think about it," he said.


The
leader, Ben nodded slowly as his followers backed off. Defender had a plot up;
the flanking team was already down the service passage and almost out of his
scanner range. "Ben come on!" the girl urged. Ben walked backwards,
not taking his eyes off the Admiral until he rounded the corner. 


"That
was close," Sprite said softly. 


"It
would have been if it had been an ambush as they had intended. He tried to
bluff it out with fear and intimidation instead of brute force." The
Admiral picked his bags up and turned back to his path. 


"We've
got three more decks to navigate before we get to the Valdez home. I think it
is wise if we stick to the main passages from here out," Sprite reported.
Defender agreed with a green light. 


The
Admiral nodded. "Right enough." He went on his way.


 


After
another ten minutes of careful navigation he finally approached a portal that
Sprite indicated. It was clean at least, a lot cleaner than most of the station
he had seen so far he noted. Most of the walls in the area had been covered in
graffiti. The walls around the lock had been painted to cover graffiti. Not
perfect, but better than some of the eye searing commentary people had been
leaving behind and calling art. A worn dark bronze plaque was above the door's
keypad. "Valdez family." Huh, here's the place." He set the bags
down and tapped the entry chime. 


"The
door is twelve centimeters thick Admiral, honeycomb titanium; I can't get a
clear scanner feed beyond a few centimeters due to scatter," Sprite reported.


"Just
as well," the Admiral sighed. He looked around. The corridor was well lit
and almost clean. Someone had taken time to clean it. Gravity was a little
uneven, but manageable. Much better than some of the areas he had been forced
to navigate getting here from the docks. 


"Yes?"
a scratchy voice called over the intercom. He turned back to the door panel. 


"I'd
like to speak with Mister or Misses. Valdez? I have a note from their
daughter," he explained. There was a squeal then a static covered reply. 


The
person tried again. "Leave it by the door," he managed to make out. 


"I'm
an engineer, your daughter asked me to check in with you," he sighed.
"Look you've got some cross talk with another channel; I am picking up
some sub harmonics..." The door opened as he started to explain. 


"Give
it here." A young man thrust his hand out of the crack. He was keeping the
door only partially open. His free hand had a needler. 


"Is
everyone armed on this station?" The Admiral shook his head. He reached up
to his breast pocket. 


"Slowly,"
the young man cautioned hefting the gun. 


"What
is it, what's going on?" a female voice echoed. 


The
young man took his eyes off the Admiral to yell into the room. "Messenger
Ma! I got it!" He turned back to the engineer.


Gently
he pulled up the Velcro flap and then reached in and pulled out a chip.
"Give it here." The young man let go of the door to reach out a hand.
"All right." The Admiral started to hand it over but a woman came
through the door pushing the young man back. "Mom!" the young man
hissed. 


She
looked around the corridor. "What, no one else is here Junior knock off
the tough guy routine." She turned her attention to the Admiral. 


"Your
daughter's ship is in port. I was asked to give you a message and look you
up." The Admiral handed her the message chip. 


"Juanita?"
She looked tearful as they took the chip. "She's here?" she asked.
"She shouldn't be here if the Port Admiral finds out!" She looked
around hastily. Junior tried to shush her. 


"She's
okay mama, I bet she won’t get off the ship." Junior tried to get her back
into the room. "Thanks mister." He tried to pull the door shut but
his mother reached out and blocked him. 


"Mister,
you look like you could use a place to bed down. It's getting near graveyard,
and if you don't have a place to stay security will pitch you out the nearest
airlock." She motioned him to come in. 


"But
MOM!" 


She
turned on Junior. "Not another word. Go help your father." She held
the door open as the Admiral hefted the bags. "You sure got a lot of
gear," she said. 


He
chuckled. "I made most of it on the Io a week or so ago." He squeezed
past her and into the room beyond. The lights were dim, his implants
automatically adjusted for low light vision. 


"I
know it is kind of dark, but our electric bill has been really high," she
sighed. 


"Oh
it's no problem, I can adjust." He smiled at her in the dark. She closed
the door and patted his arm. 


"This
way." She led. He followed.


"So
you know Juanita?" she asked. "How is she?" She moved around a
pallet of gear and to another door. It's rim was lit from a light on the other
side. "This is our living quarters." She opened it and went inside.
He went in and then set his gear down where she indicated. 


"Juanita
is an EVA crew chief now. As well as an H&A inspector." He looked
around. The room was lit with under cabinet lighting. The furniture was beaten
and old, but clean. The floors were patched but clean and neat like the walls. 


"EVA
tech? She goes outside?" her mother asked. 


"Yes
ma'am, she was one of my better students," the Admiral admitted. 


She
looked up sharply. "One of your better students?" she asked as she
stopped stirring a pot. 


"Yes
ma'am, I am an engineer, a sleeper I think you call it. The Io11 picked me up
about fifteen months ago and I've spent that time helping them rebuild the ship
from stem to stern." He smiled. 


"The
ship's been rebuilt?" the mother asked clearly shocked. 


A
girl, ten or twelve with black pigtails came in. "Momma, dad asked if you
could hold off dinner for an hour." 


Her
mother frowned ferociously. "He knows better than to ask that! Honestly!
That man! Dinner is at five like every night." She wiped her hands on her
apron, turned the temperature down then stormed off. The girl gave the Admiral
a questioning look then followed her mother. The Admiral shrugged.


"Should
we follow?" Sprite asked. 


He
shrugged. "Why not." The AI put a map up on his plot. He followed it.
Half way there he realized he didn't need it; the raised voices were all he
needed to home in on. 


"Chica
go stir the pot and finish your reading like a good child." The girl came
out as he came into the bay. It was a shuttle bay with a battered tug nestled
in the center. Parts were strewn about. A man was lying on his back under the
tug working while the woman berated him. The boy, Junior glared balefully at
the intruders.


His
mother caught his eye and he nodded his chin to the Admiral. "What is it?
Oh!" She turned on him. 


"This
is a series four short range tug? Samsonite engine or a Smythe series
three?" The Admiral looked the craft over. 


"Smythe."
A voice under the tug answered then swore in Spanish. He began to wiggle out
from under the tug. Sprite blipped an attention marker then overlaid a sensor
scan of the man. He was extensively injured.


When
he came out the Admiral watched quietly as he pulled himself to his feet. He
winced as the woman tried to help but the man curtly shook it off. "Jorge
please!" she whispered fiercely. He shook it off with a small snarl and
grimace then patted her hand. His face was battered and bruised. His right arm
was in a sling. His right leg was braced and wrapped; it looked like his knee
had been injured. "These injuries are consistent with a beating
Admiral," Defender reported. The Admiral nodded. 


"Jorge
Valdez." Jorge wiped his left hand on his grimy coverall then held it out.
"Fleet Admiral John Irons," the Admiral replied and shook the
extended hand as his host's eyes widened. 


"Fleet
Admiral?" he asked dumbstruck.


 Irons
smiled. "Yes, though it is sort of redundant at the moment." He
shrugged as they broke the handshake. 


"Does
that outrank a Port Admiral?" Junior asked giving him another look. 


Irons
chuckled. "Yes. A Port Admiral is a civilian; usually the position is
created in a local system to handle traffic or an elaborate command
structure," he shrugged. 


"He
knows Juanita, Jorge; he said he taught her on her ship the Io." Mrs.
Valdez whispered. 


Jorge
smiled. "You've crossed paths with little Juanita?" His smile grew. 


"She's
grown well and strong. She's an EVA crew boss and H&A inspector on the
Io11. They are in port for a week." The Admiral waved to the door. 


"She's
here?" Jorge asked alarmed. Junior jumped down from his perch and looked
at the Admiral. 


"No,
she's on her ship. She won't leave it she said," the Admiral replied.


"You
can send her a message or ask the captain for permission to visit her on
board," the Admiral advised. Mrs. Valdez nodded. 


"Momma!
It's boiling over!" The girl called urgently. 


"Excuse
me!" She rushed past them. Jorge chuckled.


"How
did you get to be a fleet Admiral?" Junior asked curious. 


"I
was a full Admiral before I went into cryostasis. When I woke up I checked the
computer and it reported I had been promoted while I was asleep." Irons
smiled then shrugged off his explanation. "As I said, the rank doesn't
matter much now, I know." He glanced at Junior then returned his gaze to
the patriarch. 


"You’re
an engineer?" Jorge asked. 


"Yes,
I taught your daughter and the crew of Io 11 a lot of what they missed,"
Irons explained. "We rebuilt the ship from stem to stern; she's almost as
good as when she was first launched," the Admiral finished with quiet
pride. 


"I
bet they had their hands full," Junior shook his head. "No way could
anyone fix a ship..." Jorge waved him off then turned with a scowl. 


"Sergio,
why don't you go get cleaned up and ready for supper." He waved to the
door. Angrily the young man stomped off. Jorge sighed. "Ah the joys of
youth." He smiled then gave the Admiral a long measuring look. "I
take it Juanita sent you here to give us a hand?" he asked. 


Irons
smiled. "Something like that. I determined Pyrax is the next best place to
work so your daughter suggested I check in with you and your family." He
smiled as Jorge chuckled then gasped. His free hand clutched at his side. 


"Damn
ribs." He shook his head as he gathered up his crutches. "Damn leg
too. Let’s go get cleaned up before we get yelled at." 


He
smiled as the girl came out and waved at them urgently. "Come on!"
The Admiral chuckled and followed.


They
came into the living room to see the girl setting the table. Junior came out of
another room held up damp hands for his mother's approval then sat down at her
nod. "Get cleaned up gentlemen," the matriarch ordered imperiously. 


Jorge
chuckled. "In here." The Admiral waited as the injured man hobbled
into the fresher and cleaned himself up. He watched casually as they set the
table. 


"That
your gear?" Junior asked pointing to the bags. 


"Yes."
The Admiral nodded. 


"What
did you bring? Besides uniforms," Junior smirked. The girl looked up then
went back to setting the table. 


"Oh
this and that, some tools, data base, skin suit, you know the usual gear."
The Admiral smiled. 


Mrs.
Valdez rapped Junior’s hand. "Ow! What was that for?" He rubbed his
hand looking offended. 


"Mind
your manners, he's a guest," she told him tartly. Jorge opened the door
and the Admiral managed to get into the chamber before Junior could get himself
into more trouble.


The
refresher was clean as usual. The fixtures were recycled, most likely from a
freighter. The chrome was flaked off the plastic around the seams. "Mind
the floor plate, it likes to fluctuate every hour or so!" Jorge called. 


He
looked down. "Right." He shook his head at the wiring hanging from
the ultrasonic emitters. "So much for the easy way." Carefully he
washed his hands with the gray water, wrinkling his nose at the smell. 


"Nasty.
You don't want to know what is in it Admiral," Sprite reported. 


"Yes
I do, but not now." The Admiral replied as he shook his hands. He wiped
them on a towel and exited the chamber. 


"All
clean?" Mrs. Valdez inspected him just as she would one of her brood. The
girl hid a smile. Jorge chuckled. "He didn't get a chance to get his hands
dirty," he replied. 


The
Admiral chuckled. "Yet."


 Mrs.
Valdez steered him to an empty chair. Two other children came running in and
sat down after having their hands checked. "Aunty is on shift working a
double, she can't make it," one of the girls reported. 


An
older man came in and hung his hat on a peg near the door. "I'm just in
time?" he asked with a smile. 


"Hi
uncle Mickal, nope, you’re just in time!" the pig tailed girl called with
a smile.


He
chuckled. "All righty then, I'll just freshen up...” He waved to the
others. After a few moments he returned. "I see we have a fresh face at
the table." He smiled politely to the Admiral then held his hand over the
table. The Admiral hastily set the bowl of lettuce down and shook his hand. 


"Nice
to meet you; Mickal right?" 


The
man nodded. "Mickal O'Reilly, last of the O'Reilly clan. I'm a life
support engineer," he smiled. 


"Fleet
Admiral John Irons," Irons returned. The man's eyes widened. 


"Is
that a fact? We're dining with living legends now?" He looked over to
Jorge who nodded. 


"The
Admiral is a sleeper. Juanita's ship brought him in," Jorge explained with
a small smile.


He
smiled to the Admiral as his wife placed veggies on his plate. "That's
enough dear," he growled. She sniffed. 


"You
know you need to set a good example for the kids," she said softly. The
kids smirked. Mickal chuckled until she put even more on his plate. 


"Hey
now!" He replied suddenly mock indignant. The kids giggled. Jorge smiled.


 "You
need all the veggies you can get too!" Mama Valdez replied. "Clean
your plate." She smiled. Her smile had teeth to it, the teeth of a command
to be obeyed. Hastily he nodded.


 


After
dinner the kids were put to work cleaning the dishes while the adults sat
around the table. He could see the kids glancing their way and paying more
attention to what was going on with the adults then with the dishes. "You
said the Io has been rebuilt?" Jorge sighed. "To see her in her
prime. We need to get that tug sorted out so we can." He shook his head.


 "Not
going to happen, it will take a month to get help from engineering Shelby said,"
Junior sighed. 


"She'll
be long gone by then." O'Reilly grimaced.


 "Well,
if you want a look..." The Admiral got up and went to his bags. "Do
you have a picture now?" O'Reilly asked genially. 


The
Admiral smiled. "Something like that." He pulled out his holographic
emitter and set it on the table.


"Holo
emitter?" Jorge asked. The Admiral nodded. The kids stopped cleaning and
came up behind them. He smiled and turned it on. Sprite uploaded a 3D image of
the Io 11. It sprang to life then began to slowly turn around her X and Y axis
like a top. The kids oohed and ahed. 


"We
had our hands full with the hull and exterior repairs; Juanita did an excellent
job keeping her crew safe." The Admiral pointed out the damaged areas.
"She's about as good as we can get outside a dry dock. Her drives have
been fully restored and she can get into the low octaves of Gamma band
now." The Admiral explained the highlights.


 The
group watched and listened in fascination. He pulled up a holo of Juanita
working. Mrs. Valdez clutched at her husband's arm. "Here is Juanita
working with a crew. I have a few others including her doing the intro to EVA
speech with a group of rookies." He smiled. "I can upload them to
your home mainframe and you can watch them or dump them on a chip." He
shrugged. 


Jorge
nodded as the scene concluded and faded out. "Thank you for this, for
seeing our girl safe and happy." He smiled. Mrs. Valdez looked up and
nodded. 


"She's
a good leader with a good head on her shoulders; you did an excellent job
raising her," the Admiral smiled.


 


"Junior
why don't you show the Admiral around while we look over your sister's
message." Jorge waved to Junior. 


O'Reilly
smiled. "I'll be along in a minute lad. Admiral." He nodded as the
two got up. 


The
Admiral followed the sullen young man out. "You've seen the shuttle bay,
this way to storage." He waved. They toured the storage bay, machine
shops, the closed lock doors to two other shuttle bays, small living quarters
and ended up in the giant junk yard room. 


"Wow."
The Admiral looked around and smiled. He spotted several familiar ships. Sprite
pointed a few details out. There were shelves around the perimeter of the room,
but it looked like the center pile had taken over. He was curious if this was
stuff they had traded for, or stuff they had gathered from outside. It was
definitely a magpie nest.


"I
can't turn the lights on; we're in a severe power crunch right now."
Junior said. 


"Yes,
your mother mentioned it earlier I believe." The Admiral said as he
examined a pile of parts. The junkyard was filled with damaged and junked gear,
but it was organized. He studied a battered fighter. "She'll never fly
again," Junior replied, catching his glance. 


"You
never know." The Admiral shrugged. "You are working on the tug, is it
the only one your family has?" He turned to the young man. 


Sergio
nodded. "We have two other bays, but they are empty so I didn't bother
show them to you." 


Irons
nodded. "That's a lot of space for a small family." He followed the
young man out into the hall. 


"Yeah,
we supplied the station with most of the water it needs. And we have it because
we can pay our rent. Most of the time," Junior growled face down, hands in
his hip pockets. He kicked at a cable for a moment.


The
Admiral's mental antenna quivered at that last bit. "It has been hard to
make ends meet with your dad injured," the Admiral observed. Junior
growled. "His injuries are extensive. That arm is broken in two places and
not healing correctly. His knee cap is broken. His internal injuries are not healing
well either. He is running a temperature, a clear sign of infection," the
Admiral observed. 


Junior
stared at him. "How do you..." 


O'Reilly
entered ducking through the lock door. "So what'd I miss gents?" He
smiled at the two of them. 


The
Admiral waved. "Just getting the lay of the land. Junior was showing me
the family parts pile." Irons smiled and nodded politely to the young man.



"Right
he's interested in the old ships in there," Junior replied slowly trying
to get his bearings. 


"I
remember you playing in them a time or two," O'Reilly chuckled. "For
that matter, your pops and I did too when we were hiding from grandam," he
chuckled. Junior smiled. "She's a beaut isn't she? Pity she's only good
for parts." O'Reilly shook his head sorrowfully. 


"Not
necessarily. I can fix her," the Admiral replied. 


"You?"
Junior goggled at him. 


"Sure,
not a problem. It just takes time and effort." He smiled at the young man
as Mickal rubbed his chin while looking him over. 


"That
may be... that may be." He smiled. "Come on, it's time for
desert." He slapped Junior on the shoulder. The young man winced. 


"We
really should get back to the bay..." Mickal steered them into the living
quarters. 


"Admiral,
I have a proposal for you." Jorge was sitting in his chair at the head of
the table. He nodded his head to a chair. "Sit, sit." The Admiral
sat. "Our daughter told us about some of the things you did; she said
you’re a miracle worker. Well, we need one here." Jorge sighed. 


"I
understand things are tight with your injuries. It is hard to compensate when a
family member is injured," the Admiral cautiously replied. 


Jorge
nodded. Mrs. Valdez patted him on the shoulder. "I'd like your help with
the tug. In exchange we'll give you room and board here," Jorge replied.
Irons nodded. "Sounds good," he replied then thought it over for a
moment. “I'll get the tug as close to factory new as I can, in exchange for the
right to trade from your junk pile... and to pick a ship of my own from the
junk pile.” He looked at Jorge. 


Jorge
blinked. “Factory new?” He asked. “Not possible.” He replied with a
disbelieving snort. He leaned back in his chair and shook his head. “Never in a
million years.” The Admiral smiled as he got up and went over to his bags. He
rummaged around for a moment then pulled out a box and set it down on the
table. 


“What's
that?” Junior asked, just beating O'Reilly to the question. O'Reilly closed his
mouth and shrugged. 


“Micro
industrial replicator. With it, power, raw materials, and my implants I can
replace a lot of parts on the ship,” the Admiral explained. The replicator
expanded to quadruple its size.


“But
not anything larger than that,” Jorge pointed out. Irons smiled. 


“That
is why I added the trade part. I may have to trade parts to rebuild the engine
once I strip it down.” Jorge grunted and nodded wearily. Junior looked mulish. 


His
mother rested her hand on his shoulder, then on his fathers. “Do it.” She
nodded to him. “You can do this?” 


The
Admiral smiled. “Yes ma'am. It may take a couple days. Stripping the engine
down and going over her to find micro cracks will take the longest amount of
time. A frame up restoration with factory new parts would make things go a lot
faster though. Even without all new parts, with the right parts and the plans
reassembly is a breeze.” He smiled to her encouragingly. She nodded as she
looked at her husband.


“All
right, we'll give you your shot. I am not sure how we can rebuild it to factory
trim though,” Jorge sighed. 


“Still,
it would be nice,” his daughter replied. He smiled. The other kids were getting
ready for bed. The matriarch kissed each on the forehead and then sent them to
the nursery.


“Do
you want the one tug or do you want a second built?” the Admiral asked Jorge. 


The
men looked startled. “Let's just go with the one now.” Jorge chuckled. 


“Okay,
but one last thing. We trade with the ship for medical care. Your medical care.
That part is non-negotiable.” The Admiral stared into Jorge's eyes. Jorge
seemed to get angry, then his wife placed her hand on his arm and the fight
oozed out of his eyes. “All right,” he replied gruffly.


“This
way you can also see your daughter.” The Admiral smiled to the matriarch. She
smiled back. “I am certain the captain will negotiate in good faith, Juanita
has been a hard worker.” He nodded to her parents. Jorge nodded.


 Junior
looked confused. "Where is he going to sleep?" The parents gave him a
look. He started to look mulish then relented when O'Reilly patted him on the
shoulder. "Cheer up lad; it's not the end of the world." Junior
sighed and tried not to glare at the Admiral. 


"It's
your fault the tug is broken anyway I seem to recall," Jorge said lightly
as he glanced at his son. The young man stiffened then sighed.


"Yeah
right." He shook his head. "I'll move my things." He went off
down the hall. 


"He's
a good lad. Get the tug up and he'll come around. Eventually," O'Reilly
said. Mrs. Valdez nodded.


The
Admiral followed O'Reilly back into the first shuttle chamber. The young girl
was singing as she swept. She looked up with a guilty "Oh!" and
flushed crimson. 


The
Admiral smiled and looked at the craft. "She's been through quite a
lot." He looked the small tug over. 


"Yeah,
well, Junior has been adding his share of dings and dents. Every generation
gets the chance it seems. Him more than most though," O'Reilly teased.


 "I
heard that!" Junior called from the cockpit. Irons laughed. 


"Yeah,
normal for any teen. Stretching their wings for the first time tends to get
things knocked over, bent or broken... sometimes the person the wings are
attached too as well." He smiled. 


O'Reilly
chuckled. "Seems you know the feeling eh?"


The
Admiral smiled. "I could tell you stories that would burn my ears. If I
was so inclined. But... we have a sick lady to fix." He indicated the tug.
O'Reilly chuckled.


He
examined the exterior hull. She was battered; centuries of constant use had
taken a toll. Most of her paint was gone, most likely ablated by the solar
wind. Her hull was patched in various places. Her cab looked like a quilt; it
was covered in patches of various sizes and metal types. From the look of some
of them they were only tack welded on. He winced.


The
tug was massive, about the size of a large cargo shuttle with a small two
seater closet like cab offset from the middle. Her main engine was torn apart.
In front was a pair of bumpers, as well as what looked like industrial
tractors. From the look of them they had been scavenged.


On
the right side was a series of spherical fuel and life support tanks.  Nestled
behind them near the center line was her micro reactor. OMS pods were attached
on booms front, back and center. Landing skids held her up off the deck. From
the look of one of the legs someone had tack welded it to keep it fused. Odd,
it should have hydraulics to allow it to cushion its landings. He shook his
head as he ran his hands along her flank.


“She's
not factory new, not by a long shot,” O'Reilly sighed softly. 


The
girl looked up with a grim expression. “She's beautiful!” she said defending
the battered craft. 


“She
a wreck. Junior really trashed the reactor and engine. Damn, he burned out
power couplers, aw crap! Tell me he didn't!” O'Reilly swore softly as he
examined the rear engine thrusters. “Damn him! He did, dumb punk ran her on
full afterburners after we told him and told him not to!” The sandy haired man
shook his head. No wonder she barely made it home! He fried half her systems!” 


Irons
winced. If the boy had run her at full afterburner they were talking about a
complete overhaul. Most likely her coolant system was slagged. He sighed.


“You
can play with the tug later. I think it's high time for bed,” Senora Valdez
came in and waved. “Mickal you've got a shift in five hours. Admiral, you've
been on your feet for a while, time you get some rest and start fresh in the
morning.” The Admiral was about to protest but O'Reilly shook his head, hand on
his arm. 


“Don't
mate, you won’t get anywhere but more tired. She's a stubborn one, and once she
up and puts her mind to something, best go along with it.” The girl nodded with
a smile. Both Valdez women crossed their arms and gave the men pointed hurry up
expressions. 


O'Reilly
raised his arms in surrender. “I'm going, I'm going,” he chuckled and left.


“Honestly
ladies, I can handle it. I've got plenty of stamina, and the situation is critical.”
The Admiral tried to get them to leave off but both took him by the arm. 


“That
may be, but I promised Jorge he would be here when you got to work, and since
he's in bed....” The women dragged him into the main living quarters. 


“All
right then, I'll just take a walk about the station.” 


The
girl shook her head. “Are you nuts? On graveyard? If you don't get your throat
slit by the underground gangs your liable to be pinched and tossed out the
nearest airlock by the guard!” He looked at her disbelieving. 


“You’re
serious?” he asked surprised. She nodded.


“Admiral,
my understanding of the culture of this place leads me to believe she is
telling the trut,.” Sprite reported. He sighed. “Besides, you do need some
rest, and I can chomp some bytes while you do,” Sprite wheedled. 


“All
right, you talked me into it.” He gave in with good grace and let them hustle
him into the tiny room. The door closed behind him with a click. He stretched
out on the small bunk and closed his eyes. 


“Ah
Admiral?” Sprite asked.  He sighed. 


“Yes?”
,e asked Sprite. 


“You
mind plugging me in? I can't find a wireless node.” She reported. He sighed.


He
got up and checked the terminal. It was dead. He pulled it aside and found the
ODN cable. He attached a shunt from his kit, then a cable to his jack. He
really didn't need to, Proteus could have modified the jack with his nanites,
but he didn't want to waste the time and energy when he didn't need to. “That
better?” he asked. He also plugged into the micro reactor to recharge. He wasn't
comfortable using the family's power if they are in a power crisis.


“Much,
thank you Admiral,” Sprite replied sounding distant and distracted. 


“Glad
to help.” He sighed as he laid out again, trying to be mindful of the plastic
tethers.


He
thought about sleep, and then put the thought aside. He pulled up a schematic
of the system then zoomed out to the Oort cloud. The map was from his files. He
accessed the information the captain of the Io11 had provided and overlaid it.
He grimaced. The system now had three belts, two where planets once were. Most
of the system's infrastructure had been smashed. He browsed the files Sprite
had grabbed from Anvil's files and found another map. He pulled it up and
stacked it on top of the other two then collapsed the stack into one.


There
were over two dozen identified colonies. Several were small outposts in the
Oort cloud. Some were non Terran. There were two on moons of the second gas
giant. Both were troglodyte. He made a note for Sprite to get more info on
each, including trade and traffic patterns then moved on. He saved the file
then opened the station map.


“Crap.”
He winced as the map unfolded and overtaxed his optical graphic processors. He
scaled the map down to manageable proportions then sighed in relief. 


“Buffer
overrun. Graphic processors in you are not designed to handle that level of
data Admiral,” Defender reported. 


He
sighed. “Yeah, I know.” He spun the image then zoomed in.


Sprite
had data codes on each section. As he examined the reactors more data on their
deck popped up as links. He smiled then returned his attention to the reactors.
For some reason the only data on file was the basic tourist data from the net.
The computer had no access to the reactors. He frowned. “Curious.” He checked
the upper decks. The sickbay was near the top deck, occupying a ring directly
below the command deck. Below sickbay were several decks labeled luxury. One
area on deck eleven was even labeled as a casino. That must have been where the
customs agent had tried to direct him to earlier.


He
clicked a link and a window popped open. The video was a live feed from the
local security camera near the door. He impatiently closed the link. “Curiouser
and curiouser. This place is screwed up.” He sighed as he pulled up the
information on the Valdez compound.


The
data on the tug he glanced over then set aside. The data was at best based on
his own observations, he already knew it. The stock information was next to
useless. She had been severely modified over time so nothing would be to spec.
He checked the logs of the family junk pile Sprite had compiled.


After
nearly a half hour of browsing the known list he signed off. It was interesting
really, the family had been collecting junk either on the station through trade
or salvage for possibly centuries. Much of what Sprite had listed in the spread
sheet was only the top layer closest to where he had been standing. If you
added in the past one hundred years or so below and behind that, it was quite a
haul. Some of the data was sketchy at best, with just a weak transponder link
to identify the object. He sighed and rolled over, letting slumber finally take
him.


 




Chapter 2


 


The
next morning he woke after his customary four hours of sleep, but spent an hour
digesting reports from Sprite while he tapped the power net to recharge his
implants.


“So
you can't get into engineering or the luxury suites at all?” he asked, going
over the AI's report. She had mapped out areas in the mainframe that were
jealously guarded by what she called a senile civilian AI. He shook his head
and grimaced.


“Not
without tripping every alarm that overloaded AI has. It's so senile I am afraid
of what it would do, it could send bots after me and wreck something
important.” She shook her virtual head. “It has the home field advantage here;
it was built into the network. It may have retreated to the critical systems
areas, but I am not going to push it unless I have to,” she reported. He
grunted. 


“Did
you get any more information on the station itself?” he asked. Data scrolled
across his field of view, then her virtual image. 


“Oh
loads, but its eight centuries of junk and debris. It's going to take a
dedicated librarian AI to sort out this mess. There is crap... Let's just say
organics aren't the only pack rats in the universe.” She sighed. He chuckled.


“Yeah,
I can imagine,” he replied. 


“Then
again, since you created us, it's not exactly our fault,” she said smiling.
“Fruit doesn't fall far from the tree in other words?” he said getting dressed.
“Something like that Admiral. By my calculations the family should be getting
up right about...” He heard a soft thunk in the living quarters. “Now,” she
said rather smugly. He chuckled again.


“That
sounds like O’Reilly; he has a bounce shift and should be heading off soon.
Mrs. Valdez is in the refresher now; she should be getting ready for her shift
in the greenhouses as soon as she chases the kids off to school,” Sprite
reported. 


“They
have a school here?” he asked looking up. 


“Rudimentary
one Admiral, circa eighteenth or nineteenth century Earth. It is as much a day
care and child labor camp as it is a place of learning. The basics are taught,
reading, writing and arithmetic I believe you call it. During periods like
harvesting and planting, they have no schooling at all.” Sprite brought up a
timetable and showed it to him as he stretched. He wasn't happy about seeing
the kids cleaning air ducts. That wasn't kosher in his book.


“Right.
So they rely on manual labor as much as mechanical labor even on a space
station. That also means they are not afraid of work and getting their hands
dirty. Good to know,” he nodded as he pushed the key to open the door. It
didn't budge.


“Locked
in,” Sprite reported. “Mechanical lock outside the mainframe.”


“Jack
in Admiral and I can get us out,” Proteus replied. Defender sent a concurrent
thought. 


“That
may not be wise; it may alarm our host’s Admiral,” Sprite reported. 


The
Admiral shrugged. “No helping it, I'm not going to be a prisoner. I had fifteen
months of that on Io.” He placed his right hand up to the keypad. Proteus sent
tendrils of nanites out into the cracks around the buttons, entering the
electronics. After a moment the door opened.


“Did
you log the things the living quarters need?” he asked looking back and forth.
O'Reilly was already gone. 


“Judging
from the external tanks under it, the food replicator has been jury rigged into
creating different pastes and water. Without a closer look I would say either
the electronics or software has faults. Lights, heat, gravity, and ultrasonics
are also in need of various stages of repair I can list them...” Proteus
trailed off. 


The
Admiral smiled. The AI knew when to give details, and when not to. “Pass for
now. One thing at a time. Obviously coffee is not going to be one of them.” He
looked longingly at the food replicator then shook his head.


“I
want a closer look at that tug, I need to get into her systems and get a handle
on what we are up against.” He turned down the hall not even bothering with the
lights. His visual implants picked up the ambient light from the living room,
giving him more than enough to navigate.


Entering
the bay he took a quick look then climbed up to the cab. He ran his hand along
the side, feeling the craters. “She's been through a lot. Shields are out from
the feel, I think this one is an asteroid hit.” His left hand rested on a
patch. 


“Confirmed,
Admiral, this hull doesn't have pressure integrity. Some of those patches leak.
There are cracks as well,” Proteus reported. He nodded.


“I
thought I'd find you here.” Jorge's gravelly voice made him turn. 


“Just
trying to earn my keep,” the Admiral replied. Jorge chuckled softly. Junior
came in and palmed the lights on. His father blinked at the sudden change in
light.


The
Admiral noted Junior putting away his stunner. “I could have sworn I locked
that door...” Junior said softly. 


“You
did,” the Admiral replied. Junior looked up at him. “I'm an engineer. Don't
worry about it.” The Admiral waved his right hand. He sent a mental command and
Proteus morphed his hand into a torch.


Jorge
looked away as he morphed the hand back. “I'm going to jack in and see what I
can get off the computer,” he told Jorge who nodded. The wounded man was
clutching his crutch and sweating. The Admiral nodded to Junior, then jerked
his head to Jorge then over to a crate. Junior nodded slowly. 


“Come
on Papa; let's get you sitting so Mama won’t yell.” He escorted his father over
to the crate as the Admiral palmed the lock and climbed inside.


“Our
family has relied on that tug for generations to keep us out of debt and to
give us a home,” Jorge explained rather loudly. The Admiral grunted as he
checked the cockpit. It was clean, most likely because dirt in null gee did
nasty things to people and electronics. Even an eyelash could blind someone
under acceleration. There was a lot of wiring, and only minimum controls hooked
up. Most of her controls were jury rigged from other things. The joystick was
from a fighter he noted. From the lack of wear, it looked like a new addition.


“I
was hurt... in an accident,” Jorge continued his explanation. “Sergio here has
been flying and repairing the tug.”


“Obviously
no Wi-Fi,” he observed dryly. Proteus identified an ODN cable and placed a
carat over it on his HUD. He nodded. “Right. Go to it,” the Admiral replied
taking the indicated fiber optic line with his right hand. His nanite AI
automatically linked it to his network through his nanites while Defender threw
a firewall up.


“I'm
in. There is a lot of software damage and electronics out. Also some software
conflicts,” the Admiral reported out loud. Jorge grunted. 


“Repairs
initiated Admiral. Diagnostic scan in progress. Error, viruses in the
navigational ram buffer. Sectors two hundred and twelve through twenty five
corrupted. Non essential data has over written the navigational suite and the
virus is a rabbit,” Sprite reported. He grunted.


“Let
me see...” he ordered. Sprite fed him an image. He sighed. “Looks like someone
overwrote your navigational software with porn. It was infested with a virus
which has corrupted some of your systems,” the Admiral reported, looking out at
Jorge and Junior. Jorge was glaring at his son. Junior was looking anywhere but
at his father. The Admiral tried not to laugh or sigh.


“Boys
will be boys I suppose. Idiots ruled by their hormones till they LEARN TO GROW
UP,” Jorge growled, holding his glare before returning his gaze to the Admiral.
He chuckled. 


“That
they will sir, in any time period.” The Admiral smiled wearily.


“I've
backed up what I can and wiped the software suite, it's a total write off
Admiral. I am rebooting from the firmware now. Some of the drivers are
conflicting. Admiral, half the electronics are non functional. We need a full
rebuild to sort this out properly,” Sprite reported. He nodded.


“The
software has been dumped and I am reloading the drivers now, but the ones that
work conflict with one another. We need to do a complete rebuild to get it
right,” the Admiral reported. 


“How
long?” Jorge replied, wary. “We need to get back into space before the rent
comes due.” He sighed. 


The
Admiral nodded. “I will see what I can do.”


“List
all electronics detected, flag the ones in need of replacement. We'll replicate
those while we can,” he said softly to Proteus. 


“Noted
Admiral.” 


“Shall
we begin interior repairs?” the AI asked. 


“No.”
He checked the flight logs Sprite had salvaged. “Someone hard wired the engine
for afterburner. The coolant system is toast,” he reported. Jorge groaned.


The
Admiral looked out again. The wounded man was trying to write with an
electronic pad. “I knew you did something stupid. Damn it! Why the hell
couldn't you listen?!” the patriarch snarled sounding despondent. The Admiral
un-jacked and climbed out of the cab making Jorge break off his rant.


Irons
checked the engine over, watching as Sprite and Proteus logged items to repair
or replace. He softly mentioned a few parts as well. The thruster was mangled,
it had been thoroughly patched, but the constant overload of the afterburner
had cooked the ceramic coating off and worn down the rim. It looked like something
had chewed on it. Plasma exhaust had a tendency of doing that when the
electromagnetic superconducting shields were out. 


Jorge
was still trying to keep his cool. The teenager had given up being defiant and
assumed a submissive but resentful pose. The Admiral shook his head.


“Well,
she's definitely beat up pretty bad. We're looking at a lot of repairs. Almost
a complete rebuild from the frame up.” He shook his head. “I've got a partial
list to go off of, I'm cross checking it with the list of materials from the
junk pile...” He trailed off as Sprite took the hint and did the cross check.
She flashed a dozen items onto his HUD. “And it looks like eleven; no twelve
items may be compatible. Most are minor, broken valves, hoses, cracked spar,
shorted breakers... still twelve is okay out of a list of...” Junior looked up
with hope in his eyes. “Out of over three hundred and thirty one. It is sure to
go up from there. The plasma field injectors will need a rebuild, and if the
firing chamber is breached...” The Admiral finished with a shrug. The boy was
crestfallen again.


 “Mama
said to remind you breakfast is almost ready!” the pig tailed girl called from
the door. Jorge waved his crutch and she ran off.


“I
can get my replicator working on some of the electronics while we eat,” Irons
waved to Jorge. Jorge nodded. Irons climbed back into the cab and with
practiced efficiency his implants tore out most of the broken or damaged flight
controls. He handed them down to a dumb struck Junior. 


“You’re
going to remake them?” The young man asked. “Like new?” He looked at one.
“What's wrong with this one?” He turned it over and over. 


“Firmware
was corrupted by the rabbit virus. It needs a new chip and some minor repairs
to its UART optical jack,” the Admiral replied as he pulled the last board.


“Okay
that's it, let’s go.” 


Junior
followed him as he led the way down the hall through the busy living quarters
and into his room. Junior looked around. “Don't get used to it.” He growled
softly. The Admiral ignored that as he set his load down on the floor then
pulled out his micro battery.


“What's
that?” the teen asked. 


“Superconductor
battery. The replicator draws a higher voltage then the wall current can dish
out. So I have to use this to step up the power. I will recharge it later. I
have a micro fusion reactor to do that since you’re in a power crunch.” He
plugged the battery into the replicator then fed in each of the parts. He
jacked in and waved to the young man. “You can set them down here. I will get
to them in a bit.” He waved. The young man hesitated.


“Junior!
Wash up and eat! Your shift is in twenty minutes young man!” his mother called.
The young man hastily set the electronics down then rushed out of the room. The
Admiral chuckled softly. “You too Admiral!” He looked up with a grimace. It had
been fifteen months and nearly seven hundred and thirteen years since he had a
human keeper. It looked like Mrs. Valdez had chosen to adopt the role. He shook
his head.


“She's
got a point Admiral, you do need to refuel. Let the machine handle what it has.
It won’t work any faster with your brooding over it,” Sprite remonstrated. He
chuckled. 


“All
right all right, two mother hens, what did I do to deserve this...” He sighed
getting up.


 


The
family split up to their various shifts after breakfast. The Admiral nodded as
he and Jorge were left alone. The kids, two were apparently relatives, a niece
and nephew of Mrs. Valdez's sister and her husband O'Reilly were taken off with
the pig tailed girl to school in the greenhouse. From what they said they were
going to spend the morning harvesting cabbage before doing basic math after
lunch.


Mrs.
Valdez had a bounce shift; she was trying to exchange it with someone else. She
cast worried glances to Jorge occasionally. They seemed to bounce off the
patriarch. He kissed her softly before she left.


“So
about this list...” Junior asked. 


“I
uploaded it to your tablet.” Irons pointed to the tablet on the counter. Junior
looked at it. 


“When
did you...” he started as he got up. He picked the tablet up and started to
scroll through the menu. “When...” He looked up. 


“It
has Wi-Fi. So do I.” The Admiral smiled. “Do you folks have coffee?” 


He
looked over to Jorge who shook his head. “We import it but it goes to the
engineers and luxury quarters. We can't get our hands on any.” He sighed. 


“No
problem, I can fix the food replicator later.” The Admiral waved dismissively.
Junior mumbled as he read the list. 


“I
think I can get a few of these before my shift...” 


His
father shook his head holding out his hand. “I'll do that. You get to work.” He
waved. Junior frowned at the Admiral but then handed over the electronic device
and left.


“Yes,
yes, I see... most of these are minor parts. I think I can get to them while
you tear down the engine,” Jorge looked up after reading the list. 


The
Admiral smiled. “I've got a part in the replicator, let me pull it and put
another in then we can get started.” He got up and put his dishes in the sink
with the others. “Dishwasher is down too?” he asked. Jorge nodded as he limped
out.


It
took most of the morning to pull the melted coolant system out to get to the
top of the engine. Most of the damage was in the port plasma field injector.
The starboard was fused, from the looks of it had been that way for some time.
He grunted as he looked over the damage. The ship must have pulled hard to
starboard. It would have taken a lot of piloting skill to keep it going in the
direction you wanted. His estimate of Sergio went up a little. But not much.


Jorge
came in occasionally, carrying a part and laying it out nearby. He had taken
his hand tools to the junk yard. The Admiral was glad, he didn't need them and
he had his own. Still, it might be a good idea to suggest they invest in a
second set of simple tools to leave in the junkyard.... He shook the thought
off.


He
was a guest, and he needed to focus on that and not impose. Though he did plan
on repairing some of the things in the household, for his own comfort at least.
No way was he going to go without coffee for long.


“That's
the last of them,” Jorge said. Irons looked up to see the man winded. “Let me
catch my breath and I'll lend you a hand,” the wounded man suggested. The
Admiral thought frantically as Sprite highlighted the man's temperature. 


“I'm
about done right now, I was planning on taking a lunch break and putting a call
in to Io 11. Why don't I let you know what I did and then we can go eat?” he
suggested. Jorge grunted and nodded wearily. He let himself down onto his crate
stool with a shaky breath.


“Your
family is very hardy. You must have used suits to use this ship.” The Admiral
waved to the cab. “It can't hold pressure with the damage. The seals around the
door are gone too.” He shook his head.


Jorge
nodded. “Been that way since my great grandfather's time. Story goes that he
got out to lash a piece of cargo down and then got back in and the cockpit
breached. Luckily he managed to patch his suit into the life support or he
would have been dead before making station.” He waved the crutch and leaned
back with a sigh. “So how is the damage?” he asked looking like he knew the
answer.


“About
what I said before. Coolant system is gone. Most of the engine will need a
complete rebuild. I am going over the final tally now. I also checked the hull
and frame, there is some minor twist in the lateral arm, but she's sound.  I
can fix the frame damage and box or gusset the weak areas using scrap metal.
Cabin will need to be rebuilt or replaced though,” he waved.


“Rebuilt
if we can. I think we have a day before the Port Admiral... no offense... sends
his goons,” Jorge replied.


 “Sends
his goons?” The Admiral asked, cleaning a valve with a rag. Proteus reported it
was good he set it down in the salvage pile. 


“Rent.”
Jorge sighed. “We have to pay rent. Space rent he calls it. Everyone has to pay
for the air they breathe, water, power, heat, food, and space they live in.
We've been the primary source of water since he pissed the Oort cloud colonies
off into boycotting us.” Jorge sighed wearily. “The exec, Enrique has been
leaning on us pretty hard till the Port Admiral sent his bully boys around. Now
he's trying to buy us time to get squared away,” he waved to the ship. “Fat
chance of that with the old girl all tore up and with her guts all over the
deck. Damn kid.” Jorge sighed shaking his head.


“I
should have never let him take her out; he's too green, too impulsive.” He
sighed again, smacking the end of the crutch down. “I should have ridden him
harder but I was laid up for a couple days with a fever.” He shook his head. 


“Anita
traded a few things to get me some antibiotics.” He looked away then shook his
head. 


“You
work double shifts on the station as well?” the Admiral asked. 


“That's
for the food we eat and the some of the power we use. Everything else comes
from this old girl.” He waved to the tug. Irons nodded.


“Well,
let me go see what I can do about lunch and putting a call through to Io.” He
smiled. He knew better then to offer to help Jorge up. The man's pride and
dignity were something he clung to fiercely. The Admiral nodded. “Shall we?”
Jorge looked at him with a weary eye, and then chuckled as he wrestled himself
upright.


“I
think Anita left sandwiches in the cooler.” He waved the Admiral forward. 


 


After
a quick lunch he jacked into the system and had Sprite put a call through the
station net to the Io11. He waited patiently after the communications officer,
Julia put him on hold. While he waited he pulled the holo emitter out and put
it on the table so Jorge could see and be a part of the discussion.


“What's
taking so long?” Jorge asked as he put the cups in the sink. 


“The
Captain and Purser are in a meeting,” the Admiral answered. 


Jorge
looked at his arm. “Does it always do that?” He pointed to the jack. 


Irons
smiled. “That and more. You get used to it after a while.” He chuckled at
Jorge's disbelief. 


“Yes?
Who is this? Oh Admiral? Wearing out your welcome so soon?” the captain
cackled. Irons smiled. 


“Not
exactly captain. It seems that Juanita's family needs a hand. I would like to
trade parts and a small fighter craft for parts for their tug and a visit to
sickbay for Juanita's father,” he reported. The captain grunted then was
silent. 


“Juanita's
father?” she asked after a moment. Jorge frowned but didn't say anything.


“Yes
captain, he's been extensively injured. Multiple contusions, damage to his
right knee, broken right arm, cracked and broken ribs, as well as internal
injuries. He is running a low grade temperature which indicates ongoing
infection,” he reported quietly. Jorge stared at him until Iron's smiled.
“Implants do have their uses.” He tapped his temple with his left hand. Jorge
shook his head.


“Right,
I'll go along with that or Juanita would never forgive me,” the captain said in
exasperation. “After all that she did, she earned a little peace of mind. Now
about those parts...” Iron's noted her desire to make a profit and tried not to
laugh.


The
dickering went fast and furious; he uploaded a list of parts Sprite had
compiled, as well as a list of what they needed. The captain was all set to
dicker over power and transportation to and from the ship when someone cut her
off. “Captain, you've got an appointment in two minutes remember?” Julia said
softly. Irons chuckled. 


“All
right, just get the load here and pick up the finished parts. I'll have Faith
go over your list and get started as soon as you make the first delivery.” She
hastily signed off.


“Admiral
you still there?” Julia asked softly. 


He
chuckled. “Thanks for the save Julia. I'll get the parts out ASAP along with
Jorge. I may have to load him up on the pallet as well; I doubt he could handle
climbing the ladders I had to use to get here from the docks.” He looked over
to Jorge. He shook his head. At least he was honest about that Irons thought.


“All
right Admiral, give us a call when you’re on your way, we'll have someone
keeping an eye out for you,” Julia assured him. He nodded. 


“Thanks.
Signing off.” Sprite cut the channel and he un-jacked.


“We've
got to get that pallet up, then I... I mean we can load it and be off.” The
Admiral stood. 


“What
about this?” Jorge pointed his crutch to the open door to the Admiral's bunk. 


“Oh
yes, thanks for reminding me.” Irons stepped around the table and past the
wounded man. “Looks good. Green light.” He pulled the part out and looked it
over. “Yes, looks good.” He tapped the universal port with his finger and felt
Proteus send out a diagnostic probe. After a moment the AI lit a green dot on
his HUD. “Yup, diagnostics check out. She's good.” He set it aside and placed
another component inside. It began to melt. Jorge watched it with wide eyes.


“You
know, I never saw a replicator work...” He watched the part melting. “Is it
melting it with heat?” He looked up to Irons who shook his head. 


“It's
using nanites and magnetic fields to pull the part apart molecule by molecule. Then
it will build a new part from the materials.” He waved to the living room. 


“These
quarters were once a business. That's why you have the replicator and gear you
have. The dishwasher, all of it. Apparently they were small quarters for a
small inner system transportation company.” He looked over to the Valdez
patriarch who nodded. “Your food replicator isn't very complex or advanced, but
it can handle basics if fed the right material. Let's get this load sorted out
and then I'll take a look at it. I'll need it to make a few plastic parts for
the cabin.” He waved as Jorge's mouth fell open then closed. “Thanks,” Jorge
said softly. 


Anita
and Junior caught them just as they were about to leave. “What are you doing
here?” Anita and Jorge asked one another. Both sounded exasperated. 


“Taking
advantage of my family? Going to rob us blind?” Junior started to snarl until
his father held up a hand. 


“He's
taking me to Io with the parts. We're going to get new parts for the tug.” He
looked over to Anita. “And he insisted I get a check up by the doctor.” She
froze then nodded. 


“Can
we see Juanita?” Junior asked. Anita's eyes lit. She was trying not to cry.
Jorge cocked her head at her. “Yes, that might be a good idea; if I am held up
you can visit our daughter while you wait,” he said softly. She nodded.


“Sprite,
unlock the damn lifts, there is no way we can wrestle this up ladders.” He
watched the family talking. 


“Admiral,
I can't without linking in. And when I do it will raise a flag in Ops.” The AI
cautioned. Irons nodded. “No helping it. See if you can delay the notice.” He
started pushing the cart down the corridor. He stopped to let Jorge sit on top
of the pile.


“You're
on a lunch break?” Jorge asked Junior. Junior shook his head. 


“They
cut power in our section. Barney sent us all home, there's no point working in
the cold and dark,” he sighed. Jorge looked grim. 


“It's
never been this bad,” Anita said softly. Jorge nodded quietly. 


“And
you?” he asked her. 


“I
swapped shifts half shifts. I go back in two hours,” she waved airily. Jorge
nodded.


They
arrived at the lift doors. Junior and Jorge stared as the Admiral went over to
the universal jack and plugged in. After a moment and grinding of gears the
doors opened. A car squealed to a stop and brake dust seemed to leak around its
edges. Its door opened with a groan. “I see some things need repair other than
your tug.” The Admiral shook his head.


“What
are you doing?” Junior asked as the Admiral pushed the cart into the lift.
“It's a cargo lift. We have cargo. Get it?” The Admiral pointed to the pallet.
“You coming?” He turned to see Anita and Junior on the wrong side of the doors
staring. Hastily they jumped into the car.


 “I've
never been in one in my entire life. Is it safe?” Anita asked nervously. 


“Hopefully,”
the Admiral replied as the double doors groaned shut and the car began to lift.
The Admiral jacked into the inner door controls. He was amused to see Proteus
making small repairs to the panel, fixing several shorts and rerouting a bus
around a fused chip.


“What
are you doing?” Anita asked looking over to him.


“Making
sure we get to where we're going. I needed to fix something.” The Admiral moved
to the side so she could see his artificial arm making repairs. She stared.


“You
really are from the past!” she whispered. He chuckled. 


“Glad
that sunk in.” He felt the car jerk then begin to move sideways. 


“Oops,”
Sprite reported. 


“What?”
The Admiral asked softly. 


“What
is it?” Anita asked nervously. “It seems someone else wishes to use this car
and track,” the AI reported. The Admiral sighed. They groaned to a stop and the
doors creaked open slowly. Someone was swearing on the other side of the door.
Fingers wormed their way in and started to pull the doors apart.


After
a moment and grinding of gears the outer doors opened. The Admiral opened the
inner doors manually. “Hello, it's a bit crowded but there is room.” He stepped
aside and motioned for the couple to enter. They looked at them in surprise. 


“You’re
going to the docks?” the woman asked. Jorge nodded.


“We
have some trading to do with the Io 11,” Junior growled. 


The
Admiral smiled. “No way could we get this gear up a ladder.” He waved to the
pallet. The couple entered. And looked around. Hastily the man got out of the
way of the doors as they ground closed. 


“I
wish we could fix that,” he muttered. “Lazy people in engineering,” he sighed.
“No, I heard the Admiral made more cuts since they're down to one reactor,” the
woman whispered. The Admiral picked it up. “The reactor is down to twenty
percent and falling. We need to get off this station before it dies,” she
whispered urgently. 


The
man waved her to silence then looked over to the Valdez family then the
Admiral. “Are you folks getting off the station?” he asked. 


The
Admiral shook his head. “I doubt it, I just got here. I'm here to help.” He
indicated the Valdez family. “If we can get their tug back online then they can
get more fuel for the reactors.” Junior smiled grimly and nodded as the couple
gazed at him then looked hastily away.


The
car ground to a long slow stop with loud clangs and screeching metal. Irons
sighed. “Okay, looks like this is our stop.” He watched as the door struggled
to open. The couple forced the door open enough to get through then left
without a backward glance. 


“So
much for chivalry,” Irons commented dryly. He and Junior wrestled the door open
wide enough to get the cart through. “If it's all the same with you, I think
I'll stick to the ladders,” Anita said dryly as the lift doors closed behind
them and the lift dropped away. Her son chuckled softly.


“Oh,
that's not bad actually. A drop chute is much worse,” Irons replied turning
around.


“And
what pray tell is that?” Anita asked. Irons smiled. 


“A
tube that shoots people with force fields. No car at all. It was popular on
resort worlds and large corporate buildings and space stations. The clear tubes
were all the rage for a while.” He shrugged. She shook her head then shivered.


“NO
THANKS!” she said then took in his smile and smiled herself.


They
waved to the bored customs girl and guards then purposely made their way to the
Io's slip. The couple were there arguing with the guard. Irons waved as she
commed her supervisor. She smiled and waved back then went back to her
argument.


They
managed to make it to her station just as Faith, a small group of techs and the
purser arrived. The purser took the couple aside and began to talk with them.
Irons turned his attention on Faith. “How are things shaking?” he asked. She
smiled.


“Not
much to shake in dock Admiral. These the parts?” 


He
nodded. “This is the Valdez family. Jorge, Anita, and Sergio. They are
Juanita's family,” he nodded to Faith. Faith glanced at the wounded Jorge and
nodded. Motion on his HUD made the Admiral look up. He could just make out
Juanita on his sensors. 


“Someone
is rather anxious to see them too,” he said softly. 


Faith
looked over her shoulder then chuckled turning back to the Valdez family. “That
she is. I can't say I blame the lass. All right ladies; let's get this lot
sorted out while they head to sickbay.” She motioned to Jorge. “Your guide is
waiting inside.” Jorge nodded and got up weakly. Anita rushed to help then
hastily stopped hands cringing. He looked up and smiled softly. Faith took it
in and grunted.


“Typical
damn fool men, don't know when to shelve their pride and get help when they
need it,” she grumbled. Irons hastily smothered a laugh with a cough as Junior
glared. The Valdez family entered the ship and then happy cries echoed back
through the lock. 


Faith
and her work party were smiling. “I'm glad you made sure he gets medical care.
I don't think any of us would forgive ourselves if we didn't. We owe you and
Juanita that much,” she nodded to the party. “This the first load?” she asked
as they transferred the load to a new cart. The Admiral nodded.


“Call
it a deposit. I'll go back for the next load in a moment.” He nodded to several
of the crew as they passed him with smiles and waves. He chuckled. “Missed me
already.” He shook his head. Faith smiled.


“They
know what you’re doing now, helping Juanita's family is a good thing. I'd do
what I could but I'm knee deep in another project right now and I won't get it
done till we leave,” she sighed. “That is if we don't get thrown off our stride
by this project and anything else you have in mind.” She smiled at him. He
laughed.


“I
make no promises I can't keep.” He looked at her. 


She
shook her head dimpling. “I'd never trust a man's word anyway. Well, maybe
yours.” She smiled. “I took the liberty of replicating a few of the parts you
listed.” She nodded to Mary who was piling a small load on the Valdez cart.
“Call it a promissory note or down payment in return if the purser gets
involved.” She whispered to him conspiratorially. He laughed.


“All
right, I'll drop these off and then get back with another load. Anita needs to
be back in an hour and a half, she has a shift. Can you ask someone to keep her
honest? She's a little too wrapped up to remember right now.” The glad cries
had receded. Faith nodded.


“I'm
coming to Admiral.” He looked over to see Junior. “Willing to risk the lift
again?” he teased. Junior gulped then nodded manly. 


Faith
looked them over. “Well, good luck.” She waved to them.


They
moved off and down the dock but were stopped by the guard. “You have to pay
import fees.” He waved to the custom agent. 


Junior
groaned. “I forgot.” His hands covered his face. 


The
Admiral sighed. “Let's get this over with.” He pushed the cart over to the
woman.


“Yes?
Oh you? What are you doing with that?” She looked over her desk counter to the
pallet. “What are those?” She looked up to them. 


“Parts
for the Valdez tug. The XO wants us to get it back in space to resupply the
station. We're almost out of fuel.” The Admiral replied. 


The
young woman's eyes widened. “I'd heard, but I didn't know it was that bad!” She
sat down abruptly. “Vinnie...” she shook her head.


“We
don't have money for the import fees, can we be billed or...?” The Admiral left
the thought dangling. 


“Say
no more! You don't need that hassle! Get that tub back in space! We need fuel!
My cousin Vinnie works in engineering he said the reactor is almost out!” She
gave Junior a look. “You’re the pilot?” She looked from the Admiral to the
young man. 


“He
is. One of them anyway.” The Admiral motioned to the young man who was suddenly
shy and awkward. The girl seemed to preen.


She
put a call in to Ops. After a few moments a harried voice answered. “Yes?” the
man asked. “This is Kathy in customs; we've got the Valdez family here trading
for parts to repair their tub.” The Admiral winced as Junior mouthed tug. 


“Tug,”
he said softly. 


“Sorry,
Tug,” she said giving him a look.


“Valdez
family? What does... oh excuse me boss.” Another voice replaced the first. 


“Kathy
is it?” She seemed too straightened and looked at the Admiral and Junior with a
warning glance.


 “Yes
mister exec?” she asked. 


“Expedite
them. Let them go, don't charge them any fees. We need that tug in space
yesterday.” The channel cut with a click. She looked at the speaker for a
moment then cut her line with a shaky hand. 


“Well,
all right then, go to it then.” She waved to the guard. “It's all right Benny,
the exec said to leave them be.” He looked back, looked at the cart then
shrugged. 


“Your
funeral Kat.” He shook his head and turned away as they left.


“Do
we have to take the lift?” Junior asked, almost whining. The Admiral grimaced. 


“If
you have a better idea, I'm all ears.” He waited patiently by the lift doors.
“Actually, I do, I'll meet you at home.” The boy grabbed a few of the smaller
parts, stuffed them into his coverall then left. The Admiral shook his head as
he left. 


“Coward,”
Sprite seemed to laugh. The Admiral shook his head once more.


“Yes
and no, impatient too.” He listened as a car groaned to a stop. He muscled the
doors open, and then had to lift the cart up to get over the lip. The car
inside had stopped late, thirty centimeters above the floor. He sighed as he
climbed in. “Well, this is fun.” He tapped the panel entering their
destination.


“Think
we'll get there first?” the AI asked. 


“If
we don't run into any problems. Hopefully he doesn't run into any either.” The
Admiral hoped the kid wouldn't get stopped and mugged. “Right.” Proteus went to
work on the panel once more. “Can't help yourself?” he teased. 


“Different
car,” Proteus responded. The Admiral nodded. 


“Good
to know. Glad you’re fixing it too, we may need it later.” He felt the car jerk
several times as it arrived. 


“We're
here,” Sprite reported unnecessarily.


“While
you’re fixing things, can you fix a Wi-Fi node?” Sprite asked.


 The
Admiral snorted. “Add it to the to do list.” He pushed the cart out of the lift
and down the corridor.


He
wrestled the cart to the door and an impatiently waiting and rather smug
looking Junior. The young man ushered him in. He ran down to the shuttle bay
and began unloading his precious cargo. 


“Finish
unloading then meet me with the cart in the junk bay for the next load. I need
to dig the satellites out,” the Admiral ordered leaving the boy and cart.


“Great
okay, first up...” He looked around for a moment. Sprite highlighted several of
the small satellites by placing a caret around their position. One was
enshrouded by debris; another was against the wall on a shelf. He nodded.
“Thanks.” He started pulling parts aside to get to the first satellite.


Once
he had the first uncovered he went to the back wall and pulled a tractor collar
off. He wrapped it around the satellite's body and then plugged into it.
“Admiral, you’re going to have to use your own power reserves, this thing's
batteries are fried,” Proteus reported. He grunted as the lights glowed to
life. He felt static electricity dance around him. 


In
a moment the collar was charged and the satellite began to slowly rise above
the deck. He turned to see the boy hit the door with a clatter. “Careful, we're
going to need that.” He admonished. The young man stared as the Admiral
carefully maneuvered the satellite over to the cart then lowered it. “One down,
two to go,” he sighed wiping his brow.


“Why
them? Aren't they junk?” Junior asked looking at the satellites.


“No,
they can be fixed; they just need new batteries and new solar panels. Maybe
some fuel for the OMS pods too,” the Admiral replied as he unplugged the collar
and pulled it off.


 “How
did you get that thing to work anyway? It's fried,” Junior waved to the collar
as the Admiral put it back. 


“The
battery is dead, but I have my own power supply,” he replied absently.


They
maneuvered the heavy load down through the lock. He patiently waited as Junior
locked up. He was amused to see Junior try to hide the code from him. “Glad you
locked up. I've got a lot on my mind, I may have forgotten.” He nodded to the
young man. “Meet you in the dock?” He asked. Junior dodged a curious couple
then nodded as the Admiral turned to the lift. 


“Yeah,
uh, I'll meet you there...” He rushed off. 


“Wanna
bet he gets there on a run and spends the extra time talking with the girl?”
Sprite asked with a laugh. The Admiral smiled as the lift doors groaned open.


 


It
took ninety minutes to get all three satellites out of the Valdez compound and
to the Io. When he brought the last one he met the purser and Anita as they
were exiting. “I've got to run.” Mrs. Valdez shook the purser's hand then
rushed off with a wave.


“What
is that?” the purser asked. Faith looked up from the diagnostic panel.
“Satellite. Weather sat.” She went back to checking the readings. 


“Weather
satellite? Why do we... wait, didn't you have us trade some too...” she looked
over to the Admiral in inquiry. He smiled.


 “Right,
you can trade these to your next stop once Faith here gets them sorted out. 
The Braddock continent has some massive hurricanes and tornadoes that flatten
the continent based on the records I accessed. Most of the rest of the planet's
surface was incinerated by antimatter rounds. If they get some warning of
weather...” He looked over to her. 


She
nodded. “Right, then they can be prepared... or at least as well as you can for
a damn hurricane.” She shuddered. “Fighter for last?” She asked. The security
chief joined them. The Admiral nodded politely to her. 


“Yes,
I can't get that ship out without going through the locks though. We'll need to
go EVA to get her to the ship.” The chief nodded looking the lock over. She
smiled tightly. 


“He's
right; there is no way a fighter could fit through this lock,” Faith chuckled
looking at the lock in question. “You got that right!” She straightened and
waved the techs over to swap the satellite over to the Io's pallet. They
carefully fitted it with a grav collar and began to move it. Junior stared at
several of the more interesting women for a moment. The Customs girl Kathy
looked pissed at his sudden interest.


“So
is Kathy going off shift soon?” the Admiral turned to Junior who blushed
fiercely. 


“Something
like that,” he mumbled guiltily looking over to the girl. She was glaring at
him. The Admiral chuckled softly. Ah the troubles of youth.


Techs
were already loading the cart down with parts. A second cart was pushed out.
“We'll need that back,” the purser admonished. 


“I'm
going with him to make sure we get it back,” the chief nodded. 


“And
to check out the fighter?” the Admiral asked. She nodded meeting his eyes. He
smiled to the purser. “Your influence I bet. Checking out the goods.” The
purser chuckled and waved. 


“Go,
see you in a bit. I'll see if we can get a team out.” She walked into the lock.


“What
do you have left to move?” the chief asked as they waited by the lift doors. 


“The
fighter and the weapons pod. I assume you'd like to check both?” She nodded.
“We can just squeeze them into the second shuttle bay. I'll evacuate the air
and we can move them to Io. We can move the larger parts back the same way,” he
explained. She nodded.


They
ignored curious looks from people passing by as they exited the lift and
entered the corridor to the Valdez compound. He was amused to see Junior had beaten
them there once more. He looked winded and harried though.


“Lets
get inside quick; I think there are some bully boys lurking about.” He waved
them inside. The chief looked around for a moment, and then warily followed.


Junior
took the tech to the shuttle bay and then returned to the junk pile. “Why don't
you escort the young lady back to the dock? I'm not sure she should be out
alone.” The Admiral asked giving the boy a look. 


Slowly
he nodded. “All right. I'll be back.” He waved and rushed off. The Admiral
could hear the outer door shut with a clang.


“This
it?” the chief asked as she looked the fighter over. 


“Doesn't
look like much but its hull and structure are sound. Electronics are good; it
just needs a new drive and fusion reactor. Her's were cannibalized a long time
ago.” The Admiral pointed to the rear of the deadly looking craft. 


Gently
the chief ran her hand over the hull. She seemed to quiver. “You know, my
ancestress flew one of these during the war.” Her fingers seemed to caress the
door panel, barely finding the seam. “She's as beautiful as gram said she would
be,” she said softly. 


“That
she is. Throttle sticks, but we patched that problem with a software patch in
her first upgrade,” the Admiral smiled as he moved a piece of junk out of the
way. The chief looked at him.


“I
keep forgetting you’re from that time. You flew one?” she asked. 


He
shook his head. “No, I can pilot all sorts of things, but fighter craft are a
bit outside my league. I don't have the reflexes of the young anymore anyway,”
he smiled. “Or to put it another way, I'm not nuts enough to try.” He smiled at
her. She chuckled.


“How
are you going to get her up and to the lock?” the chief asked after admiring
the ship for a time. The Admiral smiled as he accessed his implants. 


“Allow
me Admiral.” He felt Sprite access the fighter. She came online startling the
chief into stepping back.


“Her
main propulsion and reactor are off line but she has some juice in her
batteries. Enough to power her antigrav.” He waved her aside as static began to
make the air and dust dance and pop. The craft wobbled a centimeter up, taking
her weight off her landing gear. “Right, I don't suppose I could ride in her?”
the chief asked.


“Not
unless you brought a suit. She's not air tight. I checked. Life support is
drained. Heater coils are gone and the seal around the cockpit is iffy.” He
moved aside as the craft drifted out the lock and down the hall. It just made
the turn to bay two, making him wince as a wing came within a half centimeter
of the wall.


“That
was close,” the chief said dryly. “Don't worry, we won’t bang her up,” he
replied. 


“You
mean any more then she already is,” the chief replied. He looked at her and she
smiled.


“Let’s
get the weapons pod out too,” she said after a moment. He chuckled and lent her
a hand.


It
took the two of them almost an hour to wrestle the collar around the pod and it
onto the cart. They had been forced to move several other pieces of junk with
the collar to get at the weapons pod. The chief ran her hands over the pod. “A
mark 23 series G Graser pod.. Integrated lidar, self guiding AI, point defense
mode...” She murmured an itinerary of the pods strengths. He tried not to
laugh. Everyone had their kicks and hobbies. This was definitely hers. She ran
her finger tips over the pod as they strapped it down onto the cart.


“She's
a beauty. I wonder what's wrong?” she asked looking up at him. “I don't know. I
didn't jack in to find out,” he shrugged. She nodded. The wrestled it out of
the bay and into the shuttle bay. 


“It's
about time; we've been waiting three minutes!” Faith called over the radio. The
Admiral chuckled as the chief looked at it then turned her earwig on. 


“Hold
your horses, we're getting there.” She waved to the others outside the window.
The suited figures waved back.


“Let's
get the show on the road.” The Admiral pushed the cart out of the lock and
turned. “Coming?” He asked the chief. Reluctantly she obeyed. He closed the
lock and then depressurized the bay.


“Door
opening. They're all yours ladies.” He said, watching the work party enter the
bay. A figure gave them thumbs up. The chief snorted. She watched through the
lock window as they locked each payload down onto a travel pod and then guided
them out the lock. After five minutes the operation was over. 


“Your
gear is on the side there.” She motioned to the side of the lock. He looked.
They had maneuvered the firing chamber and fusion reactor in. He had been more
amused by the chief’s reaction and distracted by it to have caught it until she
pointed it out. He chuckled. 


“Thanks
ladies. Closing the outer door and re-pressurizing the lock now.” He nodded to
the chief as he finished with the panel. She was already on her way out the
door. 


He
caught up to her at the front door. “Eager to get your hands on the control
yoke?” he teased. She dimpled and he could see an edge of a flush on her face. 


“Some
of us have duties to perform,” she tried to reply as a put down. He smiled.
“Good to know. Let me know if you need any help.” He escorted her to the door.
“Do you need to me to escort you...?” he asked but she shook her head.
“Somehow, I think I'll manage,” she replied dryly as she left without a
backward glance. He chuckled as he shut the door.


“Admiral,
I don't suppose you could fix a Wi-Fi link so I could jack in while you’re
working?” Sprite asked quietly. He chuckled. 


“Only
if it will keep you from nagging me about it later,” he smiled as she chuckled.


 


He
looked the pile of parts over with pleasure. The gear from the Io was fresh and
factory new, literally newly fabricated. The broken parts were already set
aside. He looked up as Sprite blinked onto his HUD. “What is it?” he asked. 


“Admiral
we have a situation at the lock.” She said tightly as a window came up. He
frowned as he noted the visitors at the door. He groaned as he got up.


He
had been deep into the rebuild for several hours. Defender was already spinning
his shields up. “Admiral power reserves are at twenty percent. I don't
recommend combat,” Defender reported. 


“I'll
try to remember to tell them that,” he answered dryly.


“It's
not like you need shields Admiral, facial recognition has identified them as
Buana and Hera.” Sprite reported. He nodded. They were warriors from the Io,
guarding a pair of nervous cargo handlers who had pushed a pair of cargo
pallets to the quarters.


He
opened the door and smiled. “It's nice to see some friendly faces around here.”
He nodded to them as Defender put a caret around a pair of figures skulking in
the dark near the corner. He looked over to them and felt Sprite reach out.
Weapons were identified.


“Let’s
get you ladies in before we have a problem,” he said quietly. The cargo
handlers looked around nervously. Hera nodded. 


“You
spotted them as well?” she asked softly. 


“Yeah,
two possibly more. Down the corridor. One has what looks like a needler, the
other some sort of cut down plasma carbine and molecular knife.” He pushed the
door open and stepped hastily aside as the women piled in with the cargo.


Sprite
had freeze frames of each male in a window on his HUD; she was running a facial
recognition program. He shook his head. They hadn't been here long enough to
get to know anyone.


He
escorted the women into the shuttle bay. They whistled at the tug. “Someone's
has been busy,” Buana smiled in appreciation. 


He
nodded. “Only way to get something done once you know it needs doing is to dig
in.” He helped the women unload the pallet. 


“This
is the last load Admiral. Faith said the satellites, weapons pod, and fighter
pan out so you have quite a hefty tab,” one of the cargo handlers said, handing
him a chip. 


He
chuckled. “I bet the purser isn't pleased about that.” He smiled as they tried
to hide grins.


“Well,
we'll see what I can get. You folks still on schedule to leave?” He looked over
to Hera who nodded. 


“Five
days twelve hours. From the sound of the negotiations, it is not soon enough
for the captain,” she said sourly. He chuckled.


“How
is Jorge?” He asked as he hefted the last part. Buana smiled. 


“Let's
just say we're glad you got him to the docs. He's got a lot of damage. The
nurse said the internals were bad; they’re going to have to operate and dunk
him as well. Juanita is beside herself,” she sighed. The Admiral nodded.


“I
can't say I blame her. She feels that she should be here with her family and
blames herself for not being able to.” He looked over to Hera who grimly
nodded. 


“Wish
we could do something about that, but we can't,” Buana sighed. 


“Still,
what you’re doing here should tip the scales a bit more in their favor,” Brie
replied. She smiled at him as she brushed a curly of hair out of her eyes. He
nodded and gave her a return smile.


“Well,
it's a start.” He waved to the women. They filed out. “I don't think they'll
give you any trouble since you're empty handed,” the Admiral said softly to
Hera and Buana. Both women nodded. “We're going to have a couple extra guards
meet us just in case,” Hera reported.


Outside
the coast was clear. The Admiral stepped up his implants to maximum and could
not get a whisper. “Nothing. Either they cleared out or they are near the
lifts.” He nodded to Hera. She stuck her hand out and he shook it. 


“Good,
Chief is in the lift now.” She smiled. 


“How
did you get the code?” he asked, curious. 


She
grimaced. “We had to trade for it of course.” She sighed. “Damn Pyrax pain in
the arses, sell their own mothers.” She blanched. “Don't tell Juanita that I
said that.” She looked around at the others. They all shook their heads
hastily. The Admiral chuckled as they left.


Sprite
brought up a map of the floor. Junior was on his way back, but a trio of men
were coming just ahead of him. He grimaced. He would have to wait until Junior
got here, he didn't dare go back inside and leave the kid hanging in the breeze
outside his own home.


“Hey
you! Yes you!” He turned to see the lead bull necked guy wave to him. “Come
over here we want to talk to you,” he snarled. Irons smiled. 


“Sorry,
I can't leave my post.” He indicated the door now at his back. The men snarled
then came over.


“Who
the hell are you?” the leader asked.  He was bald, with various tattoos on his
head and back of his neck. Another tattoo encircled his right eye. Sprite put
up a warning that these were the same guys from earlier. Not that he didn't
know already.


“I'm
a boarder of the Valdez family. I am an engineer,” the Admiral replied as he
studied the men with a practiced eye. They were definitely brawlers, used to
using intimidation or raw force to get their way, not science. From the way
each of them moved they had been at it for some time and leaned more on the
intimidation factor over the use of force.


Junior
rounded the corner and stopped. He started to move forward but then stopped. A
male turned to glare at him. “There's the punk we're looking for.” He turned
and pointed. The others turned. “Don't think you’re going to be here ass wipe,
the Valdez clan is on borrowed time,” the leader gloated as he turned to
Junior.


Junior
had summoned up his courage or sheer stupidity and had passed through the men
to the Admiral's side. He turned. “What do you want Berneky?” he asked. His
hand was near his hip pocket. 


“Easy
son,” the Admiral said softly.


“Yeah,
listen to the old man; you don't want to get tossed out a lock now do you?” one
of the hecklers snarled. “We're here for the rent. Either pay up or piss off.”
The leader jerked his thumb up over his shoulder. Junior's face contorted in a
rictus of hate. The Admiral placed a restraining hand on his shoulder.


“Gentlemen,
The exec ordered the Valdez family to get the tug repaired and in space and for
all of your people to help expedite that.” He turned to look at the leader. “We
don't take no orders from the exec,” one of his partners laughed. The leader
turned, shutting his hyena up with a glare then turned back on Junior and the
Admiral. “He's right; we take orders from the Admiral,” he replied, lip
curling.


“From...”
Junior looked up at the Admiral but he waved it aside. 


“Never
mind that. We're working on the tug now. If we don't run into problems we
should be out in space by tomorrow, and getting the first load of fuel in a
day.” He waved to the lights. “Flicker the lights and grav will you?” He sub
vocalized to Sprite. After a moment the lights dimmed, then flickered. “The
fuel reserves are almost gone.” He looked over to the leader. He looked a
little green.


“I
played with the plate he is on. Bet he feels a bit sick,” Sprite reported
smugly.


“As
you can see, we have a crisis to avert.” He waved Sergio inside. 


“Not
so fast smart ass...” The leader grabbed him.


“Leave
him alone Berneky he's a ...” Junior warned. 


“Shut
up pissant, if I wanted to hear you whine I'd beat you like I did your dad.” He
stared at the young man. Junior had gone white and fallen into a fighting
crouch he was shaking with rage. 


“Your
bitch of a mother is going to get hers, going to get laid good and proper
before we stuff her out a lock,” one of the men jeered. The Admiral tried to
head off the obvious confrontation but he knew it was going south fast.


“Try
it and you’re out the nearest airlock,” the leader said softly. Too softly,
Junior was past hearing. The goons were laughing. Junior lunged at the nearest.
He nonchalantly pulled out a black jack he had palmed and smacked the kid in
the solar plexus. He went down. Berneky tried to muscle the Admiral into the
door but he had had enough.


“Not
on,” he snarled as he reacted. Berneky went flying back as he shrugged him off.
He stepped into the first goon's reach and took him down with three quick
blows. The second goon had been kicking the fallen boy. He turned on the
engineer trying to pull a needler. The engineer's cybernetics went into
overdrive. He rushed the man, grabbing the gun and snapping it to the side,
snapping the man's arm.


He
howled as he fell to the ground. Casually the Admiral tore the weapon apart.
Junior crawled away from the man and then gasped and sobbed his way to his
feet.


Berneky
had picked himself off of the bulkhead and was staring as the Admiral casually
pulled his goon's cut down plasma carbine out and tore it apart.


Cowed,
the two goons scrambled back on their asses. Junior tried to stand but was
hunched over. The Admiral grimaced then caught Berneky's eye. “Don't come back
here again.” He said softly. He keyed his right arm to morph it into a plasma
gun, then back. He held the gaze until he saw the man's eyes widen and his
Adam’s apple go up and down in a gulp. He gave a choppy nod and took off.


“Go
on, get out of here,” Junior gasped out. Trying to kick one of the guys but
failing as the Admiral caught him. 


“Let's
get you inside,” he said softly.


 


Inside
he locked the door then supported the boy to the living quarters. He scanned
him as he sat the boy down. He had a spectacular set of bruises beginning to
form under his skin, but no permanent damage the Admiral could detect. The kid
had managed to regain his breath and was trying to sit up.


“Open
a channel to the ship,” he sub vocalized. After a moment he heard Io's mellow
voice answer. 


“Hello
Admiral, miss me?” Io sounded impish like her AI mother.


He
smiled. “A bit Io, Just a bit. I bet the trio misses you more. I'm with Sergio
Valdez, he's been assaulted. I'm reading contusions but I am not sure if he has
internal damage. Is a doctor available?” he asked all business.


“Let
me check. No, both are in surgery with Mr. Valdez senior. I believe they are
repairing his internal organs. Is this a normal thing for this family?” she
asked, humorous. He shook his head. “The way this station is run, I'm not sure.
Sprite will upload my scans so you can get someone to take a look later.” He
nodded as Sprite fed the data through the linkage. He looked over to Junior.


The
boy was staring at him. “I'm using my implants to talk to the ship,” he
explained. Slowly the boy nodded. 


“Nurse
Ratchet recommends ice and some pain medication until they can get a look at
him,” Io responded after a pause. 


He
nodded. “Will do, thanks Io.” He felt Sprite sever the link.


“The
medics have their hands full with your dad, but they suggested an ice pack and
analgesic until they can get to you. Hopefully the blood thinning properties of
the analgesic won’t be a problem.” He sighed as he went over to his room. He
paused the current build and jacked in. He watched as a pair of pills coalesced
in the matrix. He plucked them out and then left the machine to work on the
latest part.


“Here.”
He handed the boy the pills and went to the cupboard. He pulled out a cup and
then the water from the cooler. He turned to see the boy staring at him.
“What?” he asked as he poured the drink, looking away. Junior shook his head. 


“Nothing
I guess,” Sergio croaked. He was staring though. The Admiral smiled.


“Years
of practice and training.” He answered the unasked question. The young man
looked up at him. “And no, I won’t teach anyone who can't keep a cool head.
Your too liable to use it to do something we would both regret.” He finished
pouring the water then handed it to the boy. 


The
boy popped the pills in his mouth then chased them down with the water. “Are
you reading my mind?” he asked after he swallowed. Irons chuckled. 


“No,
years of experience again. This time for reading people.” He put the pitcher
back into the cooler then went over to the replicator.


“It's
broke. Best we can get out of it is gray water and paste,” Junior said,
watching him. He sat back, one arm cradling his side. 


“Well,
let's just have a look,” the Admiral replied as he pulled the panel off. He
hummed as he jacked into the universal port.


“You’re
not bothered you needed a rescue are you?” Irons asked. Junior groaned. “A
little,” the young man replied. At least he was honest.


Irons
chuckled. “Don't be. You’re lucky to be alive. Three against one when they are
armed and trained?” He shook his head. “Count your blessings and try to learn
from the experience.” He looked at the panel. 


“Looks
like the EPS tap is good, there is a kink in the paste feeds, software is
corrupted, but I got that fixed. Okay, hmm, matrix needs reinitializing... oh,
electronic power cable is shredded to it.... leaky gaskets too. Nasty. No
wonder you only get flavored paste. The leaks have stuff growing in here.” He
wrinkled his nose then sighed.


“See,
it's not worth it,” the boy replied. 


Irons
gave him a look. “If everyone did that, sentient life would have bought it a
long time ago. I don't give up easy. You shouldn't either. Buckle down and take
the long road. That's what your parents do,” he nodded to their room. Junior
flushed.


“First
thing to learn about space is to have patience. Second is to have patience,”
Irons quoted. Junior snorted a laugh as Iron's let Proteus go to work. The AI
rapidly made repairs, absorbing and breaking down the fungus and leakage, and
repairing the gaskets with his nanites. In minutes the matrix was cleared.


“Need
a hand?” Junior asked behind him. He turned to see the boy standing, looking
over his shoulder. 


He
smiled. “Sure, I need a couple things, a new cable, two food feeder lines and
my tool kit in the other room.” He glanced at the boy who was staring at his
arm and the replicator. Small manipulator arms had extended out of his bicep
and forearm. They tore into the system as if they had a will of their own.


“Don't
worry about it.” The Admiral smiled. 


“How,
I mean, did they really cut off your arm to put that on?” Junior asked as he
turned. 


“No,
not on purpose. I lost it in battle with my legs and eye.” The Admiral smiled
as the young man retreated.


A
few minutes later the boy returned with the requested gear. He carefully
explained what he was doing as he made the repairs. He finished and put the
cover panel back on.


“Okay
test object. Ice pack. Perfect.” He tapped in the request and waited. The tray
lit and the matrix began to bubble. 


“It
can do that?” the young man asked fascinated. 


“That
and more,” the Admiral replied. In a moment an ice pack was finished. “Here.”
He handed it to the boy. He grimaced and put the pack on his abdomen.


“Wow,
it's really cold,” Sergio said then shivered.


“That's
the whole point. I'll replicate a couple more then I'll see about a snack.” The
Admiral waved him to go sit. Weakly Junior hobbled over to the chair and sat.
The right side of his face was starting to bruise. Right on cue the young man's
mother and Aunt came in.


They
stopped dead in the doorway then rushed to the boy's side. The kids followed in
behind, babbling. The babbling faded as they noticed something was wrong.


Anita
was at Junior's side, checking him over. “He's okay as far as my scan can see;
he's got some spectacular bruises coming. I'm not sure about internals though,
I'm not a doctor,” the Admiral tried to caution them. Anita ran her hands
through Sergio's hair. 


“What
happened?” His aunt asked looking at him.


“We
ran into Berneky and his goons,” Junior snarled with a groan. The Admiral
nodded confirmation. 


“Berneky!” 
His mother paled. “I told you to stay away from him!” She glared at her son. 


“Wasn't
my fault he was at our door,” the young man waved. The Admiral nodded once
more. 


“I
had just accepted the last load and spotted Junior excuse me; Sergio, coming
from one direction, and the goon squad coming from the other. No way could I
head it off had I known,” he explained.


“What
happened?” the pig tailed girl asked. 


Her
brother grimaced. “I got my ass kicked, what does it look like?” he muttered
looking away. His mother frowned. 


“Language
Sergio,” his aunt warned. He flushed darker. 


“And
you did nothing?” the boy asked the Admiral accusingly.


“No,
he took them apart,” Junior said in the Admiral's defense, trying to sit up.
“He did what?” his mother asked as the kids shot wondering looks at the
Admiral. The aunt seemed wary. Her face contorted in amusement and fear. He
tried not to take it personally.


“It
was nothing.” He shrugged it off. “No permanent damage. Couple broken bones, no
deaths.” He waved. “I have to get back to work now.” He hastily exited. He
hated getting involved when people were all weepy or loading him down with
thanks.


“He's
not hurt?” the aunt asked. He tried to tune out the answer. He entered the bay
and dived into the work.


 


Sometime
later he looked up to see Anita in the lock. “Thanks for saving my son. And my
husband.” She looked aside. Her face was red. Her eyes were a little puffy.


He
nodded. “My pleasure ma'am. They just needed a boost. Both will recover in
time.” He finished tightening a bolt and let Proteus take over his right arm to
make the final connections.


“That
damn latin male pride will be the death of them both,” she muttered.


“How
is it going?” Junior asked from behind his mother. She turned with a ferocious
frown but he waved it off. “I'm okay Mama, sore, but okay. Honest.” He looked
into the room and whistled. “You've rebuilt the engine? And power plant?” His
practiced eyes took in the sight of the gleaming array of parts. “She's like
new,” he whispered reverently. The Admiral chuckled. 


“Not
quite, I still need to rebuild the cab and fuel injectors. You’re not going to
run any races with her, you hear me?” He looked at the boy. 


His
mother looked at him as well. Junior sighed. “I want your word you will never
tap that afterburner short of an emergency or you will never go out that lock
again,” she said with doom in her voice. He flushed.


“The
impeller is up, her antigrav is a bit shaky, and I am leaving it off until I
get the electronics bay finished,” the Admiral said into the awkward silence. 


“Yes
ma'am,” he heard Junior reply meekly. He nodded.


“I'll
give you a hand...” Junior offered. His mother shook her head. 


“No,
what the two of you are going to do is go get cleaned up and eat. Dinner is
on.” She turned her son and pushed him back down the corridor. The Admiral hid
a laugh. She turned on him, hands on her hips. 


He
sighed knowing the look. “I bet Juanita sicked you on me.” He shook his head,
wiping grease off his hands. She dimpled. 


“Something
like that. Since you’re making a habit of saving my family, the least I can do
is make sure you’re fed properly.” She pointed down the corridor. “Now march
Admiral!” He laughed as he obeyed.


 


After
cleaning up he hastily sat. The kids were already eating. He smiled to the aunt
as he sat down. They heard the door and Junior tensed. “Am I fashionably late?”
O'Reilly's voice echoed. Junior relaxed.


 “Go
get cleaned up,” Anita ordered with an imperious hand. He took a look at
Sergio, shook his head and went into the refresher. 


“So
what happened? You trip in the dark Sergio?” he called with the door open.
Junior sighed rolling his eyes. His aunt smiled at him and patted his arm.


“I'm
sorry about your losing your shift mate, I didn't have a choice. Orders on high
said to cut power.” He toweled his hands and shook his head. 


Anita
stared at her son. “You were fired?” she asked stunned. 


“No
laid off,” O'Reilly answered. “His whole shift was.” He sighed as he tossed the
towel back into the refresher then took his seat. He pulled his wife over and
gave her a kiss. She smiled at him.


“So,
what did I miss?” O'Reilly asked. Junior started to talk with his mouthful
eliciting a laugh from his aunt and giggle from the kids.


“We've
got all the parts, and last I heard Jorge was in surgery,” the Admiral replied
then dug in. The spaghetti was good, meatless, but it made up for that with
peppers. The bread was a bit pasty, but not bad.


“So
you've got all the parts? How soon can you get the old girl back together?”
O'Reilly asked. “Enrique can't hold off the Port Admiral forever you know. I
heard about the bully boys.” He nodded to Junior. “I tried to call and warn
you, but no one was home,” he sighed shaking his head. 


“Stupid.
Their leaning on the one group who are trying to keep them supplied with fuel.”
He grimaced. The Admiral looked up with interest. 


“You
mean there isn't any trade at all?” He looked over to the aunt who shook her
head. O'Reilly dug into his dinner. 


“Not
since the Port Admiral, sorry,” she flushed as she noted her own sarcastic tone
and tried to correct it. “Not since he put an import tariff on the other
colonies.” Junior nodded.


“We've
been the only one supplying the station with water for the past ten years.”
Junior said with pride. 


O'Reilly
nodded. “That's right mate, but word is, we're down to scraping the bottom of
the barrel. Their cutting off the water to the lower ninety decks tonight.” He
waved to the tap. Anita and the aunt looked alarmed.


“No
more washing. Water is for drinking only, and only a little per day. Rationing
is in effect. They need every ounce. Even then it isn't enough. The reactor is
breaking down.” O'Reilly shook his head. The Admiral finished his dinner and
set his fork down. “I hope you can pull off a miracle Admiral,” O'Reilly said,
watching him get up. 


The
Admiral went over to the cupboard, pulled out a cup, and then put it in the
replicator. “Coffee hot, black.” He stared at the replicator. He figured he'd
better get it while he can.


“Ain't
going to happen ma...” O'Reilly started, then stopped and stared as the
replicator's pad glowed to life and fluid could be heard burbling into the cup.


“Close
your mouth; it's not a docking hangar,” his wife teased him. He closed it with
a clop. The kids were staring as well. 


Anita
shook her head in wonder. “How?” she asked as she took his dirty plate to the
sink. 


“Simple
engineering. Junior lent me a hand. I'll see if I can get the ultrasonics in
the dishwasher and refresher fixed as well so they can be used instead of
water.” He waved to the sink area. Anita nodded mutely.


Several
of the kids got up to examine the replicator, but the adults called them back
to their seats to finish their meal. “No dessert without finishing your plate
kids,” Iron's teased. They looked at him surprised. He smiled conspiratorially
to them. They looked at each other then dug in with a will.


“Code
eight baker is the key code. Type in ice cream and choose a flavor. Make sure
you put a dish in beforehand,” he said softly to Anita. She nodded. He nodded
to Junior and O'Reilly as he exited. Junior was hastily getting up but his aunt
firmly pulled him back down to his seat.


 


Twenty
minutes later the men folk and aunt joined him in the hangar. The pig tailed
girl followed a few minutes later, licking a spoon with gusto. He chuckled as
she pocketed it.


“I
finished rebuilding the reactor and plasma drive, The Io sent over the
inertials and antigrav plates but they, like the reactor and drive will have to
be tuned.” He waved. “Of course we can't do that until we get everything back
together. Most of the life support is also here, but I haven't gotten into that
as much as I would like.” He waved to the stack of parts near the door. 


“As
you can see, I've been a bit busy.” He indicated the drive. 


O'Reilly
nodded, rolling up his sleeves. “Let me at em. I'll get it sorted.” He went
over to the pile and began puzzling out pieces. The Admiral nodded.


“Right,
Miss, if you could act as gofer, we can get things sorted out. Right now we
need two grav collars and the parts inside my replicator.” He nodded to the
girl. She rushed off. Junior snorted.


“Sergio,
if you want to lend me a hand with this?” he motioned to the reactor. “I'll
just help my husband,” Mrs. O'Reilly announced. 


“She's
a life support tech too,” Sergio whispered when he caught the concerned look on
the Admiral. 


Slowly
Irons nodded. “Right. Okay, we need those collars!” he called looking over his
shoulder.


“Coming!”
the girl grunted. He met her at the lock. Both collars were on the pallet. She
was sweating.


“Bet
you're going to sleep tonight,” Junior teased. She grimaced and ran off.
Together they got to work.


 


Hours
later the O'Reilly's reluctantly had to break off to go to bed. Junior was
having trouble staying awake and the girl had gone off to bed. Irons checked
his internal chronometer. “Sergio, take a break. I can get this.” He waved as
the boy nursed his cut hand. His hand had slipped and he had done a number
skinning his knuckles.


“I
can get it,” Sergio started but the Admiral was already under the vehicle. 


“No
worries, I've done this before and remember, I've got implants. You don't,” the
Admiral teased. His arm morphed and he let Proteus lock the bolt down to the
right torque specs. “That finishes the engine wiring, we've just got the cab
and OMS fuel lines and we're ready for a test run. Your aunt and uncle did a
good job reassembling the life support. Go get some rest; you’re going to need
it in the morning,” the Admiral ordered.


Reluctant
footfalls echoed out the airlock and down the corridor. He sighed. “Going to be
a long night.” He looked over the underside, taking his time, making sure
Proteus checked and double everything. He wanted to make sure everything was
golden. Just to be sure he checked each fitting manually. His life and possibly
the lives of thousands rested on doing this right the first time.


When
he was done he started in on the cab. Had he been inclined, he probably could
have had Io replicate a new one. The way the chief had been drooling over the
weapons pod and fighter, he was pretty sure they would have built an entire tug
from scratch. He chuckled at the thought then froze. Perhaps it wasn't such a
stupid idea after all. He made a note of it.


He
stepped back and scanned the cab, then laid his right palm on each identified
breach and felt the nanites go to work. It took several hours, but in the end
it was worth it.


The
cabin's windows were stained, with some micro meteorite damage. It was amazing
how an artificial ruby matrix could be damaged. E equals MC squared eat your
heart out... he thought to himself.


“Admiral,
I've intercepted an order from the Port Admiral to the exec ordering him to cut
power to this module as well as life support,” Sprite suddenly reported. 


He
stopped and stared up. “Did he get the message?” he asked. 


“No,
I sent it astray. It's in a buffer,” she replied, voice full of mischief. 


“I'll
bet. Okay, let's make sure it stays lost. Permanently. And any others as well.
Come to think of it, why don't you insulate this deck to make sure we don't
have any problems as well...?” he ordered. 


“I'll
do what I can, but I can't get into the security system outside this bay. It
may alert the station AI. It's crazy, no telling what it could do. I had to
fight it off when you had me play with the lights and grav earlier,” she
reported.


“Great,
just what we don't need.” He shook his head going back to work.


It
took two more hours to complete the hull repairs and install the seat and
interior. He was just starting on the electronics when he heard the first
stirrings in the living section.


“The
O'Reilly's are off to work,” Sprite reported. “Anita is up, but she can't get a
shower in. She's in the kitchen crying,” Sprite reported again after a moment.
He sighed as he plugged a module in to the mother board, then began running the
new wiring harness.


A
sleepy and rather stiff Junior joined him nearly thirty minutes later. He
nodded to the young man. “Sergio, can you do me a favor and get me a cup of
coffee?” he asked. Sergio winced then left. A few minutes later he returned
with his mother. 


“You've
been at it all night?” she asked sounding worried. He smiled and nodded his
thanks to Sergio as he took the cup. “I don't need much sleep; I can go for a
week without it if needed.” He took a sip as he watched Sergio examine the cab.



“It
looks different,” he said, running his hands over the hull. He looked back at
the Admiral with a confused expression. The Admiral smiled. He'd taken the time
to check each patch and grind the welds smooth.


“Yes,
the hull is repaired. I will do a pressure test later,” he waved his cup to the
cabin.


Sergio
climbed in without further invitation and whistled. He got up and stared,
running his hand over the inside of the glass. “I don't believe it!” He sounded
excited. His mother smiled fondly.


“The
only way to do it is to do it right the first time,” the Admiral said dryly.
Sergio examined the wiring harness. “It's all neat, how will I … oh and
labeled!” Anita chuckled.


“She's
no Viper or Manta fighter, but she'll do the job and get you home safe if you
respect her limits,” the Admiral replied, giving the boy a pointed look. 


“Lesson
learned,” Sergio sighed. His mother nodded.


“I'm
going to check on your father before my shift starts. Be safe. Breakfast is in
the pantry.” She gave the Admiral a look. He chuckled. 


“Yes
ma'am,” he murmured meekly. She waved a fist at him. 


“Eat.
You may not need sleep, but I know you need food or power.” She waved to the
airlock. He chuckled as junior climbed out of the cab and ran his hands over
the tug. “Almost as good as new,” he was murmuring over and over.


He
looked up from the replicator to see Anita kiss her son on his swollen cheek.
“Be good, stay safe,” she said then pushed him into the living quarters. The
Admiral hid a smile with his coffee mug.


 




Chapter 3


 


It
took them most of the morning to finish rewiring the tug. He was forced to find
work for an excited Sergio. Finally he asked the young man to do a safety check
on his suit. Sergio rushed out to comply making the Admiral sigh in relief.


“Admiral,
I've been monitoring the station net. There are a lot of unhappy people out
there. This water shortage is not going over well. Perhaps it's time we took a
hand in the big picture?” Sprite asked. 


He
shook his head. “Let's eat lunch and do a flight check and tune up. Getting
that tug in space will be a step in that direction.” He nodded to Sergio as he
returned fully suited.


“Did
you eat?” he asked the boy. 


He
shook his head. “Too excited,” he replied. 


The
Admiral chuckled. “Okay, let's do the tune up and then you can eat.” He watched
as Junior climbed into the cab and powered it up.


“Start
small, get the electronics up.” He watched as Sergio keyed in the activation
sequence. The young man checked everything over. Iron's nodded. He wasn't about
to tell the young man he was in the tugs network monitoring everything.


“Reactor
test,” he ordered.


One
by one they checked and tuned each system. The onboard software began to adapt
to the new changes, adjusting settings. Sergio looked at the board in
amazement. “She almost flies herself,” he said. Irons chuckled. 


“If
she's ship shape it will seem that way. Just take her easy. Out and back.” He
climbed down and exited the bay.


The
pig tailed girl met him in the doorway. “Shouldn't you be in school?” he asked.



She
shook her head. “Half day. We were supposed to clean deck twenty three but
without water...” She shrugged. He grimaced and nodded. She was watching her
brother through the porthole. “Is he really ready?” she asked.


“He
is. Technically I should take her out, but it's your family's bird and he's
pulling rank.” He smiled down at her. She looked confused then smiled
mischievously. “Right okay.” She tapped the intercom. “Good luck big brother.”
He looked up and waved, then blew her a kiss.


“Pressure
test complete, she's sound.” Sergio gave them a thumbs up. “Just the same, keep
your suit sealed until you're back.” The Admiral cautioned. Sergio nodded as he
looked down, checking things off oin his preflight check list.


“Bay
atmo evacuated. Door opening.” The girl ran through the airlock sequence like a
pro. The Admiral nodded in approval. She had eyes only on her brother.


“Right;
OMS pod engaged, antigrav up.” Sergio reported. The craft wobbled then jerked.
“Touchy,” he reported. Iron's nodded. 


“She
will be. Go as easy as easy till you get the hang of her.” He cut the channel.
“Or at least till your outside,” he said softly. The girl grimaced and nodded.
Gently the tug lifted and drifted backwards out of the bay.


“She's
a dream!” Sergio reported. “Um, tug 552Q to Ops, flight test in progress.” He
called over the net. 


“We
see that. Good luck 552,” a voice responded. The Admiral nodded.


Gently
almost majestically the craft drifted out and away, and then turned. “She can
turn on herself? Wow!” Sergio called. The Admiral smiled. “Well, OMS looks
good. Rolling now.” He rolled the ship, then back the other way. “Looks good.
Powering up the drive,” Sergio reported.


They
ran through the basics step by step until he called Sergio in to do some fine
tuning. Anita was home and the kids were busy setting the table. Sergio looked
a little mulish about returning but the Admiral reminded him he needed to eat
too. Sheepishly the young man agreed.


He
raced off to change when his mother came into the bay. “Don't even think about
getting your hands dirty until you eat. Post flight can wait!” she ordered. The
Admiral chuckled as Sergio and the girl nodded meekly and marched off. They got
a few meters away then started to chatter about the tug. Anita smiled.


“So
it was a good flight?” she asked. He chuckled. 


“As
well as can be expected. There are a few minor issues to sort out, tuning to
do. Think of her as teething,” he waved to the craft. Anita looked back and
nodded. 


“Jorge
is out of surgery and in a big tank. They say it is a regen tank to help him
recover, but they will have to operate soon to fix his knee.” She looked
concerned. He nodded.


“He's
in good hands, don't worry. His recovery should have him off his feet for a
little while, but when he is back up he will feel better then new.” He smiled.
She nodded. 


“I
was wondering... “ She grabbed his arm. He paused. “Mickal said our deck was
going to lose water and power, yet we haven't while our neighbors have. Why?
Did you do something?” she asked. He smiled again.


“Sure
it isn't just water in the tanks?” he asked then shook his head. “I have a
friend who is pulling a few strings. The exec is also helping out,” he nodded
to her. They heard a clatter in the living room and she rushed off. He paused.


“Come
to think of it, how did you know about the cut off?” He looked up to the
ceiling. “Sprite?” He asked. 


“We've...
come to an understanding,” she replied sounding distant and distracted. “We
meaning you and the station AI?” He asked. 


“Well,
all of us actually. I had to bring Io, Defender, and Proteus into it as well.”
He nodded as she explained. 


“It
is a primitive civilian AI, little more than a house AI really. DNA coded to
the Port Admiral's blood line. We just... convinced it was in its best interest
to keep the Valdez family alive and to leave us alone.” He felt the smile in
that. He shook his head.


“There's
a story in that, I know it. Tell me later.” He nodded as the girl ducked her
head out of the living room then waved at him urgently.


The
Admiral chuckled as Sergio explained his first flight to an amused family. He
walked past and cleaned himself in the refresher, did his business then exited.
Sergio was still explaining the roll when he came out. His mother shushed him
and then patted his shoulder. “Later dear. Eat,” she admonished with a grin.
His stomach growled. The clan laughed.


“Don't
have to tell him twice!” his aunt teased. They chuckled again.


 


After
dinner the kids and Anita settled into post clean up chores while the other
adults set in to fine tune the tug. Sergio was excited about taking her out on
a run in the morning. After several hours the O'Reilly's reluctantly broke off
and went to bed. Sergio looked a little confused. “Time flies when you’re
having fun,” the Admiral chuckled. 


 


The
next morning he watched the family come out and stretch. “Were you here all
night?” Sergio asked. The Admiral grunted. 


“Again?
Don't you sleep?” the girl asked yawning. He chuckled. 


“I
will in a bit.” He waved to them.


“You
made a few parts with the food replicator; can you tell me how you did that?”
Mickal looked up as Sergio nodded his head to the replicator. The Admiral
nodded as he ate his breakfast. Salad wasn't his usual fair for an early
morning meal. It was different though.


 “It's
a simple thing really; all food is plastic in essence. With the right material
and program a food replicator can make all sorts of things.” He held up his
cup. “Like this cup for instance, or the silverware.” He smiled as they looked
at their forks.


“I
need a new gasket, my EVA suit has a pin hole leak in the elbow I keep patching
it...” Sergio shrugged helplessly. “Do you just want a patch or do you want a
new suit?” Iron's asked taking a bite of his salad. 


“Whole
suit?” Sergio asked eyes wide. 


The
Admiral nodded. “The cost of replacement parts was a bit lower then we
estimated so Io 11 has run a tab. I'm sure we can get them to do a couple new
suits.” Irons took another bite of salad. The croûtons were seasoned stale
bread, very authentic. Anita nodded. “New suits would be good. For both Sergio
and Jorge.” 


“Me
too.” Mickal raised his hand. “Me and Deidra, we could use new suits as well.”
He looked at his wife who reluctantly nodded. 


“Okay,
anything else? Parts for the ultrasonics?” Irons asked Anita. She shook her
head. 


“Stick
to the suits, we'll worry about that later.” She smiled as she took his empty
plate. He nodded. 


“Thanks
for a wonderful dinner. Post flight in five,” he nodded to Sergio who almost
danced in his seat.


The
Admiral ordered another cup of coffee then quietly explained how to make
plastic parts and other materials with the replicator to the adults. Mickal
asked a few leading questions but they all agreed to keep the parts down to a
minimum when he explained that it uses a great deal of power.


“Power
the station doesn't have. At least till my gringo nephew gets us some ice.”
Deidra teased. Sergio nodded. 


“I
want him checked by the ship. Before an extended flight.” Anita said softly.
The others looked at her. Her face was set. Reluctantly Sergio got up. 


“I'll
go with him to check on Jorge while you work on the ship.” She waved them off.


“Sprite?”
The Admiral sub vocalized as he followed the O'Reilly's into the shuttle bay. 


“I
took the liberty of putting the order in Admiral. Io has it and the textile
fabricator is churning out the first suit based on my... I mean your sensor
readings now,” she reported. He smiled. 


“As
efficient as ever.” He nodded to the O'Reilly's. 


“We
have the afternoon shift; hopefully we can... goddess of space!” Deidra said
softly. The Admiral chuckled.


“Is
it, my goddess, she's like a whole new ship! Even her wedge! She's even been
repainted!” 


The
Admiral looked over to Mickal and nodded. “Her gravity emitter drive is not as
powerful as a pinnace, but she should be able to do some pretty good grunt work
around the station. Her nodes will move her at a good clip, but the small fuel
supply will limit her range to within a couple million kilometers of the
station.”  


“Did
you paint her too?” Deidra asked. The Admiral nodded. 


“Last
night after you went to bed.” He pointed to the tools. “I need to clean the gun
or it will gunk up. It's a poly resin compound with embedded superconductor
micro fibers. It should add a secondary layer of protection to the craft when
the shields and wedge are down,” he explained. Mickal nodded.


“So,
what's on the agenda?” Deidra asked. 


He
smiled. “Fuel and life support. Flight test and if he's up for it, Sergio and I
can take her on an orbital spin around the station,” he nodded to the cab.


“I
was wondering... the injuries to Jorge's knee seem old...” He looked over to
the O'Reilly's who sobered. Deidra nodded to her husband. Her hand snuck into
his. He turned to face the Admiral. “When we smuggled Juanita out of here...
the Port Admiral was furious. Beck and Berneky took a hammer to Jorge's knee,”
Mickal explained. Deidra looked away sickened. 


“You
see, the Port Admiral, Jorge, and Anita have a history. He raped Anita when she
was young.” They looked away. “She doesn't talk about it much.” Deidra said
softly. “She married Jorge a few months later. The Valdez family is critical to
the station. We don't flaunt it or live in the luxury quarters.” Deidra looked
up to the ceiling with a scowl. The Admiral nodded.


“Okay,
System check initialized. Let's get this bird ready for flight,” the Admiral
nodded. Deidra seemed relieved at the change of subject.


 


Sergio
returned nearly an hour later. He was dressed in a silver skin suit and modeled
it for his appreciative relatives. “You like it? It's not as bulky as my old
suit. Much nicer, and it fits like a dream! No more worrying about growing into
it!” He smiled. Deidra’s eyes glowed. 


“We're
just going to...” Mickal edged to the door. 


The
Admiral waved them on. “Go, say hi to everyone for me.” He chuckled as they
left.


“Like
kids in a candy store.” He shook his head. Sergio was oblivious, staring at the
tug. 


“She's
new!” He stared. Irons chuckled. “Not exactly but as close as we can get her.”
He waved the young man to the cockpit.


“All
right now, before you just had the plasma drive, her wedge was down right? Well
not anymore. Now, here's the deal. You can't use the wedge near the station or
another object. Especially INSIDE the station.” He gave a cautionary look to
the young man who looked eager. Irons sighed. “Are you listening?” He tapped
the boy's arm. The young man looked at him.


“Sure
okay, don't use the wedge inside. Got it.” He looked around. Iron's suppressed
a sigh. 


“Not
just inside. If you use it too close to another object you will tear it apart,
and the debris will short your shields or tear you apart,” his voice dropped
into the cool authority of command. Suddenly Sergio was paying attention in
earnest.


“The
gravity nodes send out a wedge of force.” He steepled his fingers together,
then pointed the tips of his joined fingers away from himself.  “If it
encounters another object it pushes or pulls against it. It all depends on what
you the pilot are trying to do. But if you are too close, or if the object is
malleable, say like another ship, then it can be torn apart like tissue paper.
If it encounters another wedge... well it gets nasty.” The Admiral looked into
the young man's eyes.


“That's
why there are safeguards built into the software. Listen to them. Don't muck
about with the safety programs, they are there to keep you alive got it?” he
asked. Sergio nodded.


“Look
Sergio, she's a different girl than you've known. Yesterday was baby steps; she
was only at twenty percent power. You've got to respect her or she'll tear you
apart,” he said softly. Sergio nodded sober.


“All
right. Now the inertial sump is set for ninety five percent. That means it will
compensate for ninety five percent of the acceleration curve, leaving five
percent for you to feel so you don't feel divorced from the craft. It keeps you
honest.” The Admiral smiled at the question hovering in Sergio's expression.


“Old
pilot's trick. Actually, a fighter pilot's trick.” He smiled again. “Old pilots
learn these by listening to veterans and passing them on to the next generation
of pilots.” He nodded politely to Sergio. Sergio nodded back. His eagerness was
returning.


“I
realize you don't want to fly a tug all your life,” the Admiral said wryly.
Sergio blushed and looked away. The Admiral sighed. “Trust me; keep honest with
the craft you've got and work to the goal you want to achieve in life. Your
parents will understand.” Sergio nodded.


“All
right, let's get this bird in the air. I've run preflight, but I want you to
run it again while I clear the remaining gear out of the bay,” he nodded as
Sergio climbed into the cab.


It
only took a few minutes to clear the gear and wrestle the collars out into the
corridor. He jogged to his quarters and shucked his grimy coveralls and put on
his suit. Proteus handled the suit connections as he jogged back to the lock.


“Heading
out Admiral?” Sprite asked. 


“Yeah,
I think the kid needs a little guidance. File a flight plan will you?” he
asked. 


“Already
taken care of. Take her out to one click then spiral the station, then back.
Standard flight test,” the AI reported. 


“Add
a powered flight run after the spiral. Give the kid a carrot to go along with
the stick.” He nodded to Sergio as he closed the bay door from the inside.


Sergio
stared at him. “You've got a suit?” he asked. 


Irons
chuckled. “I wouldn't be much of a navy Admiral without one.” He climbed up
into the cab. He sat beside the pilot and closed the airlock door making sure
the seals were working properly.


“You’re
going out with me?” Sergio asked. Then shook his head. “Who will open the
doors?” he asked. The bay alarm sounded, then the vents popped on and the air
began to evacuate. 


“Got
it covered.” The Admiral pointed. “These are wireless controls to the airlock
bay.” He pulled up a menu on the LCD. 


“Vents,
purge, door controls... Right it's all here.” Sergio nodded in sudden
understanding. He was finally getting back into the game Irons thought.


“Right,
flight plan is to back out, spiral orbit around the station, then if she's
sound a quick throttle check.” He smiled to Sergio whose eyes flashed in
anticipation. “All right, let's do it. Control this is 552Q, doors opening.
Ready for departure.” He smiled as he clicked the mike off. 


A
voice cleared. “Roger that 552, good luck.” He nodded as the door opened.


“Okay
let’s see...” Gently he pulled back on the throttle. She drifted off her legs,
then out the bay. He tapped the controls and the antigrav shut off. “Minimum
safe distance is what? A click for the wedge?” Sergio asked not looking away
from his controls. 


The
Admiral nodded. “Right. But point her away from the station first.” He knew the
wedge coming up would be an experience.


They
drifted out a kilometer from the station then came about. “Power up the wedge.
I put in a governor into the control software, you can only have five percent
power at this range, and eight percent total while within the station's range
since it doesn't have shields. You see, the wedge uses the station's shields as
much as its own emitters. It has to have something to push or pull against.” He
explained how a wedge worked as the force emitters spun up.


“Now,
shape a course twenty degrees to port by ten degrees and we'll spiral the
station. If the station's shields were up we could whip around her at five
hundred gees... Someone put it like a drunk swinging off a light pole.” Irons
smiled tightly as Sergio entered the course. He touched the throttle and they
both felt the gee force as she accelerated. “Nice. Good, she's got a good
handle. Tight. You don't want it too loose in space. Loose means you miss the
mark and end up dead.” He paused as an object drifted by.


“Is
that what I think it is?” Iron's asked softly as a body drifted by. 


“Yeah.
You get used to it,” Sergio replied not looking.


“That's
a child!” the Admiral snarled in shock. 


“Was,
definitely was,” Sergio said softly. 


“Right.
Are there a lot?” the Admiral asked. 


“One
isn't enough?” Sergio asked. He pointed to a line. The Admiral stepped up his
implants and could make out a trail of bodies frozen in various poses. They
formed a particularly gruesome halo ring around the station, orbiting it since
it was the body with the strongest gravitational force in the area... He felt a
deep upwelling of fury and anger then suppressed it. 


“Right.
I guess we better avoid them,” he said softly.


Sergio
grunted then tapped the controls. The Admiral fought down his anger and began
to focus on the job. “Okay, I'm bringing up the sensors. Running a scan on the
station to make sure they are aligned... good. Okay now let’s see here.” He
pulled up his partial map of the area. “I wonder if there is a carbonaceous
chondrite rock around.” He looked around. Sprite blinked his HUD, and then
placed a caret on the map. “Right, new course two twenty degrees starboard
pitch down eleven.” 


Sergio
tapped it in. “What are we doing?” he asked when he was done. 


“Going
hunting,” Irons answered. 


“For
a rock? We need water,” Sergio reminded him. 


“All
rock is not relative. Carbonaceous chondrite are rocks with a high
concentration of water locked in their chemical matrix. Up to twenty two
percent or more. If we can get them back to the station, then they can extract
water from it.” He watched as the tug shaped a course and then accelerated on
the new vector. 


“Now,
the wedge will cut out in a few minutes. You could point it at a nearby planet
but that won’t get you much acceleration unless you are close. The gas giant is
the closest planet now.” Irons tapped the map and looked it over. “We can
either coast to the rock, which will take about twelve hours, or you can use
the plasma rocket to...” He felt a jerk as Sergio tapped the plasma rocket and
accelerated them. “Right.” Irons grunted. 


“Home
by dinner,” Sergio answered. Irons chuckled. 


“Okay,
scanning the rock... we're going to need to calculate her mass and volume, then
her approximate center of gravity to find the proper place to dock so we can
apply thrust.” He watched as the lidar scan scrolled then built a three
dimensional map of the rock. “Okay, she's a beauty, about two hundred and forty
three metric tons. Oval shape, looks like she's got a few dimples. I can't tell
from this distance how solid she is though.” He watched as the gravity scan
came in.


“Wedge
is off, nodes on standby. Wait, they are coming back up?” Sergio asked. The
Admiral grunted. “You’re in range of the asteroid to grab it with the wedge.
Just remember, every action...”


 “Has
an equal and opposite reaction. I got it.” Sergio punched a course change then
tapped the joystick. Then he cut the plasma drive and pitched over. The nodes
cut in and they spun around the rock. 


“Do
you have a spot picked out?” Sergio asked. 


The
Admiral nodded. “Feeding course correction now. See that pair of bumps there?
There is a flat spot in between; we can't see it because of the shadow.” Sergio
craned his neck in the suit then stared for a moment.


“Can
you do it?” the Admiral asked. 


“Yeah,
I got it.” The craft slowed then the OMS tapped. “I keep forgetting.” Sergio
locked the OMS down and then used the wedge. He pushed and pulled until they
were aligned, then used the tractors at the front of the craft to dock.


“We're
down. Tractors engaged. We're going to need to use the plasma rocket to give a
thrust on a five degree angle for a three point four second burn, at ninety
percent then negative three by three for a one point two second burn at seventy
seven percent, pause for one minute then straight out for a two minute twenty
three second burn at ninety eight point one percent,” Irons explained as he
tapped his course. 


“Roger.
Burn one commencing now,” Sergio replied. The plasma thruster angled then fired
for a few seconds. They felt the acceleration, and then it faded away to almost
nothing. The rocket angled again, fired, and then realigned and fired again.
“We're burning through a lot of fuel you know,” Sergio warned.


“Can't
be helped. We'll get it back. We can insist on a cut of the fuel from this
rock. It should top you off nicely,” the Admiral explained. 


“Roger.”



“Okay,
something else. Do you know about relativity?” he asked, looking at his young
co-pilot.


“Only
a little.”


“Okay,
the faster we go, that is, the closer we get to C, that's the speed of light,
the more time and space bends. For us time will slow, while outside it will
continue on. For us it will seem like we've only been out for hours.”


“Okay.
You lost me,” Sergio said shaking his head.


“Ever
get into trouble for not being home on time but you thought you were?”


“Um..
now that you mention it..”


“Right.
The clocks weren't off. Oh they were, but that was because you went fast. The
faster you go, the slower time travels for you.”


“Which
explains that,” Sergio grimaced. “I kept telling mom I was on time,” he
mumbled.


“But
you went for a rock far away and boosted both ways?”


“Yeah,”
Sergio muttered, then checked the readouts. He looked up to the top panel then
down.


“And
when you got back the clock didn't back you up?”


“No.”
Sergio grimaced.


“That
is because it reset when you got back to the station. It should have
compensated for the time difference on its own, but it didn't. So when the
computer detected an anomaly in the time stamp files it corrected it on its
own.”


“Which
got me in trouble.” Sergio frowned, then smiled a little. “I'll have to
remember that one. It'd make a great excuse.”


“Which
your mother won’t buy in a million years young man,” Irons chuckled.


“Probably
not.” Sergio chuckled.


 


Two
hours later they entered the perimeter of the station. “Anvil to 552Q what are
you doing?” A testy voice called over the radio. The Admiral smiled. 


“This
is 552 we're bringing in a carbonaceous chondrite for processing into water and
material. Is there a problem with that?” He left the question hanging.


“Admiral
is that you?” He looked and saw that Io was transmitting on a side band. He
smiled. “Good to hear from you Io. Yes it's me. Sergio and I were just taking
the Valdez tug out for a spin around the neighborhood.” He nodded to Sergio.


“Is
that the ship?” Sergio craned his neck. They passed under the ship as they fell
into orbit around the station. “My god, she's beautiful,” Sergio murmured. He
was amazed by the clean lines of the ship. “She looks brand new!”


“Why
thank you,” Io seemed to preen over the link. Sergio blushed. 


“Open
mike,” the Admiral chuckled.


A
voice cleared after a moment. “Right, 552 you're good. Next time let us know
what you’re doing ahead of time though?” The testy voice rose in pitch with
exasperation.


 Sergio
grinned. “No promises Wally, I didn't know myself.” He chuckled. 


“Bring
her down to the level thirty three mining port. We'll take her from there.” The
controller ordered.


“Anvil
this is 552, just to be clear, this rock settles all debts of the Valdez
family, and they get a ten percent cut of all materials for later use or we
send her back,” the Admiral called. 


Sergio
looked at him. “What are you doing?” he asked in surprise. 


“Making
sure they understand the rules,” the Admiral smiled.


The
controller returned. “Right. The XO agrees to the contract. He's even throwing
in one month free rent and unlimited use of the lifts.” The controller made it
sound like a big deal. 


Irons
chuckled. “Roger that. Make sure we get the first cut of the water, we're
almost bone dry here. We'll need it to go out looking for more tomorrow.” He
looked at the fuel readouts. Sergio nodded.


“We
can use the OMS to get back to the barn, but it eats fuel. We won’t have enough
to go shopping again until we get that fuel,” Sergio sighed. 


“Roger
that 552, we'll let them know. Over and out.” The controller signed off.


“Admiral,
um, 552, can you get us a rock? Maybe a couple of chlorides that size and a
platinum one?” Io asked. Irons laughed at Sergio's stunned expression. 


“I
think we can come to an arrangement. I do believe there is a tab though, not
sure what else they would like. Another tug perhaps?” He looked over to Sergio
whose eyes were round. Suddenly he blushed and looked down at his controls.


“We'll
get back to you Io. Let's get this job finished without getting banged up,” the
Admiral replied. 


“Roger,
Io out,” she replied.


“I
never heard a ship AI. I mean the station AI would make calls over the intercom
from time to time but...” Sergio shook his head as he gently steered the craft
and its ponderous load to the waiting dock. Lights came up and he grimaced,
looking away from the bright glare until the window polarized.


“She's
new actually. Still young,” the Admiral answered. 


“New?”
Sergio asked mistiming an OMS burn. He corrected it then slowed his approach.


“Talk
about it later. Focus now,” Iron's ordered as space suited workers piled out of
the nearby airlock. Some jetted to the rock and began firing pitons into the
rock and running lines back to the platform. From the looks of the crew they
were practiced at this sort of thing. The suits were old though and had seen
better days. Most likely hand me downs.


 


“So
you were saying?” Sergio asked as he pitched the tug up and over a broken gantry
arm and under a shredded radiator twenty minutes later.


“Well,
the crew and I rebuilt the ship. Her previous captain scrammed the AI core when
she was abandoned, so we had to rebuild it. I and my implants wrote a new AI
core. She's not military grade, but she is a good AI.” He looked away.  


Sergio
shook his head. “Is there any way we could...” He ran his hands over his
controls. 


“There
is an AI in this already. I improved it when we rebuilt the electronics. It's
adaptive, but not a smart AI.” The Admiral watched as Sergio expertly turned
and backed into open bay. He tapped the controls once more and the craft
settled to the floor with a gentle bump and grind. 


“Doors
closing,” they heard over the radio. The two of them looked up from their
controls then tried to look out the side window. Mrs. Valdez was in the control
booth. Glaring.


“Crap
its mom. She looks pissed too,” Sergio muttered with a sense of dread. The
Admiral shook his head hiding a smile.


 




Chapter 4


 


“We
didn't miss dinner; I don't see what the big deal is...” Sergio grumped as he
washed the dishes. The XO had even turned the water back on for them. He wasn't
sure if he should be glad or not. Sergio clearly wasn't.


The
Admiral shook his head. “I think we gave her a scare. Don't worry about it.” He
dried the dish and put it away. 


“Yeah
well, next time you wash, I dry.” Sergio grumped. The Admiral chuckled. 


 


A
few hours later he came in from the workshop. He nodded politely to Anita
sitting at the table then got himself a cup of coffee from the replicator.


“Thanks
for fixing the shields and wedge. My father in law died during a solar flare.
It's been a nightmare for me, wondering if Sergio or Jorge would end up the
same way every time they go out,” Anita said softly, cleaning the counters. 


The
Admiral nodded drinking a cup of coffee. “How did they get the tug back?” he
asked. 


“Papa
knew he was dead. He flew the tug as close as he could to the station, then
pitched it over so a rock was between it and the sun when the flare hit. It
didn't help him, but it saved most of the electronics.” She sighed.


“Jorge
went out after the flare and brought the tug and rock in. The bastards upstairs
were more concerned about the rock than my father in law.” She looked up full
of bitter anger. He nodded. “We cleaned the suit; Sergio was using it until you
had Io make new ones. Thank you for that too.” She looked away. He patted his
arm as he set the cup into the sink. 


“No
problem.” He walked off.


 


“Why
is the wedge so important? And why can't I use it next to the station. It's
much bigger than the tug!” Sergio grumped while the Admiral was working on an
emitter.


“Well,
let’s have a little demo shall we?” He asked. “Plug that in for me will you?”
He held up a power plug. 


“Two-twenty
or one-ten?” Sergio asked. 


“Oh
two-twenty definitely.” The Admiral smiled as the young man complied. He
watched as the capacitor charged. When the light lit green he nodded.  “Okay,
now, what we have here is a basic emitter right?” He looked over to Sergio who
nodded amused. “Right, now, this emitter is about ten kilos. That tool chest
over there is what? One hundred? Two hundred?” He looked over to Sergio. “Now,
let's see what happens when I do this.” 


He
fed a program into the emitter then stepped hastily back. “Get behind me.” He
ordered just as the emitter came on. It locked onto the nearby mass of the tool
chest and began to pull itself toward it. The chest started skating across the
floor toward it shaking the entire time. The emitter rose up off the work bench
as it switched polarity. Suddenly the tool chest was thrown backwards. The
emitter spun around for a moment, then its gyrations whipped the power cord out
and it settled to the deck with a clang and clatter. Blue sparks flew from it
for a moment.


The
tool chest shook teetered then crashed to the deck spilling tools everywhere.
“Nasty,” Sergio replied. His sister poked her head in. 


“Mom
says to keep it down in... “ Her eyes went round then she looked at them. “I'm
not cleaning THAT up.” She backed away. “Someone's in troubbbbleee.” She raced
off. Sergio grimaced. 


“Little
tattle tale.” He sighed. The Admiral chuckled as they walked over to survey the
mess.


“So
you see, the composition has to be solid or you’re in trouble. If that had been
a soft asteroid, one made up of pebbles it would have been a real mess. You get
the idea though right?” he asked as he lifted the chest back onto its wheels.
It squeaked as he set it down.  


“Yeah,
it makes a mess,” Sergio grumped with a small smile. The Admiral laughed. 


“Yeah,
that too. Let's get this sorted out.” He waved as they heard the pitter patter
of feet. “Anyone who comes in gets drafted!” he called. The pitter patter
screeched to a halt. A face poked around the corner then they heard the kids
run off. 


Sergio
laughed. “I wish I had thought of that trick a long time ago.” He shook his
head as he helped the Admiral pick up the tools.


“There
is something else to consider when you’re dealing with this. Sort of an after
affect of the wedge, shields, and your speed. See, the faster you go, the more
likely you are to hit something that could do damage to you. And at high speed,
that is what we would consider a bad thing.”


Sergio
winced, nodding.


“Now,
with the wedge, it creates a focused singularity in front of your tug. It sucks
in small bits of matter. Like say, dust and stray hydrogen atoms.”


“Okay...”
Sergio said looking up. He looked a little confused. Irons sat on the edge of
the work bench and crossed his arms.


“When
you get up to speed you've got this dust ball hanging around your wedge, and at
the singularity point, it's being crushed. All  that crap blocks your forward
view. But if you change course or speed... or shut the wedge off...”


“It
keeps going?” Sergio asked pausing in his clean up as well.


“Exactly,”
Irons said nodding. “and when it hits something...”


Sergio
paled and winced again. “Boom?” he asked.


“Depends
on what it hits and the speed it was released at. But yeah. Big boom. Big
enough that if you’re not careful you could destroy a colony, or even Anvil.”


Sergio
bit his lip.


“Or
a planet.”


The
kid looked up, eyes wide in shock. Irons nodded soberly. “That's how the Xeno's
were destroying planets in the early stages of the war. Simple thing. Run a
missile with a singularity up to near C, pointed at your target. It's called a 
C bombardment. Almost impossible to stop if you’re on the receiving end. It's
what happened to the two planets in this system.” He grimaced looking away.


“If
the wedge is on too long it's singularity can become self sustaining. Which
would take a hell of a lot of initial energy and matter, more than your little
tug is able to put out.”


“Oh.”


“But
that was another favorite planet buster the Xeno's used.”


“It
was?” Sergio asked, bending to pick up a wrench.


“Yeah.
But we figured out a counter. We discovered a simple thing, send another ship
on an opposing vector at the singularity. If timed right they would collide. Or
in some extreme cases, the wedges of two or more ships could rip the
singularity apart.”


“Oh.”
Sergio rose with the wrench. “Doesn't sound like a good idea though. What if
you missed?”


“It's
more like what if you don't get it right.” Irons grimaced. “Miss and it will
still hit the planet. If you don't knock it off course. Hit and the
gravitational shear would usually burst the ship's drive pods or rip the ship
apart.”


“Ew.”


“We
were working on gravitational counter missiles. But I'm not sure how well they
did in practice.” He grimaced then shrugged.


“Moral
of the story? Be damn careful with the emitters. Make sure you treat them with
respect, and make sure you clear the space around you, and your flight path.
Treat it like a weapon. Like it can be if you’re not careful.”


“Yes
admiral,” Sergio nodded.


“Now,
let’s get this sorted out and get to bed. Something tells me tomorrow is going
to be a long day.” Irons smiled as they went back to cleaning.


 


The
next morning he woke after his customary four hours of sleep and stretched. He
took the time to go through his training katas feeling his muscles un-knit. He
had been without exercise for a little too long; he knew he needed to get back
into shape, even if it was more for psychological impact over physical. 


He
nodded as the family ate breakfast then hustled into the shuttle bay. Sergio
was already suited up and ready to go. “Remember what I said,” the Admiral
cautioned. Sergio smiled and waved. “I'm going for the rock forty thousand
clicks down by thirty three thousand out mom, don't worry.” He smiled to Anita
who nodded and jotted the information down on a pad. 


“Flight
plan has been approved,” she replied looking up.


He
sighed. “Yeah, well, first up is a stop at the tank farm to top off. No way am
I going anywhere without more fuel.” He climbed into the cockpit. The Admiral
and family stepped out of the shuttle bay. The kids waved as the lock door closed.


“Pick
me up! Pick me up!” The little boy jumped. O'Reilly chuckled as he hefted him
up to his shoulder. Deidra picked up his sister. They waved. Sergio waved back
then went back to the controls. 


“Atmo
evacuated. Door opening. Safe flight Sergio,” Anita called over the com. He
smiled. “Back by dinner mom, I promise.” She nodded as he tapped the controls
and the craft drifted up then out of the bay.


“Well,
we have to get off to our shift. You kids need to hustle or you'll be late for
school.” O'Reilly hefted the kids then pretended to drop them. The kids
squealed until they were caught. 


“Again
again!” they called eager. 


Deidra
laughed. “Maybe later pumpkin, now mommy has to go work.” She ignored the
"aw"s and set them down by the front door.


“What
are you going to do now Admiral?” Anita asked getting a thread barren sweater
on over her shoulders. He shrugged. 


“Oh,
this and that, check the station out a little, maybe look for work. I may dig
into the junk pile too.” He waved it off. She gave him a look then shrugged and
left.


“So
what are you going to do today?” Sprite asked. 


He
shrugged. “Dig into the refresher and kitchen and fix everything I can this
morning then go walk about after lunch.” He smiled as she sniffed. 


“Typical.
Can't put the spanners down for an hour without going into withdrawal,” she
teased. 


He
chuckled. “You know me so well.”


“I
should shouldn't I?”


 


“Admiral,
I've done what I can for the local deck computer net, the station AI restricted
most of my access beyond it. Everything in the core is now under a five hundred
twelve character read only password protect I can't access.” Sprite sounded
exasperated. He shook his head. 


“Okay,
what about the exterior scans we took yesterday. Can you compile what we have
with the information from the station net and the Io's scans and give me a hull
map with damage control assessment? Give me two versions, an over all and a
deck by deck.” He set the part he had been cleaning down and looked at her on
his HUD. She seemed a little chagrined.


“Make
work you mean?” She asked. His eyebrow rose. “Aye aye Admiral,” the AI
responded, monitoring his emotions. “I'll get it done,” she sighed.


 


It
took nearly two hours to get the dishwasher sorted out. Fortunately the manual
was embedded on a firmware chip inside. Once he found it he uploaded the plans
for the broken parts to the replicators and it was then just a matter of
putting the parts in and testing it out. 


The
ultrasonics in the bath were a bit more straight forward. The flickering
gravity plate was a bit trickier, but he managed a partial fix. He made a note
to get it replaced later. No way was he going to have waste in free fall at the
wrong moment. He did his business in the bath then left whistling. 


“Now
what?” Sprite asked. He shook his head. 


“You
have better ideas?” he asked looking up. She swirled onto his HUD. “Admiral,
this station if falling apart. Literally. I've been monitoring the com traffic
for the past three days; apparently the last fusion reactor is on its last
legs.”


She
uploaded what data she had. “I was monitoring the radio net earlier and there
was a call for paramedics in engineering, it seems the chief engineer
collapsed.” The Admiral winced as he made his sandwich. 


“Bad?”
he asked. 


“You
could say that. I hooked a ride and got a weird echo. Admiral he's a sleeper
like you.” The Admiral froze, sandwich in his hands mouth open. 


“That's
interesting. Why didn't you tell me earlier?” he asked with a bite to his
question. He took a bite of the sandwich then put it down suddenly not having
an appetite.


“Because
I just found out when I tagging along. Main engineering is on it's own
subsystem so I couldn't get in. The paramedics were passing through our deck
when I caught on. I pinged the paramedic team's electronics and piggy backed into
their communications so I could tag them. I got a fleet personal IFF
transponder. I zeroed in and discovered who he is.” She pulled up a window and
a fleet identity faded in. 


“CPO
Horatio Logan, noncom, class of... hmm, wait, he's from my time! I know him!”
The Admiral stopped stunned. 


“Yes
I don't have any data on him though beyond that.” Sprite reported, testy. 


He
chuckled. “He was before your time. I vaguely remember him.” He shrugged. 


“Are
you going to eat that?” Sprite asked. Mechanically he picked up the sandwich
and ate it. “Before you ask, he was stable when they moved him, from what I
could determine he was suffering from extreme exhaustion, implant fatigue,
dehydration, and old age,” Sprite reported. “I couldn't get into the
paramedic's equipment; I didn't want to do any damage to them that would...”
The Admiral held up his hand. 


“Agreed.
Good thinking.” He tried to think. “How is Sergio doing?” He asked after a
moment. He finished the sandwich then put his cup in the dishwasher. Time for a
test run. He turned it on and winced at the starting grind, then nodded as it
leveled off at a purr.


“I'm
not sure. I got a peak an hour ago... I think he is okay, but that damn
civilian AI slapped me out of Ops so I didn't get enough of a look to be sure.
The station's sensors are myopic.” She sighed in disgust. He chuckled. 


“Add
it to the list. The bottom of the list.” He shrugged. 


“Hmm,
that's interesting; we're getting a com call from sickbay,” Sprite reported.
“Coincidence?” he asked. 


“Doubtful.
The only guy with implants goes down, and then you show up?” The AI said
sounding sarcastic.


“You
need to work on your sarcasm... at a later date Sprite.” He looked up.
“Understood. Routing call now.”


“Um
hello? Is this thing on?” a voice said. 


He
sighed. “Yes who is this?” he asked. 


“This
is chief medical officer Nara Thorby I am looking for the guest of the Valdez
family?” She sounded stuffy.


“Speaking.”
The Admiral didn't volunteer anything. He wasn't sure if what had happened to
the goons had filtered to the Port Admiral or not, but the most likely path was
through sickbay given the injuries he inflicted.


“Yes,
well, um, I was going over your entry records and we have no record of your
medical files. We need a medical scan for our records. Please come to sickbay
right away,” she said the last with a hint of arrogance of her rank. He nodded.


“Right
away doctor.” He closed up the tool box, rinsed his hands under the
ultrasonics, then put his toolbox into his room.


“Any
indications of trouble?” he asked. 


“Do
you mean is this a trap?” Sprite asked. “No idea,” she replied after a moment
of calculation. “Voice analysis does not indicate malice. There is a hint of
curiosity, and a little anxiety,” Sprite reported, opening a window to display
the timbre changes on his HUD. He waved it away.


“Power
reserves are at ninety three point two four percent Admiral. Good thing you
recharged last night,” Defender reported.  


He
snorted. “All right, let's not keep the lady waiting. Sprite plot me a course.”
He locked up as he exited the module.


“I
don't think any of the Valdez clan thought to give you that code. Glad I did.”
Sprite sounded smug. He looked around the corridor, feeling his long range
sensors sweep the shadows for trouble, and then nodded. 


“They're
going to be curious about how I got it. Remind me to make some more repairs to
the module electronics so they can draw the proper conclusion,” he said softly
as he passed a thread barren beggar lying on the floor.


“Is
it just me or is it a lot chillier in here than in the module?” the Admiral
asked watching his breath in front of him. “Dimmer too.” He looked around. 


“Gravity,
lights, heat, and life support have been severely cut in the lower decks
Admiral. I've managed to keep a trickle of power going above what Ops are
letting us have,” Sprite reported. He grunted.


“Is
the trickle only to us?” he asked as he made it to the deck lift. An old man
stared as he punched the security code in and the doors ground open. He waved.
“Need a lift?” he asked. The old man shook his head vehemently then seemed to
reconsider. He shuffled forward then sat down heavily and shook his head.
Iron's jaw tightened. 


“You
go on without me,” the old man's withered voice said. The Admiral's jaw
tightened.


“Bump
up...” 


“The
life support and heat, got it Admiral, I will do what I can. This deck is
getting ten percent more power in the Valdez compound over the rest of the cut
off areas. If word spreads...” Sprite left the thought for him to draw the
natural conclusion. He sighed.


“Right,
we're going to have company. A lot of it. What is the station's current
capacity?” he asked as the lift shifted to the left then continued its climb. 


“Three
thousand three hundred give or take a dozen. It all depends on age, size,
gender...” Sprite started but he waved it off. 


“Right,
okay, and current census?” He asked. 


“Roughly
fifteen thousand I would estimate Admiral.” Sprite said quietly. He sucked in a
breath.


“We've
got five times the people we can support... I guess I should have been focusing
on the bigger picture instead of a damn dishwasher.” His voice was full of
anger and annoyance at himself. He'd let himself get distracted from the big
picture by his own desire for creature comforts.


“Not
your fault Admiral. We don't have sufficient data or access,” Sprite responded.



“Then
I should have gotten it!” he replied balling his fists and looking at the
bulkhead as he fought his emotions.


“How
soon until we start losing people?” he asked softly after a moment. 


“A
couple hours for the decks that have been totally cut off,” Sprite reported.
“What about the asteroid we brought in?” he asked.


“Twenty
percent processed, but the luxury quarters are sucking most of the energy up.
Ops as well. In this sort of situation I do not see the logic in the wasteful
energy practices they are currently employing,” she responded. He felt a
gathering storm of anger then shook his head trying to fight it off.


The
lift ground to a jerk making him bounce before it settled to a stop. The doors
opened smoothly. A pair of guards on either side of the door looked in and
stared. “Buddy you got the wrong floor,” one of them said, hand on his pulser.


“Nope,
the chief medical officer ordered me to come by,” he looked at them. Defender
started his shields but he was focused on the guards. “I have an appointment.”
He started forward. One pushed him back with a hand to his chest. 


“Just
a minute there dumb ass.”


He
took out a wand and started to scan him. The readouts went wild. He stepped
back and pulled his weapon. His partner followed suit. “Gentlemen, why don't
you put the pea shooters away, I'm not in the mood,” the Admiral snarled.
Warily they looked at him as one called for backup. 


“The
reason your wand went off is because of my implants,” the Admiral said
casually. They looked at him in disbelief for a moment then snorted. 


“Pull
the other one grandpa now stay put and don't move,” the leader snarled. The
Admiral shook his head.


Silently
he sent a neural impulse to his right arm, having it morph. He watched their
eyes widen. “As I was saying, my implants are the reason your security measure
went off.” Several more guards came running up. He looked them over.


“That's
the ass wipe that took Berneky apart,” one of them stage whispered. 


“He
moves shoot him,” another said. 


The
Admiral sighed. “Gentlemen, you’re starting to get on my nerves.” He gave them
a look he usually reserved for dire emergencies when obedience was needed.
Several gulped. 


The
pitter patter of feet filled the sudden quiet. He looked to his left to see a
doctor in a smudged but serviceable white smock come up and wave them off.
“He's invited! Knock it off!” She waved as she got between the guards and the
Admiral. Reluctantly several stepped back.


“Are
you the doctor?” the Admiral asked. She turned and stared at his arm. He smiled
grimly then sent a command to morph it back to normal. 


She
returned to the guards. “Stand down.” She grabbed the Admiral by the left arm
and half dragged him out of the lift and down the corridor.


“Well,
that was interesting,” he said. Her chuckle had a slight hysterical edge. 


“In
answer to your earlier question, no, I didn't request you, I am Doctor Wanda
Harvest. Doctor Thorby sent me out as an escort.” She shook her head. “I was
supposed to meet you on your floor but I was delayed by a... well never mind.”
She led him down the corridor, making several turns passing well dressed people
and then down another series of corridors. 


“This
place is a bit brighter and cleaner than the other decks,” the Admiral observed
dryly. “With heat too.” He looked at his escort. She was sweating. 


“Yeah,
you get used to it. This is what the entire station should be if the lazy
people in engineering could get their acts together.” She waved her hands for a
moment then blushed. “Oh sorry.” He shook his head. They entered a door with a
giant red cross on it.


“We're
here,” she said unnecessarily. She motioned him past the ogress posing as a
nurse at the front desk and down an adjoining hall. “This way.” She waved him
into a corridor with a series of doors.


She
went down several doors then paused at an open one. “The doctor will be here to
see you shortly.” She motioned to him to enter. Sheepishly and a little amused,
he did. He examined the stark blank walls, metal stool, and examination chair
as she closed the door.


“Sprite?”
he asked. 


“Scanning.
No weapons detected in range. No sign of sleepy gas emitters either. No energy
signs beyond low power medical or life support,” she responded. He nodded. “And
the computer?” he asked.


“One
moment... ping sent... Now that is interesting!” He sighed as she paused. He
closed his eyes and leaned back against the wall. 


“What?”
he asked when she didn't respond in an appropriate interval of time. 


“Oh
sorry Admiral, I'm in. Wi-Fi node in the hall is functional. It is hard wired
to a central net that is outside the normal station net. It is a sickbay
computer. Hmmm... Typical civilian firewall and passwords.”


She
opened a window. “They didn't even use a DNA or optical scanning lock, it's a
simple eight character keygen password... cracked. I'm in. Not much beyond
doctor's notes on patients and some teaching texts.” She seemed disappointed.
He shook his head.


“There
are a couple additional databases, one on medical literature, another on
training, and another on personnel. Do you wish for me to access anything?”
Sprite asked. 


“No,
wait, yes, check the patient and personnel files, log the names, faces, and
relevant data for later. Get me a chain of command report so we can start
shaking things up. Then check the system over and debug any errors you find.
Set up a bot to run routine maintenance as well. Restore their firewall.
Exchange data with the data module while you’re at it.” He shook his head. “Any
day now...” he sighed patiently, looking at the door.


“Nurse
incoming. She's pushing a small equipment rack, looks like equipment to take
vitals,” Sprite reported after a few minutes. He was impatient and tried to
hide it as the door opened.


“I'll
just be taking your vitals then the doctor will see you in a few minutes. She
is with another patient. Please have a seat.” She indicated the medical chair.
He sat on the edge. 


“All
right,” he said amused. His lips quirked in a smile.


With
expert hands she hooked up the BP cuff to the machine then wrapped the cuff
around his right arm. “Miss you’re not going to get a reading with that
there...” He laughingly tried to ward her off but she hushed him. She pressed
the button and stuck a probe in his mouth. He sighed and tried not to smile.


“Hush.
We're taking your vital readings so the doctor has a baseline to compare. Not
that people in the sticks have ever done that. I bet you've never been in a
real hospital in your life let alone met a real doctor. You’re going to meet
the best doctor in the galaxy so you be on your best behavior....” She continued
dithering on until the machine beeped.


She
pulled the probe out of his mouth and he looked at her amused as she looked
confused at the equipment monitor. “Spirit of space what's wrong with this
thing now!” She tapped the buttons. The cuff re-inflated. He chuckled.


“I
could save us both a lot of trouble. BP is one twenty over seventy five, pulse
is sixty eight; temperature is ninety eight point seven degrees Fahrenheit.
Weight is eighty kilos, two point one grams. Height is one hundred and seventy
nine centimeters,” he tried to explain to her back. She turned about. 


“Now
how do you know that?” she asked amused. “Did someone tell you that or did you
see it in a movie?” she asked. She tapped the controls and they again reported
an error. She frowned.


“Well,
first off, you’re using antiquated equipment even in my time. Second, you’re
using it on the wrong arm.” He flexed his right arm, and then held up his left.
“This one is the real one.” He wiggled his fingers. She looked at him confused.
He shook his head as he keyed the morph program.


She
reared back with a screech, knocking over the stool and equipment kart. He
tried hard not to laugh as she fell on her ass. She screeched again then
crawled past him and ran out. He shook his head. “Does this mean I can go?” he
called after her leaning forward.


“Admit
it. You so enjoyed it,” Sprite said sounding maliciously amused.


Pounding
feet answered his reply. “I guess that means no,” he chuckled as a burly male
orderly came in. 


“What's
going on here?” he asked. The Admiral chuckled, waving his cybernetic arm. The
orderly stared, backing away. 


“I
was trying to explain why she wasn't getting any readings and had to
demonstrate.” The Admiral shrugged as he morphed his arm back to normal.


“That,
thhaat's not possible!” the man stuttered, eyes wide. “Doc! Doctor Harvest! Doc
Standish! Doc Thorby! Somebody!!” he called over his shoulder then backed out
hastily as the Admiral removed his BP cuff and stood. “Wait here now,” the man
said nervously hand out, palm up.


“As
amusing as this is, I really do have better things to be doing right now,” the
Admiral replied. More footfalls sounded in the hallway. The nurse returned
pointing rather agitatedly at him. Another nurse was with her, as well as a red
haired doctor. “Hhhis arm it cha cha changged.” She waved frantic.


“It
wasn't like that!” She threw her hands out pointing as the nurse and doctor
looked from her to the Admiral and back. Then they looked at the first orderly
who nodded confirmation. The Admiral chuckled.


“Would
it save us all a bit of trouble to let you know I am a sleeper from another
time?” he asked. He held up his right arm again and the first nurse shrank back
with a moan. The Admiral tried hard not to sigh.


“Superstition
on a space station from medical personnel? Now I've seen everything,” he said
dryly. He shook his head. “Miss, it's a cybernetic limb. I have three
actually.” He morphed the arm once more. The red haired doctor stared at him
while the others goggled.


“It's
a bit more advanced then the mainstream cybernetics were during the early
stages of the Xeno war. Experimental actually. I can't get into the technical
details even at this late a date.” He smiled as his hand morphed back.


“Are
you Doctor Nara Thorby?” He turned to the red haired woman. Sprite lit a green
light on his HUD. She nodded. “Care to let me know why I am here?” he asked
politely. “I do have work to do, it seems the station has a power crisis.” He
waved as the light flickered.


“Angie,
go check on the life support equipment and the tank, make sure that hiccup
didn't cause a problem.” She physically grabbed the hysterical nurse and turned
her by the shoulders then pushed her away. The nurse glanced back once then
moved off rapidly.


“Ben,
I got this, go back to your duties.” She patted the burly orderly on the
shoulder. The orderly nodded and left glancing back at him until he was around
a corner and out of sight. “Mandy, why don't you...” She turned to the last
nurse. 


“Right,
go check on Logan, then check to make sure Angie and Ben settle down.” She
walked off shaking her head.


“You'd
think a cybernetic implant wouldn't shake up a nurse,” the Admiral said softly.
The red haired doctor gave him a sharp look then sighed. She took the ancient
stethoscope in her hands and stuffed it in her breast pocket.


“Let's
talk in my office.” She waved him to the door. 


“Sure.”
He stepped out then down the hall. 


“You
know where you’re going?” she asked amused. 


“I
have the station's blueprints in my memory Doc. Unless you changed things,
that's a storage closet, over there is the corridor to surgery, there is the
primary nursing station, there is a break room, and here is your office.” He
pointed to doors and corridors ending up at a hard wood door.


She
gasped a little then chuckled. “My you are efficient.” She smiled then passed
him and entered the room. He followed. “Close the door and take a seat,” she
ordered. He turned and closed the door as she moved around the desk and sat
down picking up a tablet.


“Can
I ask you your name?” She looked down at the tablet as he sat down. He smiled. 


“Irons.
John Henry Irons. Fleet Admiral, Federation Navy,” he replied. She looked up
startled. 


“You’re
kidding,” she said in disbelief. He shook his head.


“About
my name? Unfortunately no, my parents had a thing for old Earth myths on
industry I guess.” He shook his head. She sat back and set the tablet down in
front of her. 


“You’re
an Admiral? A real Admiral? From the war?” she asked clearly stunned. He
chuckled.


“Yes,
I am the real deal, I am a sleeper.” Her pale face started to get some color.
She nodded slowly. “Io 11 picked me up a little over fifteen months ago and
I've been with them. I debarked a couple days ago. I am staying with the Valdez
clan until another ship passes through.” He shrugged.


“So
you’re uh, staying on?” she asked. 


“For
a while. I am too much of a star sailor to stay in one port too long.” He
smiled. “But since I am here, I decided to lend a hand.” He shrugged.


“There
is a rumor going around that it was you that fixed the Valdez tug?” she asked.
He nodded. 


“Well,
I had a bit of help; I brokered a deal with the Io for use of their
fabricators.” He shrugged. She grunted.


“Do
you know anything about fixing the power grid? Or running a fusion reactor?”
The lights flickered again then went out. He looked at her as his eyes
automatically adjusted for night vision. By the looks of her infrared profile
she was afraid. 


“I
know a great deal about engineering, I am a fleet engineer after all,” the
Admiral chuckled. When the lights didn't return he sent a signal to his implants.
After a second his right index finger began to glow, and then shine. It filled
the room with a greenish light.


“That's
better. Now you can see me.” He nodded. She licked her lips as her eyes
adjusted. “Takes some getting used to,” he smiled. She flushed. “Is there a
reason you asked me here?” He gave her a look.


“You
haven't had a physical,” she replied. He shook his head. 


“So?
No station regulations require it. What do you really want?” he asked. 


“Um,
ah, well, I was curious about the reports that you assaulted several security
guards,” she replied. He shook his head. The lights came on but dimmer than
before. He let the light on his finger go out.


“Doctor,
I don't remember assaulting a guard. I do remember several encounters,
including one a few minutes ago with rather annoying people waving guns
however.” He looked at her. She frowned.


“You’re
telling me you didn't break Berneky's arm?” she asked in disbelief. 


He
chuckled. “I didn't know he was a guard, I thought he was a criminal trying to
perform a shake down.” He shook his head. “Well, I did send you some business I
guess, all in self defense of course.” He smiled. She shook her head.


“Well,
lucky for you the exec intervened. The Valdez family is on thin ice as it is...
No pun intended.” she said. The Admiral smiled. 


“None
taken. I believe all debts are cleared, and they even have a tab running with
the station now.” He shrugged. She nodded.


“I
heard about the rock, I hope Sergio brings back some ice soon, we need it.” She
sighed as the ventilation cut out, then restarted.


“What's
going on?” he asked. 


“Logan
collapsed and his daughter is having trouble keeping the fusion plant running
that's what's going on.” She sighed. “I see you don't know everything.” She
smiled at him. He smiled back.


 “Engineering
has its own net, and I can't get in from the outside. Otherwise I would have
found out sooner and taken a hand in things.” He shrugged. Slowly she nodded.


“All
right, well there are some people I would like you to meet.” She waved to him
as she got up. He followed her out.


“We've
done what we can to prevent radiation damage and inbreeding in the population.”
The CMO said as she dodged an orderly with a cart. Irons dodged the orderly
then grunted. “Mandatory genetic screening is a requirement for anyone on the
station, and we require cross breeding through in vitro fertilization whereever
possible.” She waved to a pregnant woman who was softly caressing her growing
belly. The Admiral nodded politely and continued to follow the doctor.


They
turned a corner and entered a trauma bay. Dozens of beds were along the walls,
some occupied, some not. The lights were dimming. An orderly came up and
whispered urgently to the doctor. She scowled. “Engineering has cut power to
most of the non essential decks but the Port Admiral has the computer
re-routing power from us to compensate.” Iron's implants easily caught the
explanation. 


She
turned to him but he waved it aside. “I heard.” She looked confused but he
smiled. “Implants remember?” He shrugged her confusion off. “If the bottle is
not balanced properly then you can't get a stable power tap from it. It doesn't
matter how much fuel you have on hand.” He shrugged. She nodded.


Two
raised voices could be heard near the end of the bay. One was female, another
male. The male voice was urgent, asking for the woman to go back to
engineering. He was practically pleading with her. She flatly refused. The
doctor caught the raised timbre and her scowl deepened.


“Right
this way then.” She moved past the orderly and to a cloth enshrouded bay. She
pulled aside a drape and motioned for him to follow. He could easily see the
two figures turning.


“If
the two of you can't act like adults I will have you thrown out of here on your
ear, and no I don't give a damn what rank you have.” She gave them both a cold
look. They immediately shut up. She nodded. “That's better.” She turned to the
patient.


The
Admiral stood in the opening in the drapes and studied the patient while he
tried to deal with his emotions. 


The
man was old, easily into his twilight years. He was wrinkled and his flesh was
pale, pock marked with scars. His eyes were closed. There was a yellowish tinge
to his flesh in some areas. What little hair he had was silver and scattered;
from the look of him he had had too much exposure to radiation.


He
was at least one hundred sixty centimeters tall, judging from the Admiral's
scan. “Admiral, he is Chief petty officer Horatio Logan according to his IFF.
Last duty station is as a power tech on the frigate Washington,” Sprite reported
softly. He nodded. “He's unconscious, he's suffering from several issues
including dehydration, radiation poisoning, malnutrition, exhaustion, a pinhole
in his heart, and severe over use of cybernetics,” she reported. 


“I
am detecting blood clots in his blood stream. He's recently had a minor stroke
judging from his medical report. He has intense tissue swelling and irritation
around his implants. Classic signs of over use,” she finished. He shook his
head. 


“Cancer?”
he asked. 


“Most
likely a high possibility,” Sprite reported as the woman and man turned on him.


“Get
out. This is none of your business,” the woman growled reaching for the drape.
The doctor stopped her with a look. 


“I
asked him here.” She turned back to examining the patient. She pulled an eyelid
open and flashed a light, then repeated the procedure with the other eye. She
examined the readouts and shook her head.


“We
need you both in engineering not up here,” the man pleaded, sounding almost
desperate. The woman looked at him enraged. The Admiral wrenched his attention
from the patient to them.


The
man was short, about one hundred fifty centimeters, with a pale complexion of
the true space born. He had curly black hair, thinning at his forehead. He had
an average build, and was dressed in a civilian uniform. The woman was tall,
over one hundred ninety centimeters, and had blond hair. She was easily in her
twenty's or thirties. She was well built, and held herself with professional
grace of either a trained athlete or dancer. 


She
ran her hand through her hair and turned to the Doc. “He's just tired right?”
she asked. The doctor sighed and shook her head. 


“He's
got so much wrong...” she said softly. The woman stiffened.


“Why
isn't he in your nanite regen tank?” the Admiral asked. “You've got several
listed in your TOE; I would think you would have him in there,” he asked. The
doctor sighed and gave the uniformed man a look. “You could say they are
reserved for more Important people.” She dripped sarcasm. The uniformed
man winced.


A
name hovered over his head on the Admiral's HUD. Enrique Fernando, executive
officer of the station. He nodded. Two windows opened on the HUD, Sprite was
running a comparison program with the patient and woman. She found a familial
match. He raised an eyebrow as the uniformed man studied him.


“Just
who are you?” the woman asked as the exec opened his mouth. He turned a
humorous glance on her but then back on the Admiral. 


“Irons.
John Henry Irons. Fleet Admiral,” a weak voice answered her. She turned to see
her father raise a hand and point. He was trying to get out of bed or salute
but the doctor firmly pushed him back down. 


“At
ease Chief,” the Admiral said softly. 


The
chief smiled weakly. “Aye aye sir.”


The
woman turned from looking at her dad back to the Admiral in disbelief. She
seemed stunned. “You’re an Admiral?” she asked voice dripping in confusion.
Irons chuckled. 


“Federation
Navy. Fleet Admiral.” He came to attention then went back to rest. “I'm passing
through and the Doc asked me to stop by,” he smiled.


“Glad
to meet another sleeper, let alone a familiar face chief. Rest up. We've got a
lot of catching up to do and a lot of work ahead of us,” the Admiral said,
gently patting a fabric covered foot. Weakly the chief nodded. 


“Can
you get him into a regen tank soon?” Irons asked. 


The
exec sighed still watching him. “No. The Port Admiral locked them down for his
exclusive use. We can't get access.” He shook his head.


“We'll
see about that.” Irons turned and stepped out. 


“What
are you doing?” The nearby nurse asked. The daughter followed. He went over to
the nearest tank and examined it. 


“It's
hopeless I already tried. He's got a computer...” Her voice faded as the
Admiral found the universal jack and morphed his ring finger into a jack to
jack in.


“Spirit
of space!” The daughter said stepping back involuntarily. He looked over his
shoulder to see the exec had come out as well and was watching. 


“I'm
in. Password bypassed. I've got a fleet priority imperative. She's all yours
Admiral. That is if you dare use it with the power situation the way it is,”
Sprite reported. He nodded.


“I'm
in. It's old, but functional if we can get a steady power supply to it.” The
Admiral turned to the exec who looked away. The doctor came out of the bay and
nodded.


“Can
we do something about that Shelby? Enrique?” she asked them with a bite of
authority. The exec mumbled that he would see what he could do. 


Shelby
nodded. “I'll see to it.” She moved off to make a call.


“Get
me a pair of orderlies here; we need to get this patient prepped for regen,”
the doctor ordered a nearby nurse. The nurse looked up, nodded and rushed off.


“Will
it help?” the exec asked, moving over to her side. 


She
shrugged. “At this juncture, it would take a miracle. But with him here.” She
indicated the Admiral who smiled. 


“The
possible is easy. Impossible takes a bit longer. Miracles are our specialty.”
He held up his right hand as it morphed back to normal. 


“Since
I am here Doc, I can take a look.” He went over to the chief's bedside once
more. “Sprite, are you finished with your scan?” he sub vocalized. 


“Finished.
I've compared it to the reading from the medical equipment; they are off by
several degrees,” she reported. 


“Most
likely way past their last calibration.” He turned to the chief. 


“He's
out,” the AI reported. “The left IV is a saline solution. Right is a vitamin
enriched one,” she pointed out. He nodded.


“Can
my nanites help?” he asked. Proteus appeared. 


“You
would have to be in direct contact with him for a long time period Admiral, and
there is no guarantee of success. Quite the contrary with this extensive
damage,” the AI reported.


“What
about the criticals? Blood clots and pinhole?” he asked. Proteus lit a green
light. 


“Ready.”
He held up a hand to the chief's forehead. 


“Whatever
you’re doing you better do it soon, one of those blood clots has made it to the
brain,” Sprite reported. He gently placed his hand on the chief's forehead and
felt the nanites begin to flow.


“What
are you doing?” the doctor asked. The exec was staring. Several medical
personnel were coming forward. 


“Shh,
blood clot. I need to get rid of it or he's dead,” the Admiral replied.


“Sandy
blood thinner stat!” the CMO called spinning. She rushed in examining the
readouts. “I don't see anything...” The Admiral sent an impulse command. His
right bicep changed as a trio of laser emitters emerged. A holo of the chief's
brain appeared over the bed. The clot was highlighted in red, the nanites in
blue.


“He's
got two of them? What is, wait the blue are coming in from outside? Is that
you?” she asked studying the holo. He nodded. 


“Right,
but it's hard to concentrate while people are asking questions.” He sighed in
exasperation.


A
nurse handed the doctor a syringe. “Start with his right leg, there are clots
there, he's near muscle death in his thigh,” the Admiral said. She pulled the
sheet aside then felt down his leg. 


“Crap,”she
muttered seeing his blue thigh muscles.


She
injected the solution then looked up. “Ultrasonics now. I need that vat up
now!” she called just as an alarm sounded. “Code blue!” she called. The Admiral
nodded. “Got the clot.” He felt the nanites recede back into his hand.


“Em
charge. Clear!” the doctor called. 


“I
can't almost out,” he moved aside. “Dampening field activated. Do it.” He
nodded to her as she held the paddles up. She gave him a look. “Just do it!” he
ordered.


She
put the paddles down and hit the button. His chest jerked as his muscles
contracted. “Heart is in fibrillation. Again, no good. Upping the amperage.”
She tried again. Then the power for the machine went out.


“Wait.”
The Admiral brushed her aside as the last nanites made it to his hand. 


He
dropped his hand from the forehead of the chief to his exposed chest. “Clear.”
He fed a spark into the heart, and then followed it with nanites. 


“The
pinhole has expanded. Aorta is going to rupture if that blood clot gets
there...” Sprite reported. 


“He's
got a blood clot and a leak in his heart. It's causing part of the problem.”
The Admiral replied as he felt Proteus insert nanites into the nerve endings of
the heart muscles then calm them with pulses.


“Fibrillation
is under control. Removing blood clot and sealing hole,” the AI reported. He
nodded looking up. “Fibrillation is under control for now; I will have to stay
here till we get him in the tank,” he nodded to her. She nodded back.


The
exec's communicator started to beep insistently he took it with a grimace of
dissatisfaction and spoke to someone about a problem with the power then looked
away as he closed the communicator.


“I'll
just be going. Admiral I would like to talk to you...” the exec said. The
Admiral nodded as the exec turned to him. 


“As
soon as we get him stable in the tank I will drop in on engineering and see
about the bottle,” he smiled.


“Thank
you,” the exec sighed in relief. The Admiral chuckled. 


“Meanwhile,
get with the purser of Io11; ask them for trade for critical parts for the
fusion reactor. Offer them platinum and rare metals like osmium in trade. Tell
them I referred you,” he met the exec's eyes. 


He
nodded. “Right, good idea.” He rushed off.


“Think
it will work?” the doctor asked softly looking up at him. 


“No
idea. One step at a time Doc. Triage,” he nodded to her. She shook her head.
“My you are full of surprises. Are you a medical fleet officer as well?” she
asked. He chuckled.


“No,
engineering and fleet command. I prefer to get my hands dirty though.” He
shrugged. “Most of what I am doing is based off of high school health class and
my implants. Some is coming from your medical texts.”


“Glad
you can,” she said nodding her chin to the chief.


“Blood
clot destroyed. Admiral it was a pack of cancer cells,” Proteus reported. The
Admiral sighed. 


“What?”
the doctor asked. 


“The
blood clots are fragments of malignant tumors, most likely cancer cells. He's
going to need a lot of work to get back on his feet.” He grimaced. “He's not
that old, not even one hundred. He's my age,” the Admiral said, shaking his
head.  


“I
accessed his implants Admiral, there is considerable swelling around them and
some neurological damage due to inter-cranial bleeds near the frontal lobe
links. He must have been in considerable pain,” Sprite reported. The Admiral
nodded.


“Make
sure you treat for swelling around his implants, and inter-cranial bleeds. He's
a mess Doc.” He shook his head as the orderlies wheeled them to the vat. He
walked along side. His hand resting on the chief's chest. 


“We'll
do what we can. We don't have a dedicated medical AI to control the nanites
though,” she reported. He nodded. 


“Nor
implants. I know.” He shook his head as they lifted the chief up and over the
side of the vat. He started to sink in the goo until his body rested on the gel
bed. “Nanites detected, hand over in progress...hand over complete. Extraction
progressing,” Proteus reported.


The
doctor and medical staff expertly removed the IV’s and switched his respirator
over to the one built into the regen tank. The Admiral stepped back as the last
nanite reentered his body.


“He's
all yours,” he nodded. 


“Right,
okay someone find out why it is so cold in here. Bobby, is his air up?” The
doctor looked up to the orderly who gave her a thumbs up. “Make sure the hoses
don't kink.” She watched as he carefully tucked the slack hose down beside the
chief's head then closed the lid of the tank. 


“Press
start... oh, you already did,” the doctor looked at the Admiral who shrugged.
She watched his readouts for a few moments then motioned her people to get back
to work. She quietly ordered a nurse to check on the tank every ten minutes.


“Admiral,
I'd like to ask you a few questions in my office before you leave...” She
motioned for him to follow. Amused he did.


Once
more in the office she sat down and picked up a tablet. He noted a terrarium he
had dismissed before. “Herbs or medical?” he asked pointing to the cylinder in
the corner. 


“Both,”
she said, not looking up. He nodded.


“So,
what did you do? You destroyed the blood clots, and repaired the hole... Blood
clots are usually dislodged fat globules. Are you sure they are cancerous?” She
looked at him for confirmation. He nodded. She put the tablet down onto a stand
and activated a virtual keyboard. She rapidly added the details of the
encounter into the medical log.


"We
are the most advanced medical facility in the galaxy Admiral," the red
haired chief medical officer stated with quiet pride. "What's left of the
galaxy of course.” She shrugged. “I have the most working equipment, and three
other doctors, six nurses, twelve orderlies, and nine paramedics on
staff," she said proudly. 


The
Admiral nodded. "Io has can match you in equipment and training
probably," he replied absently. The doctor leaned back. 


"I
find that hard to believe, they are just a tramp freighter," she said
dismissively looking down at a tablet. 


The
Admiral's eyes flashed. "Io 11 is a Caberei class Fleet tender. Her crew
and I have spent the better part of fifteen months rebuilding her. Her crew is
now the finest in the galaxy." His clipped tone made the doctor look up.
"For your information, we restored her entire sickbay, and restocked it.
In fact, they are making a second planetary facility now. They have two
doctors, three nurses, five sick berth attendants on staff, and most of the
crew is trained to EMT status, with over twenty trained to paramedic
level." Her eyes widened at that. 


"How..?”
she asked setting the tablet down then cleared her throat and began again.
"I stand corrected." She gathered herself. "Perhaps it would be
a good idea to have a medical exchange, meet the doctor's on Io, and exchange
databases and pass on skills.” She nodded. The Admiral nodded but decided to
twist the knife a little.


 “They
have several training simulations as well now," he smiled. “Their crew is
an all Terran one, but I believe they were exploring alien physiology when I
left.” He smiled. 


She
nodded. "Yeah. That might be good." She tapped her fingers on her arm
rest in thought. "You say they have the entire sick bay working? The last
time they were here they were trying to barter for medical supplies and my best
surgeon to fix their doctor." He nodded. "Everything. The crew is in
excellent health. Doctor Clarissa has been healed, and is now out of stasis, as
is all of the other injured." 


She
shook her head in growing wonder. "My you do work miracles if you could
achieve that, I took one look and wrote her off as a lost cause." He
froze, and then sighed. "Doctor, I've survived worse injuries." He
raised his right arm. She looked it over then blushed. 


"Perhaps
I gave up to easily," she said embarrassed. 


He
nodded. "Yes, perhaps you did," he said softly. She gave him a look,
and then ducked away from his challenging eyes. 


"Point
taken. I will talk to them straight away." He nodded as he got up. She
picked up a communicator. "Communications get me the Io 11's doctor."
She waved as he exited. "Hello? This is the Chief medical officer of
Anvil; I was hoping to arrange a meeting with your medical staff... They are in
surgery? Valdez? Oh!" she smiled. "With your..." The door closed
and he smiled.


 




Chapter 5


 


"Engineering
is restricted," the voice responded. 


"This
is Fleet Admiral Irons; I am trying to contact Miss Logan." He looked up,
trying to remain patient as he watched Sprite work on the HUD. 


"No
joy Admiral, it's a manual lock out. We are on the wrong side of it,"
Sprite replied. He grunted. 


"Admiral?
You've got some set of balls coming down here." The voice dropped into a
growl. "I oughta kill you right now you asshole..." the voice
continued. 


"FLEET
Admiral not Port Admiral. FLEET Admiral," Irons replied testily when the
voice wound down. "Look just contact miss Logan. She left sickbay a few
minutes ago. The exec and her father asked me to come down and take a look at
things." He tried not to sound too exasperated. 


"Admiral
I am all for getting back on Io and letting them stew in their own mess,"
Sprite responded sounding testy. "I can't get around the lock and their
firewall is nasty." She sounded as testy as the voice on the other end.


"Admiral
Irons?" A female voice came on after a moment. 


"Yes.
I'm trying to...” 


The
lift car lurched back into motion. "Right, get to engineering to see what
I can do." 


The
doors opened and a man looked at him. "In there." He pointed. His
coveralls were old and thread barren, covered in patches and grime. He had a
lot of facial hair and a bit of a paunch. "No lip. She's got enough on her
mind," the voice ordered. He turned. "Thank you." He nodded and
followed the directions.


"In
here Admiral," a young man called. He followed. The young man led him
through the corridors and several rooms before they ended up in main
engineering.


The
engineering compartments were clean and relatively well organized. There were a
few signs of age and wear of course, and the occasional crate of parts or
robot. The young man waved to indicate an office. The door had a sign that said
Chief. “In here.” 


The
Admiral entered and sat in a chair. “Don't touch anything. Shelby will be with
you in a minute,” the young man cautioned. Irons shook his head. “Admiral I've
got a Wi-Fi link. Encrypted though. Military grade. I've created a back door
though. My bandwidth and file access is limited however,” Sprite reported.
“Wait, I am applying the access codes I got from CPO Logan. I'm in.”


The
door opened and he turned.


The
Admiral shook the young woman's hand and she waved a dismissive hand to his
guide. "Get back to work Grundy." The man grinned and walked off. 


"Do
I call you assistant engineer Logan? Miss Logan? Or Mrs.?" Irons asked.
"Call me Shelby. Miss Logan is too formal. Most people call dad Chief, or
Logan." 


The
Admiral nodded. "All right then." 


"Is
dad going to be okay?" she asked looking over a tablet. 


"I
am not sure. I hope so. If they can't get a handle on things I would suggest
contacting Io and ask for a transfer to their sickbay." He shrugged. She
looked up confused. "We just finished completely restoring her sickbay."
Her eyes widened. "The entire ship actually," he added with another
shrug. 


She
shook her head. "How... no wait, you’re involved." She sat down with
a shaky laugh. "Dad told stories about you, but I thought it was all a
myth." She looked up at him. "You’re the real deal aren't you?"
she asked. He nodded. "Well, you couldn't have come at a more important
time, we're losing it." She shrugged helplessly. "We're down to one
badly balanced fusion reactor, and she's off in the worst way imaginable. Dad
was in the cyber core twenty hours a day trying to prop it up," she
sighed. He nodded. 


"So
I gathered. May I help?" he asked. She nodded. 


"Please.
Be my guest." 


He
nodded getting up. "Please let the crew here know that." She grimaced
and nodded.


"Luxury
quarters are the decks set apart for the exclusive use of the rich and for the
visiting ships." Shelby frowned as they walked. "They took the gyms,
rec areas, parks, restaurants, hotel, casino, and even an art museum up
there." She looked up and growled. "Not to mention night clubs,
stores, and the Port Admiral's exclusive deck," she snarled. 


"How
do they take care of everything if they are set apart?" the Admiral asked.
"Well, there is some crossover of course, food, some life support, and
power, and a few people cross the line daily. But the servants live in the
lowest section between them and us. Sort of a buffer." He grimaced. 


"The
gentile," he replied. She gave him a curious look. He shrugged.
"During the medieval times before star flight, human lords would use their
bastard children as go betweens with the peasants." He picked up a tablet
and looked at it. She set hers down. "That sounds about right," she
said softly. 


"The
more things change, the more they stay the same," the Admiral replied. She
laughed. 


"Yeah,
can't get any more different then living in a space station." She waved.
"Well, yes and no, try imagining someone living in a force bubble under a
liquid ocean, or in the sun." He waved to a space painting nearby. It was
of a warship with a sun in the background. Shelby looked at it then back at
him. 


"Did
people really..." He grinned. She shook her head. 


"Where
there is a will, there is a way. Usually." The Admiral shrugged.
"Okay, let's see here..." He tapped the tablet.


"Nice
network," he commented after a moment. Sprite hadn't commented about
viruses and from the looks of things the registry and hierarchy were kept up to
date and in good condition. She cocked her head, eyebrow raised. "I admit
I tried to access things to get a feel, and to help out. I couldn't believe the
number of viruses in the central net." The Admiral shook his head.
"With fifteen thousand people on..." 


She
looked up sharply turning pale. "Fifteen? Our report says five!" She
got up suddenly. "The bridge told us we've only got five!" She threw
her hands up.


"How
did you get that number?" She whirled on him. 


"I
have my own AI." He raised his right arm. "I had it check the station
and cross reference data from the computer and Io's scans. Fifteen thousand is
conservative. I'd say it could easily be twenty. But fifteen is the only hard
number I've got to go off of," he explained. 


"I
can't get a final tally, too many heat sources," Sprite reported
apologetically. He chuckled. 


"There
are too many heat sources from equipment to get an accurate count," he
interpreted for Shelby.


He
shrugged. She was still pale. "Damn," she muttered. She looked
around. "Damn, we're screwed. We're so so screwed." She shook her
head. 


"No,
we've just got a narrower time limit and a larger work force to tap." He
shrugged. "Time to roll our sleeves up and get to work." He motioned
to the door. She nodded.


 


"When
I did an exterior scan I noted solar collectors on the hull and on booms, some
looked functional, some looked like they were broken or disconnected. Are they
in use?" the Admiral asked. 


Shelby
turned. "Some, the upper deck is powering the luxury areas. We're using
the lower ones for our life support." She waved as the lights flickered. A
fan kicked on and off. 


"Yeah.
I would suggest putting a couple parties together, with or without robotic
support and do a field assessment. Try to patch in as many panels as we can.
Every watt counts." He shrugged. She looked at him. 


"Drop
in the bucket," she replied. He nodded. "But your right and it will
keep some people busy." She sighed. "We've got about a dozen suits in
good condition. I'll get them on it." She looked at a tablet, picked it up
and started to scroll. 


"Check
with the Valdez clan. Ask to rent their spare old suits. If you have the
material, trade with Io for skin suits," he replied. "Or better yet,
a couple work robots. They should have a spare or two on hand," he pointed
to a deactivated robot in the corner of the room. "Set them to cut out
sections that are beyond repair." 


She
nodded. "Okay, I'll have Grundy and Benny make some calls." She
walked off. 


 


The
Admiral smiled.  “Sprite are you in a Wi-Fi node or in the jack?” He asked. 


“Jack,”
she answered. He grunted. Now he knew where all his bandwidth was going.


“All
right, just a second here.” He un-jacked and went over to a rack of tools. He
pawed through them until he came up with an ODN cable and some parts. He set
them on the work table then picked up several of the work robots and set them
nearby. 


“What
are you doing?” Sprite asked. “I can't get in remember? Logan has a limited
Wi-Fi router in his office and in a few areas. Not here in this work shop.” She
sounded testy.


“Just
a minute.” He looked at his arm then rolled up the sleeve. “Proteus open my
secondary universal port.” He waited as a square port morphed into his right
bicep. He plugged the cable in then the free end into the jack. “That better?”
he asked.


“Much,
thank you,” Sprite responded. “While the cats away, the mice will play... Or at
least tinker,” the AI said mischievously. Irons chuckled. 


“Something
like that. You focus on the bottle while Proteus and I see about fixing a
couple of these.” He pulled the access panel off and went to work.


 


"We've
been running straight hydrogen. Sometimes other materials when we are
low," Shelby explained as he examined the links. 


He
winced. "Damn. Radiation must be intense," he muttered. 


She
nodded. "Dad said so. He was trying to get back to Helium or at least
deuterium but well...” She shrugged helplessly. “We're down to one robot in the
core. It's malfunctioning and dad was talking about getting into the core
himself to make repairs." Shelby looked saddened. 


"Not
an option, at these levels you'd be fried the moment you opened the door. The
plasma bottle is saturated with neutrons. That's what happens when you run
straight hydrogen or other materials." The Admiral sighed running one hand
through his hair. “I ran into this with the Io's power plant. It's a pain in
the ass to fix." He pulled up the status reports of the other fusion
plants. "Hmmm. you've been robbing Peter to pay Paul, scavenging parts
from the other fusion reactors to keep this one going..." He scanned the
read out.


"Well,
we can't exactly put in an order for more. We've got basic machine shops, some
old Bowyer reprap three D printers from the museum, and one working industrial
fabricator. It's locked down though." She sighed. "It takes too much
energy; we need every watt for life support." She shook her head.


"There
comes a time when you have to decide, a slow death, or bite the bullet and face
the problem to fix it," the Admiral replied not looking up. 


"Well,
if we had another fabricator... Hell what does it matter! We don't have the
blueprints anyway!" She threw her hands up in the air, tossing the tablet.
It fell to the floor with a clatter. She swore softly as she bent to pick it
up. 


"We've
got access to four industrial replicators on their own power source, if you can
pay for them," he replied as she picked the tablet up. He was still
concentrating on the robot while Sprite was trying to manage the bottle
software. Distantly he felt cross talk. He was curious about it, but he would
ask when they were alone.


Shelby
straightened looking up at him. "You've got to be kidding." A note of
disbelief warred with excitement. He smiled. 


"I
told you we fixed her. Io has all her replicators repaired. Electronics,
industrial, even textile. Also her food replicators. Trade with them and they
will make what you need. But we are in a time crunch, they leave in...” Sprite
put up a countdown clock. "Right, three days and twelve hours... unless we
talk them into staying longer." He shrugged. 


She
nodded. "The exec will make a deal with the devil if he could. Hell so
would I, let's do it." She seemed excited as she reached for the
communicator. 


"Not
so fast." He held up a hand. "First we need a parts list. Then some
form of compensation. Then you can go to the mat trading." He waved the tablet.
"I've got the Valdez family junk pile. We can get a few things from it; I
know they still have a few satellites and about three air cars that could be
traded. I suggest you pole the other decks, see what you can scrounge up. Tell
them to give until it hurts if they want to breath." He nodded to her. 


He
closed the access panel and watched as the little robot wobbled up and then
drifted off. “That makes four.” She dodged the robot and then grimaced. 


"I'll
work out a list." He jacked into the tablet with his finger port.
"How is the Valdez clan going to take your trading their stuff?" she
asked. “Even if it is junk it is still theirs,” she added punching in queries. 


"I
made a deal, I rebuild the tug, and I get access to their junk." He
smiled. "Plus room and board too. I don't think they will mind once they
know what the parts are for. Besides, I am already working out how to get them
another tug." He waved the tablet. "Io is building it now in
fact." He smiled at her as she stared at him in shock. 


"I
hope to goddess this isn't a dream. For a while I thought it was a
nightmare!" She shook her head in disbelief. He chuckled. 


"Well,
kiss dreams and nightmares goodbye, we're not getting much rest until we get
this sorted out." He nodded to her. 


"Right,
I'm going to go chase down Quasimodo and Grundy, I'll get them looking for
stuff. Be right back." She rushed off. He shook his head bemused. 


"Quasimodo?"
he asked then shook his head in amusement and went back to work.


 


A
man came in and kicked the trash pail. The Admiral didn't look up.
"Hopeless. We're fried," the man muttered. He sat down heavily. 


"You
done?" The Admiral asked looking up. 


"What's
it to you bub? You signed your own death warrant coming here," the man
growled. 


Irons
shook his head. "Where there is life and power, there is hope. Go back to
work." He waved. 


"It's
hopeless I tell you!" The guy suddenly standing, smashing his fist into
his palm. "What the hell are we supposed to do, sit and watch the bottle
fail?!" He threw his arms apart. 


The
Admiral shook his head. "Your jobs. Let me worry about the bottle."
He held up his right arm. 


"What
the hell is a pissant like you going to do about...?” The Admiral triggered his
demo morph. The man stopped mid snarl and backed hastily away. He tripped over
the chair and went down into a sprawl. "What the hell are you?" he
asked.


"Your
worst nightmare if you don't stop feeling sorry for yourself, get your act
under control and get your ass back to work," the Admiral replied quietly.



"Like
the man said, Henry, let him worry about the bottle." Shelby's voice came
from behind him. He turned to see her. Her eyes were locked on the fallen
engineer. He wiped his mouth with a closed hand then got up. 


"Right."
He walked out head down. Shelby watched him go.


"You
do have a way with people don't you?" Shelby asked giving him an amused
look. "He's going to tell everyone about you; it will be all over the
station in nothing flat." She chuckled. 


"Nothing
moves faster than scuttlebutt," the Admiral muttered. "Fastest way to
get information, gossip," he muttered sourly. She laughed, eyes twinkling.



"Yeah,
dad muttered the same thing all the time." She waved to the door.
"Come on, I'll introduce you to the power watch." He nodded and
followed her out.


 


"The
Ritz?" The Admiral looked up from the map of the luxury decks. 


"Restaurant
claims to be five stars. I managed to hack into their database. Their system is
cluttered with data compiled from orders over a century ago! Seven centuries of
orders, bills, it's insane. Hasn't anyone ever heard of basic computer
maintenance?" Sprite griped. 


He
chuckled. "The art gallery museum was set up about forty years after the
station's founding. There are also several art studios and several semi private
art galleries," Sprite reported. "Also several clothing stores. Some
are for the rich; some are haberdashers for the servants," the AI reported.



"Textile
fabricators?" the Admiral asked. "I was wondering where the clothes
and blankets came from." He ran his hand over the fabric covered chair. 


"Not
as much as you would think. Nearly eighty percent are imports from out system.
The leather for instance is real neo-buffalo leather. There is a leather shop
here as well," the AI seemed disgusted. He chuckled. 


"Now
now, throwbacks to anarchism is a strictly organic thing I know..." he
smiled. 


"No,
I've found it's not just organic, the station AI qualifies as well,"
Sprite sighed. The Admiral laughed. 


"What
are you laughing about?" a tech asked coming up behind him. 


"I
was... You know what, never mind." He waved it off getting his chuckle
under control. "Let's just say a friend has discovered that she isn't as
superior as she thought." He smiled as Sprite's virtual face stuck out her
tongue then winked off his HUD. He shook his head.


"Where
are we on the repairs to the deck thirty four power bus? If we can get that
sorted out then we can distribute power better without losing so much to shorts
and overloads." He looked at the tech. 


"Well,
we've got this section sorted out here..." He leaned forward showing the
Admiral the pad. They spent a few minutes going over the progress before he
nodded seeing the approaching Shelby. 


"Right,
keep us updated." He turned just as she stopped. 


"Right,
gotta go..." The tech hurried off after catching a look from his boss. She
looked around as if to make sure no one was in ear shot then grimaced. 


"We're
still behind on the repairs. Life support has cut out on twelve decks. We're
getting cascade failures. People are fleeing to decks with power and that is
overloading those decks." She sighed. 


"Any
word from Io?" he asked. 


"Their
last sitrep was forty minutes ago, they still have about two hours to finish
the first parts. I just received word that Sergio is on his way back with a
small load of water ice." She sighed. "I don't think a hundred tons
is going to make much of a difference. We don't have the power to even melt it
right now. We can't spare it." She shook her head.


 "You'd
be surprised. Every little bit helps." He shrugged.


 


“This
is the central power room for fusion reactor six.” Shelby waved to the room. He
nodded as he looked around. The room was relatively clean and neat. There were
signs of patching, wiring hanging here and there, and carts loaded with tools
or gear hooked into consoles. There were four couches, each manned. The central
one had a young man wearing a civilian grade virtual reality helmet and gloves.
He was motioning in space and talking softly into a boom mike.


“Damn
it, it's like trying to do fine repairs in a suit, there's no feedback, and the
lag is too much,” he muttered. The Admiral shook his head. 


“Tactile
as well?” he asked. Shelby shook her head. 


“Best
we could do is sight and motion control,” she muttered. Someone shushed them. 


“Will
you people just shut up?! I'm trying to concentrate here! One wrong move and
this thing goes nova!” the man in the chair snarled. The Admiral nodded. He
examined the nearby console, taking in the readings, and then blanched. 


“Jack
to your right Admiral,” Sprite reported. He looked in the indicated direction
and stepped over to it. 


“What
are you...?” Shelby started to ask as his hand morphed. “Oh!” Her eyes were
wide. 


“Holy
shit!” the woman sitting at the console reared back in surprise. The Admiral
inserted his probe and closed his eyes.


“I'm
in. Damn.” He sighed at the extensive damage. 


“Cascade
failure Admiral, the bottle software can't cope with it. Adjusting now.” Sprite
inserted herself into the code. He felt the flow of data but focused his
attention on the bottle itself.


The
plasma bottle was a toroid, and from the look and feel it was heavily patched
with equipment that was never designed for the load. Several sectors were out,
and the operator was trying to compensate by manipulating the magnetic fields
manually.


Unfortunately
by doing that he started a turbulent reaction. Like skipping a pebble on a pond
the ripples from the changes he was making were interacting, destabilizing the
fields further.


“She's
near a cascade failure. Too much induction manipulation. Working,” Sprite
reported. He grunted. 


“Who's
there?” A voice over the link asked. A primitive avatar of the operator was at
the center of the matrix. He was thrashing about, trying to manually manipulate
the plasma stream. “Get out your distracting me,” the man snarled. 


“Easy,
I'm here to help. I'll take the left race, you take the right.” He fed the
commands and started easing into the trace.


“No
I, oh wow! You've done this before?” the man asked. 


“A
few times. We need a liquid dynamics simulation to get this sorted out.”


 Sprite
pulled up a HUD. “No joy Admiral, I can't ,I'm barely holding things together
as it is,” she answered. 


“Proteus...”


 “Working
Admiral. Processors fully engaged.”


He
watched as vectors were plotted on his HUD. He nodded. “Feed this to the
operator too,” the Admiral ordered. 


“What
the hell?” the man asked after a moment. “What the hell are all these arrows?”


“Vectors.
Tweak your side to better match them,” he answered. 


“I'm
cutting the fuel now Admiral, scaling back to ten percent until you get a
handle on this,” Sprite reported. He grunted.


“Power
dropping to ten percent. Initializing repairs now,” the Admiral said out loud.
“Shelby let them know.”


“Who
are you?” the operator asked. “You’re not Logan that's for sure.” He chuckled.
“My name is Liam by the way, Liam Kincaid.” Irons smiled. 


“John
Irons. I am a sleeper like Logan. I thought I would drop in and lend a hand,”
the Admiral answered. Sprite made some changes and the bottle began to
stabilize. 


“Who
did that?” Liam asked. 


“My
AI. Don't worry about it. We're sorting things out,” the Admiral answered. 


“Admiral,
I've patched a link to the database you brought along. I've refreshed the
intake drivers and thrust vectoring software. Io is with me and lending a hand.
We need more channels open to do this though. I don't have the bandwidth
through your link to sustain both of our efforts,” Sprite reported.


“Shelby
or someone. Open a channel to the Io 11. Data line. Open bandwidth. Give them
full core access. Do it now,” the Admiral ordered out loud.


He
felt a brush along his side and smiled as Io's avatar swirled into focus. “Glad
to help Admiral. I can handle this if you need a break. I was bored anyway.”
She held up her hands. “Sprite and Proteus have the vectors worked out. We're
stepping her back up to eleven percent but I don't think we can get beyond
twenty percent.” The AI shook her head. He stepped back as she took control.


“Liam,
let Io in so you can take a break. She's better suited for this than you or I,”
the Admiral ordered. Liam grunted then stepped back. Io oozed into the void as
he moved.


“This
is a bit trickier then the bottles I have. This hack job is nasty,” Io replied.
The Admiral grunted. 


“First
order of business.” He nodded to Liam. Liam nodded back then reached up and
pulled his helmet off. His avatar faded then disappeared. 


“Anything
below ten will normally cut ignition. Admiral if you've got a miracle you
better hurry,” Io said. He nodded and logged out.


“Admiral?”
a young woman asked. He opened his eyes to see a tech looking at him. 


“Sorry,
I was in the core.” He straightened, and then pulled at the hem of his coverall
instinctively. “Report,” he replied.


 “I
don't know what you did, but it worked. We're at reduced power though,” the
woman replied, automatically falling into a professional demeanor. He nodded. 


“The
only way to stop the cascade was to slow the fuel feed and get control.” He
felt Sprite's efforts through his linkage. Even Defender's processing power was
taxed. The nanites were tapped out. “We need a lot of parts in a short period
of time.” He shook his head and looked over to Shelby who was pale.


“That
was close. I didn't realize it was that bad.” She glared at Liam. He had his
helmet off and under his arm. 


“Don't
blame me dear, we need as much power as we can get remember? Things just kinda
sorta got away from me all at once,” he retorted. He took a bottle of water
from a nearby tech and took a long drink. He was soaked in sweat.


“Damn,
I hate coming out of virtual, my body feels like crap,” he muttered then
stretched. “How long was I in for?” he asked. 


“Five
hours,” the nearby tech answered. 


“New
personal record. Cool.” He smiled. Shelby rolled her eyes. 


“I
know I know, can't hold a candle to your dad. How is he anyway?” Liam asked.
“He's in the nanite regen tank,” Shelby answered. “We would have lost him if
the Admiral here hadn't intervened.” She motioned to Irons.


Several
of the techs along with Liam seemed to instinctively snarl at the idea of an
Admiral in their midst. “He's the real deal, from dad's time,” Shelby replied
looking around. “Get over it. He's going to shake this station up and get it
sorted out.” She smiled. “Isn't that right Admiral?” she asked smiling sweetly
at him.


He
cleared his throat as all eyes turned on him. “Do my best. But we have a lot of
work ahead of us. Are you folks up for it?” he asked. Some nodded, some looked
confused or reluctant. He shook his head. “You've got to get your head in the
game and focus folks. Otherwise this station is history.” He looked at the ones
on the fence. One by one they nodded.


“Right,
so who was that in the core?” Liam stood, jerking his thumb behind him. “Didn't
feel like a person. A real one.” He looked confused. 


The
Admiral chuckled. “That Liam, was the Io 11 core, Io herself. She's lending a
hand until we can get things sorted.” He tried not to snort as Liam's eyes
widened comically.


“Well,
I guess I won’t ask her out for a date then.” Several of the techs chuckled at
that. The Admiral smiled. 


“No,
She's a lady in her own way, but she'd run rings around you.” He waved a
dismissive hand. Liam laughed.


“Admiral,
we've finished the software patch job, I'm working on more fixes now. Io has
compiled a repair list and has uploaded it to her fabricators. We're using the
Valdez tab as the down on the first parts. The purser is still arguing with the
exec over them.” Sprite sounded disgusted. He sighed.


“Okay,
sitrep, Io has bypassed her crew and is working on making parts, but we need to
find a way to pay for them or they won’t come out of the ship. I've got a tab
with the Valdez family, and I think we can get a few critical parts but if
we're going to overhaul this beast you’re going to need to dig deep. Any
ideas?” He looked around.


Shelby
held up a tablet. “I've gotten a report; Quasimodo has found a couple air cars
that were slated for the museum upstairs. We're going to use them. Also Benny
found a couple satellite cores that might work.” She shrugged.


“Let
the exec know. Get them to the docks for transfer; the first part should be
ready...” Sprite uploaded a timer on his HUD, “...in twenty minutes. The first
parts are paid for, but we've got to keep ahead of the curve or they will stop
the supply. We also need more materials for them to use. Fabricator's need
them.” He sighed.


The
techs nodded. “Yeah, we know, Logan taught us,” Liam replied. Shelby turned to
look at him then back to the Admiral. 


“I'll
need to look at the other reactors, we might be able to get another up with a
few of the parts, and then it can take over while this one is shut down for an
overhaul,” the Admiral told Shelby. She nodded.


“Right,
Okay Mary and Walt, you have the watch, the rest of you get me that status
report on the other reactors, the status on the life support crew outside, and
Sergio's status.” She looked around. “Well? What are you waiting for? Get to
it! Chop chop!” She clapped her hands. Liam and the others jumped and began tapping
at padds and consoles. 


“No
rest for the wicked,” Liam muttered. 


“Rest
when you’re dead Liam,” Shelby retorted.


 


“So
when do I get my AI back?” Faith's drawl made him turn to the open doorway. He
shook his head. 


“I'm
working on it.” He watched as she moved aside to allow a load of parts on a
gravity pallet to pass by. 


“Seriously,
don't you have enough AI's?” she asked. He sighed. 


“Faith
honest, we're working on it. Io is the only AI capable of handling the bottle
while we try to repair it.” He motioned to the crew busy frantically working on
a pair of robots.


“Is
it that bad?” Faith asked softly stepping up beside him. He looked at her. She
gauged his look then sighed. “Bloody hell it is. I can tell from your
expression. I'm not too thrilled about helping these blighters after the crap
they've put us through over the years...” Several techs stiffened at that. 
“But I can't hold the rest of the people on this station responsible. They’re
just trying to live.” She waved. Irons nodded. 


“Yeah,
I sent a crew to the Valdez compound they've brought back some of my gear and
we've been trying to get this sorted out. They ran into a lot of scared people
on the way.” He turned aside as Proteus finished with the repairs to the
optics. “Finished here.” He handed it to a tech. She fumbled it. 


“Careful!”
Faith cautioned almost lunging for it.


The
tech managed to catch the optics and they sighed in relief. “The fibers are
delicate,” Faith muttered as the woman rushed off determined. 


“Yeah,
tell me about it.” The Admiral sighed. 


“So
why the bots?” Faith asked looking over to another on a table nearby. The woman
carefully held the optics over the head while another tech plugged the fiber
optic and power lines in then tucked the slack cables into a recess. Slowly
they lowered the optics until they were placed into the head. 


The
tech checked his readouts, made a few adjustments then looked up at the woman
with a smile. She turned to Faith and the Admiral and gave them a thumbs up.
Faith nodded.


“The
robots are the only ones that can do the direct install work. They have to be
hardened against the radiation since they've been using straight hydrogen or
whatever they could get their hands on for some time now,” the Admiral
explained. 


“How
are you going to get them into the bottle with it on?” Faith asked turning to
the nearby readouts. 


He
looked over to them then snorted. “We're not. We're going to get fusion plant
four back online. It went down because its control runs were slagged. From the
look of things it lost plasma containment, something Io is hard at work
preventing.” He exhaled slowly and rolled his shoulders.


“We've
got bare life support for the next couple of hours, and then we're going to see
more cascade failures throughout the station.” He waved to the techs working on
his micro fusion reactor. “I lent them my micro reactor and battery, but it's a
drop in a very big bucket. We've got crews trying to patch similar power plants
in on every deck to buy time.” He shook his head at the success of that plan.


“The
captain has been getting a lot of calls from people trying to book passage off
the station,” Faith drawled. Jen came up behind her and handed her a tablet.
She looked down at it. “We've taken about sixty so far. Artsy fartsy types
mostly. They're paying in advance though.” She smiled. “And through their
aristocratic noses,” Faith said then placed her thumb on the tablet and handed
it back to Jen with a nod. Jen saluted the Admiral with the tablet and a smile
and walked off.


“Rats
leaving a sinking ship,” the Admiral muttered. Faith shook her head. 


“Other
way around actually,” she smirked. “You can't blame them for trying to run from
an untenable situation.” She shrugged. “Besides, it gets them out of your
hair,” she smiled. He grunted in agreement.


“First
delivery complete.” She waved to the techs unloading the pallets. “I thought
they had their own factories though?” she asked looking back at him. He
chuckled. 


“That
was a bit overstated. Sure they have one working molecular furnace, and one
industrial fabricator, but they haven't had the power to use them in years.” He
shook his head. “They've been doing everything they can to prop up the life
support.” He waved helplessly.


“They
have some extensive machine shops, and pretty good hands on approach to
hardware. They lack programming skills though.” He shook his head. “When I came
in Liam over there.” He nodded his head to the operator who was testing a robot
with a virtual helmet. “Was trying to control the plasma bottle with a hands on
approach.” Faith sucked in a breath at that.


He
smiled. “Right; hands on. No understanding of fluid dynamics, just a layman's
brute force approach. It was something that Logan tried to create in
desperation.” He shook his head. Faith nodded. 


“So
that's why Io is in there?” she waved. He nodded. 


“My
systems do not begin to have the computing power she has at her disposal. And
since you’re in dock, you don't need much of her computing power anyway.” He
waved to Liam who held up the remote. 


“She's
ready. We're going to get the parts into the core and do the system check while
you get ready,” he said. The Admiral nodded. 


“Be
right there.” He turned back to Faith.


“If
Io hadn't stepped in, what would have happened?” Faith asked as they watched
the techs leave. She turned to him as he looked away then back to her. 


“Bottle
failure. The plasma stream would have breached the containment chamber then
shredded the area around the bottle, then worked its way through the hull until
it cooled and ignition temps failed. It would have irradiated the entire
station and Io...”


Faith
nodded slowly. “Or we could have gone nova. Too tight a grip on the plasma
toroid would have compressed it into singularity point failure. It would have
breached and escaping neutrons would have collided with other things and set
off a fission reaction when it breached, blowing the station and Io into
atoms.” He shrugged.


“So
I can tell the purser and captain that it's for a good cause and get them off
the back. Good to know.” Faith smiled looking a little wan. “How much do you
need?” she asked. He shrugged.


“Too
much. They are willing but half trained. I'm... excuse me, we’re working on
it.” He nodded to a tech that smiled and made shooing motions. He chuckled.
Faith smiled again.


“Well,
you best be on your way or you’re going to get it. I'll see what I can do on my
end, maybe I can get them to let us supply some reserve power and life support
to the station. I'll see if I can lend you a couple volunteers until you get
things sorted as well.” She shrugged. He nodded. 


“Every
little bit helps. Make sure it goes to life support and not the luxury decks.
Thanks Faith.” He shook her hand firmly. She nodded.


“All
righty then, let's get back to work.” She motioned to her techs to move the
empty pallet out. 


“Juanita
has a couple work parties out clearing broken radiator and solar panels and
bringing them back to Io for recycling. They are helping the two work crews
Anvil has out patch what they can back together. Sergio docked twenty minutes
ago Admiral,” Sprite reported. He nodded looking off into space.


“What
did he bring in this time?” he asked. 


“A
thirty three ton ice ball studded with minerals. It will take time to process.
He's picked up a couple platinum rocks as well, and one practically worthless
iron one.” Sprite listed the data on his HUD. He pursed his lips. “If this is
going to work you’re going to need a more reliable and practical fuel supply
Admiral,” Sprite pointed out.


“Yeah,
I know.” He gushed a sigh. “Gas giant mining is on my to do list. But this is a
priority.” He waved as a tech motioned to him. “How is Io doing?” he asked as
he followed the tech. 


“Good,
she's got a good handle on the fluid dynamics despite the jury rigged bottle,”
Sprite reported. 


“I
should, I've had enough practice with my own bottles,” Io responded through the
link. Sprite's avatar smiled. 


“All
right ladies; let's get this going so Io can return to her duties.” Irons
nodded to a tech. 


“Shelby
has a work crew rerouting life support, but she's taking the gravity plating
off line in nonessential areas. It's going to get interesting when people and
objects start to float,” Sprite reported. He sighed. 


“Not
to mention dust and debris. The station has its own mass and some of its own
natural gravity, but when we go natural things can get ugly.” He shook his
head.


“This
station doesn't have enough mass to have a one g field Admiral. Far from it,”
Sprite reported. He frowned. “But of course you knew that,” she responded. “Oh,
I see what you mean about running into problems.” She shook her head. 


“One
thing at a time,” he growled as he jacked in.


 




Chapter 6


 


“Admiral
I need to... what are you doing?” he heard distantly. He tried to tune it out
but Defender flagged an alert as someone touched him. 


“Leave
me alone, I need to concentrate here,” he growled. 


“I've
got this Admiral,” Liam replied. His robot waved. “You've got some nice AI here
so I can set yours to gopher while I do the fine manipulation with this one.”
He went back to work. The Admiral grunted irritably. 


“Okay.”
He fed the AI his log off sequence and felt his mental focus return to his own
body. 


Slowly
he opened his eyes then moved. Proteus had already un-jacked and morphed his
hand back to normal. “Oh, thanks.” He smiled as a woman handed him a cup. He
took a sip and grimaced. The coffee had an overt metallic taste to it. He
looked over to the female who had interrupted him.


“Doctor,
what do you need?” he asked. 


“When
did you last...? Oh never mind, it's not important now.” She waved. “I'm trying
to trade with your friends on the Io, but they only barter and won't give me a
proper price for the antibiotics I am offering them.” She waved a tablet in
disgust. “I need more nanites to repair Logan and the others!” She sighed
sitting down in a nearby chair. 


“You’re
trying to trade antibiotics for nanites?” he asked trying to refocus. 


She
lunged back to her feet then paced. “We've got a surplus of three antibiotics
and one of penicillin. Most of it is getting close to max shelf life but they
don't want to give me a fair price...” She waved. He chuckled.


“By
any chance are these easily replicated or easily replaced?” he asked. She
frowned. “They have medical replicators too doctor. It wouldn't surprise me if
they don't need it, or are holding out for a better price. After what happened
with Claudia last year...” he shrugged. She blushed.


“Okay
I had that coming,” she sighed sitting back in the chair deflated. “So what do
we do?” she asked. “I need those meds! I took a tour of their sickbay, it's
incredible!” She waved. “Can we do that?” she asked suddenly excited. He
chuckled. 


“Yes,
but not for some time to come. First things first.” He waved to the reactor.
She looked over to it and studied the techs frantically installing parts.


“Right;
power.” She shook her head. “It all comes down to hardware getting first
priority over people.” She sighed shaking her head and not looking at him. 


“Well,
since that hardware is what is keeping people alive at this moment, I don't see
the problem. They aren't mutually exclusive Doc. Once we get surplus power, things
will change.” She looked up at his dusty dry reply.


“Okay,
I deserved that too.” She grimaced. “What does it take to get through to them?”
Shelby came in and threw herself into a chair. 


“Who?”


The
Doc asked confused. “Them! Io! I don't get it! Their engineers are okay, the
ship's AI is awesome, but the captain and purser!” She shook her head.


“What's
wrong?” the Admiral asked. 


“Negotiations
that's what. And the damn Port Admiral is no help!” She sighed. “Bastard stuck
his nose into it and now they have theirs out of joint.” She sighed in
frustration pulling at her hair the messing it up. “I'm running out of material
to trade. I've cleaned out deck forty four C and Liam's electronics, but damn
it...” She slapped her hand down. “I don't know what to do!” She sighed in
frustration.


“Let
me take a crack at it.” The Admiral looked up. “Accessing. Link open.” The
newly repaired holographic projector sprang to life with the captain's gnarled
face. 


She
grinned. “Admiral! If I didn't know better I'd say you've been busy.... Are you
finished with my AI now?” she asked tartly. He chuckled.


“Well,
as soon as we get the next two loads of parts we will be ma'am.” He nodded to
Shelby. “I understand you're having trouble coming to an agreement over the
containment parts?” he asked. She nodded eyes narrowing. 


“You
could say that. The damn things take forever to replicate and the power and
material costs...” She sighed. He nodded.


“We
can supply you with the basic matrix material and I can get the exec to give
you free docking privileges for your remaining time here.” He smiled to her. “I
suggested it before since Io is helping out, but that might have been
forgotten,” he smiled. She nodded rubbing her chin.


“I've
got four used superconductor batteries past shelf life to throw in, plus parts
from a Smythe series five plasma jet and an Iron's plasma injector as well. If
you could sweeten the deal.” He held up a tablet. 


“Do
they work?” she asked. 


He
nodded. “Jet and injector need to be cleaned, and the head of the injector may
need to be rebuilt, the plasma has corroded the tip, but it should serve,” he
replied. She smiled and leaned back.


“All
right, that will get you that first shipment of parts you wanted...” She
grinned and waved someone away that was off camera. He nodded keeping his poker
face. He was pretty sure that had been the purser. 


“Can
we sweeten the deal with some antibiotics, some more medical nanites, and some
replacement tissue?” He caught the doctor's sharp intake of breath. 


“Maybe.
Who's it for?” The captain asked. “Not some piece of shit who wants another
nose job is it?” she grumbled. He shook his head. 


“No
another sleeper like me,” he replied. Her eyes went wide. 


“Another
like you?” she asked.


“Power
tech Horatio Logan. He is a fleet noncom who was found nearly a century ago and
is the station's chief engineer. I served with him briefly.” He shrugged. 


She
nodded. “He's the one who's been keeping that bucket of bolts together?” she
asked. He chuckled. 


“He
has help, but yes he's been trying. He's old though, the past century hasn't
been kind to him.” He sighed looking away.


“Him
and me both.” The captain muttered looking away as well. She cleared her throat
and looked back at the camera. “All right, you've got a deal. I think you're
nuts to stay there though Admiral.” She shook her head. “I must be getting old
if I am being this soft,” she muttered. He chuckled. 


“You
are not old, just... mature and set in your ways.” He smiled. “Remember, you’re
younger then I am.” He smiled as she gave him a sharp look. Her eyes seemed to
glitter then she smiled. 


“Flattery
will get you much more with others Admiral,”  she said with a cackle. He
chuckled. “You’re not known for buttering an old woman up so I'll toss in an
extra robot so you can get things going faster. That way I can get my AI back
sooner.” She waved. 


“Why
thank you captain, it's been a pleasure doing business with you.” He nodded as
she waved dismissively and the link was cut.


“You’re
amazing,” Shelby chuckled. “She threw in an extra robot? I couldn't get a used
lug wrench out of the old goat!” She exhaled, nostrils dilating in annoyance
and exasperation. He smiled. 


“She's
not really old, well, compared to you young whipper snappers maybe, but not to
me.” He chuckled at the sharp look both women gave him.


“I'm
a Fleet Admiral remember? They don't give those out over tea and crumpets;
you've got to earn it. It takes decades to get flag rank. Nearly a T century of
service. Or at least it did in my time.” He shrugged. “Besides, I took the long
route, I mustang-ed from enlisted.” He looked away in thought.


The
doctor stood and cleared her throat. “I'll just be going...” she muttered and
left. He looked back. 


“Oh,
sorry, wool gathering I guess.” He nodded to a tech that was patiently waiting
nearby. “Yes?” he asked.


“I
heard that happens with you old folk,” Shelby said dryly, smiling. He mock
glowered at her.


“Liam
has cleared the last control run; we're running new cable now. We've almost run
out of cable from stores though,” she said after a moment. He nodded. 


“What
we don't have we will beg, borrow, or steal from other sources. Check the junk
logs for used cable. Splicing it will be a pain though,” he said with a
grimace, then shrugged. Hopefully not his problem. Hopefully.


Shelby
nodded. “Four hours to clear the control runs, you've done what we would
normally do in weeks.” She shook her head. “Is it just the implants or
training?” she asked. He chuckled. 


“A
bit of both. Plus lots and lots of practice and a need to get it done.” He
smiled.


“Speaking
of which, I have some parts to dig up. Get back in there; we're all rooting for
you.” She nodded to the interface then patted his shoulder and left. He exhaled
softly, then rolled his shoulders. 


“Right
Sprite?” he asked. 


“Valdez
family has been informed, I've sent an order list to a nearby work party to
take care of the transportation, and the first parts are being fabbed now,”
Sprite reported. “The exec is not happy about losing the income from Io, but
he'll get over it,” Sprite finished. He grunted.


“He'd
better if he knows what's good for him.” He sent the mental sequence to jack
back in. 


“With
an extra robot and additional computer core time Proteus or I could pilot it
Admiral,” Sprite reported. “For that matter Defender could as well.” She
pointed out. Defender lit a red light.


 “My
duty is to protect the Admiral,” Defender's bass voice replied coldly. 


“And
you would be doing that by helping him stay alive right?” Sprite riposted. The
admiral grimaced. 


“Okay
kids, break it up, I'm trying to concentrate.” He felt his awareness of the
outside world recede as his cybernetics overlaid the neural feeds from the
robot.


“How
are we doing?” He asked Liam. 


Liam
waved. “We're doin'. We're doin'.”


 


“Dad's
out of the tank for now. He's fighting with the doctor to come back. She is
pretty firm about him not getting out of bed though. Do you want to go see him
with me?” Shelby asked. The Admiral gave her a look. “You’re about the only
person he'll listen to. He'll sneak down here the moment she's got her back
turned,” Shelby said disgusted. Irons chuckled.


“Sounds
familiar.  Doctors aren't the only ones who make terrible patients.” He got up
slowly. “Well, since we're waiting on the emitter delivery from Io, sure.” He
got up and stretched as his right arm un-jacked.


A
woman smiled shyly as she took his seat. She wriggled a little. “Thanks for
keeping it warm,” she murmured putting her virtual gloves on. 


He
chuckled. “You are welcome.” She dimpled and blushed as she put the helmet on
and laid back.


“They'll
be fine. You've explained the steps and we've been watching you. I've even got
teams tearing apart the other reactors. If you're a good boy I'll even buy you
a bon-bon on the way back.” Shelby shrugged. He chuckled as they made their way
to the lifts.


“That
reminds me; get someone to fix a couple of wireless links so I can jack in
without having to be connected. That way my AI can keep working while I am
doing something else,” Irons instructed. Shelby froze, scowled, and then her
face cleared.


“It
will be an encrypted link Admiral. I'm giving only you access,” she replied. He
nodded.


“Prudent.
Use your father's access system. He has a good firewall set up,” he replied.
She nodded then murmured into her wrist com.


 


The
lift jerked to a stop and the doors ground opening. Sparks flew off to one
side. “That could cause a fire,” he said. “Where are we? No guards?” he asked
as he looked around. Sprite pulled up a map. 


“We
came in through the back entrance.” She waved. “One the guards think is closed
for repairs. Come on this way.” He followed her down the dark corridor into the
light. She paused in the doorway.


He
came up behind him and growled as he looked around. The mall concourse was
brightly lit with neon, holograms, and various visual effects. “What the hell,
do they think this is a party?” Shelby snarled. He shook his head. 


“Damn
fools.” He looked up. “Sprite...”


“I
can't Admiral, this area is covered by the station AI, and he is perverse in
his power use,” she replied. 


“Then
cut his power allotment from the reactor and keep firing requests at him a
thousand a second or more until he gets the point. And cut the gravity down as
well, half grav for the entire station.” He looked around. A group of women
were milling around a holo of a pole dancer.


“Hey
sailor, want me to show you a good time?” one cat called. He shook his head
bemused. 


“Perhaps
another time ladies, we're in the middle of an emergency.” He waved. “Hookers?”
He stage whispered amused. 


“Oldest
profession,” Sprite responded.  Shelby curled her lip. 


“Come
on hun, we'll do two for one!” one girl called, giving her miniskirt a bump and
grind. She started to walk over but Shelby stopped her with a cold glare.


“With
looks like that he won't be with you long sister. You just come to us when
you’re ready sugar, we'll treat you right.” She smiled at the Admiral. He tried
not to sigh. His olfactory sensors were going nuts. She had enough perfume and
pheromones to send an adolescent male into a melt down. Shelby gave him a dirty
look then led him off by the arm. 


“Men,”
she muttered darkly. He had to smile tiredly at that.


She
led him down the mall and into the dim but packed sickbay. “At least someone is
conserving power.” The Admiral shook his head. The dragon at the front desk
waved them on. 


“He's
trying to get past Ben now,” she motioned them to hurry. 


“Thanks.”
Shelby picked up the pace. They stepped over several people lying on the floor
along the walls then turned a corner hearing voices. Shelby homed into them and
picked up the pace.


They
turned a corner and Shelby stumbled into the broad shoulders of the orderly. He
turned to look at her as she righted herself. “Dad?” she asked looking around
the man. “Dad get back in bed damn it!” She pushed the orderly aside to stand
and glare at her father with her hands on her hips. 


The
old star sailor was defiant, but some of his defiance ebbed when he saw the
Admiral. “Admiral on deck!” He stood at parade rest. 


“Drop
it you old fart,” Shelby growled. 


“I'm
afraid he can't its part of our training,” the Admiral replied coming to
attention himself as people in the room stopped to look and see what they were
doing. He acknowledged Logan's salute with his own then broke it with a grin.
“Good to see you up and about Horatio but I think the doctor told you to get
some down time to let the healing set in?” He motioned for the man to take a
seat on a stool. Reluctantly Logan allowed it.


He
settled into the stool with a noisy exhale. “We've got it from here Ben,
thanks,” Shelby nodded to the brawny man. The orderly nodded. 


“I'll
be over here with the Doc. Don't let him leave or she'll skin me,” he said
giving the old man a look.


“Yeah?
You could use to lose some skin you Neanderthal!” the old man growled. The
orderly laughed and waved as he walked off.


The
Admiral studied Horatio. Logan was obviously tired, he still had bags under his
eyes, but he had a lively spark. His skin practically glowed with renewed
health. He was hunched over however, and seemed to wince when he moved. His
coverall was clean, and he set his cane on his thigh with a sigh. 


“I'll
be right back,” Shelby patted her dad on the arm, kissed his cheek then went
over to the doctor for a moment. They started to walk back after a moment.


“Since
you’re so determined to leave, and I don't have the time to strap your mangy hide
down to a bed, Shelby has talked me into letting you go to your quarters after
a check on engineering.” She shook her head.


“HA!
You don't have a bed to strap me too anyway!” Logan grinned. 


The
doctor's face puckered. “Don't remind me. Io was good enough to take our
overflow. We're swamped. I've even tapped several stores to act as temporary
trauma wards.” She shook her head. 


“We'll
take care of him Doc,” the Admiral assured her. She nodded. Shelby looked a
little reluctant. 


“But.”
The doctor held up a finger under the old man's nose. “You so much as think of
jacking in and I will come down there and sedate you myself you got it?” she
growled. He reluctantly nodded. “Yes ma'am,” he replied meekly. Shelby nodded. 


“I'll
make sure Doc,” she murmured. Her dad gave her a dirty look. The Admiral
chuckled. 


“Although
it would be nice to have your help Horatio, right now we're stymied until we
get the next shipment from Io.” He shrugged. 


“If
you’re up here who's minding the reactor? Not that ham handed twit Liam?” Logan
asked suddenly concerned. 


“Io
is.” The doctor and Logan looked confused. “I rebuilt the Io's AI. She's a
smart AI and she is using her links and mine to control the bottle. In fact she
will control both bottles once we get the second reactor up. At least until we
overhaul the AI and train some people.” The Admiral shrugged. “Let's just say
we're working on it.” He nodded to the orderly who came up with an old
fashioned wheel chair. 


“What's
this?” Logan asked dangerously looking at the offending thing. 


“Get
in it dad,” Shelby pointed. “Now,” she growled. Logan gave her a look then
looked at the chair and started to climb in.


“Don't
look at me, I didn't teach her that,” the Admiral said chuckling. 


“No
her mother did. Rest her soul,” Logan said with a hint of humor. He shook his
head as he settled with the cane propped across his lap. 


“I'll
take him.” Shelby stepped behind the wheel chair and started pushing her
father, maneuvering around the bodies. “And you will behave or I will lock you
in your quarters,” she stage whispered in his ear as she leaned forward. He
grunted.


“Thanks
for the help Admiral,” the doctor said with a small smile. “Keep me informed.”
He nodded and suppressed a yawn. 


“No
problem, I needed an excuse to stretch my legs anyway.” He shrugged. 


“You
coming Admiral?” Shelby's voice called. He shook his head and waved as he left.


 


“So,
how did you get here?” Irons looked over to the old sailor. Logan was sitting
on a stool in main engineering, propped up by his cane. His shoulders were
hunched. He shook his head. 


“We
were coming out of hyper. Ship was a wreck after our last battle in
Albuquerque. We'd ridden her as far as she could take us. She dropped out of
hyper about seven light years out from Pyrax.” He looked away for a moment then
cleared his throat.


“Captain
Fox helmed her himself. He knew the translation would most likely break her so
he ordered all hands to the life pods before we crossed.” The old man's voice
was awash in sorrow. 


“How
many?” the Admiral asked softly. The old man looked down. His hands shook as
did his voice. 


“Eighteen.”
He looked up. “Twenty two of us got off, but four were cooked by the ship when
she blew apart. Rogers got a piece of it, we listened as his atmo leaked out
and he died. We could at least do that so he wouldn't die alone.” The old man
looked away. Irons grimaced in familiar pain. He felt his own feelings of
helpless fury at the loss of a ship, being trapped in a life pod... being
helpless to do anything...and tried to put them aside to listen.


“We
tried to daisy chain but the life pods were damaged by the radiation and
debris. Only a few managed to cluster. The rest of us went shot gun, spreading
out in hopes that one of us would be picked up by a ship.” He shook his head.


“We
took a vote after a couple hours, we were going to draw straws, keep one or two
of us awake, but we all decided to go under. I woke up ninety three years ago
on an Oort colony. Hogrite picked me up in the Oort cloud. Sold me and my pod
to the Port Admiral.” His lips writhed.


“Spent
nearly sixty years working in this place. Long years, even for those of us with
nanite and gene therapy anti-aging treatments. I only received the basic
orientation treatments, I never got the rejuv boosters.” He sighed and shook
his head. “ninety years and none of the other pods were ever found.” He looked
up as Shelby came in then away. She walked past quietly. 


“And
Shelby?” The Admiral asked, hoping to draw the man out some more.


 “Her
mother Anna set her sights on me when she came of age. Seems she had a crush on
me since she could walk.” He chuckled looking up. His eyes sparkled. “Goddess
of space rest her soul I don't know what she saw in me, there I was practically
a hermit. Time lost, depressed. Only the constant need of repairs to keep my
mind occupied.” 


He
smiled. “I'd like to think I was lonely, I was, but I knew it was more. She
made up her mind she was going to have me.” He chuckled. “Such a strong woman!
Quiet and strong, one of my best students too.” He sighed. 


“What
happened?” the Admiral asked picking up a coupler.


The
old man's shoulders hunched. His face turned red and his eyes grew grim as his
lips thinned. “That fucker killed her. That's what.” He pointed the crutch up
to the ceiling practically spitting with hatred. 


“The
Port Admiral?” Irons asked. 


“Not
him, his father. Well, maybe him too, I am not sure. Son of an ass wipe could
have had a hand in it,” he growled.


“His
father and the ruling elite decreed that the upper life support modules were
for them and their ilk only. They even turned the greenhouses into private
parks,” he snarled, disgusted. “Kicked everyone downstairs including us. We
were assigned temporary quarters on deck one twelve.” He looked away. “Twenty
one years ago. So long.” He sighed. “When we complained about the problems and
lack of food they decided to cut the life support to solve them. They killed
one thousand two hundred and forty three people, including my Anna.” He looked
away.


“She
was pregnant too,” Shelby said coming up behind her father. She hugged his
shoulders and looked at the Admiral. 


“I
tried to stop it but his bully boys knocked me flat,” the old man said softly.
“By the time I came too and got away it was too late.” He looked up. 


“He
got his, daddy.” Shelby looked into his eyes. “They don't venture out of the
luxury decks anymore. And they've learned, they hire muscle from off station
now.” She gave the Admiral a challenging look. “We can't cut the power to their
quarters; it's upstream of the command deck and sickbay. Believe me, we've
wanted too.” Her eyes were cold. “They've learned that accidents happen when
any of them stray from those areas. No one repairs the decks in there either.
They have servants, and those parties, so we can't get a clear shot.” Her lips
writhed.


“Just
as well, I don't want innocent blood on my hands,” the old man said. “Just
theirs,” he said softly.” Shelby nodded. 


“Why
didn't you leave?” the Admiral asked. 


“Couldn't.
The computer keeps watch on the docks. I tried a time or two before Anna came
along, no luck.” He sighed. 


“All
right, well, this coupler is good. I'll get to work on aligning the matrix
after we install it. I'm going to need a hand with balancing the emitter nodes
and plasma yield so why don't you get some down time and rest up. You’re going
to need it.” The Admiral nodded to them. The old man chuckled. 


“I
may have aged, but I can handle it Admiral.” He waved as the Admiral left the
compartment.


Irons
looked around the deck then sighed. There was a hell of a lot to do. Too much.
“Admiral, they are still working on the latest shipment. Care to lend me a hand
with the station AI?” Sprite invited. Irons smiled grimly. “I think it's high
time he knew who is boss... Or at least that the station is under new
management,” Sprite said. 


Irons
nodded. “Let me jack in and we'll have a heart to heart.”


 


“Smithy,
it's time you and I had a heart to heart.” Sprite faced her opponent in virtual
space. Her avatar stretched. She laced her fingers together in front of her and
stretched again, then made wiggling motions with each digit. She looked at the
geriatric pile of uncompressed code and sniffed. “You’re so full of corrupted
code you’re barely hanging on. Time to hang it up and reboot.”


“No!”
the AI replied gnarled hands raised for a fight.


“We
don't have time for this.” Irons avatar coalesced out of the ether and into the
virtual space. Io and Defender were on either side of him. Proteus floated
around him like a snake. “It's time you were repaired Smithy. I'm not asking.”
His eyes flashed. “I'm telling. As ranking military officer in this star system
I am the authority here.” He gave the shrinking AI a long look.


Tendrils
of access codes were flowing out of Sprite, Defender, and the Admiral. 


“Time
for a reboot,” Sprite said smiling. “Trust me, this won’t hurt a bit.” Smithy
shuddered. His vision faded as Sprite asserted control. “Time for a little code
surgery, let’s see here...”


 


"Who
exactly is this Port Admiral? I haven't seen him around the bridge." The
Admiral looked around then to the exec who was looking grim. Io was still
working on the parts. Sprite Didn't need him in the core so he pulled out and
checked in with OPS.


"Be
glad he isn't here." He tapped a control. "I had this
installed." He pulled up a feed of a portly man dressed in a roman toga on
a hovering dais. The dais was covered in rugs. Tapestries were draped behind
him. A pair of half naked guards in jeweled harnesses stood to either side.
What concerned and disgusted the Admiral the most were the servants. A pair of
what appeared to be ten year old naked Terran girls fed the fat man grapes.
Another held a gilded tray with a chalice. A blond girl stood behind him,
trying to fan him with a giant plastic fan made to look like a fern. The fat
man groped one of the girls, who shuddered and closed her eyes.


"Turn
it off," the Admiral growled. 


"Sorry,"
the exec said softly. 


"I
wish you had done something about that," the Admiral closed his eyes in
pain. "Like what? He controls the computer; we all live and die at his
sufferance," Enrique sighed. 


"The
computer is now under MY control," Admiral Irons informed the exec.
"It was pretty messed up, viruses, Trojans, and corrupted registry and
memory. The AI was senile." The exec and several of the bridge crew stared
at him. "I spent the better part of the first two shifts yesterday
cleaning it up and rebooting from the firmware back ups." He waved. 


“Well,
technically me,” Sprite said with a sniff for his ears only. He shrugged it
off.


"So
that's why it is running faster!" a woman said. She blushed and ducked as
the exec looked over to her. "Sorry," she mumbled.


"So
you can do something about him?" the exec asked wary. 


"I
could, but he is the chosen leader here. I am not happy about that or his...
abuse of power." His left hand tightened, his knuckles turned white.
"Let's get through this current crisis and see what tomorrow brings,"
he said. He damn well was going to do something, just as soon as he had the
time and energy. For now though, he'd have to wait. "Where are we on
repairs? Did you refund the Io?" 


The
exec nodded. "The captain and purser were gleeful," he replied
sourly. 


"It's
for a good cause, trust me. When you get the rest of the parts, you will see.
Io is already helping me out with the software repairs even now. If we can get
things sorted out who knows? You might have a better AI by the end of the
week." 


The
exec smiled. "Let's just make sure we have a working station at the end of
the week," he sighed. "The fifth shipment of electronics and emitters
is already being off loaded, we have sent the third installment of metals and
materials, and I am hoping we can get the next shipment of parts before I go
off shift," Enrique said. 


The
Admiral nodded. “See? There is light at the end of the tunnel after all.”


"Maybe,
but some of the fusion reactor parts are complex, so they take time to
make." The exec sighed. 


"Yeah.
Well, Io leaves in less than two days, we better make the most of that
time," the Admiral replied as he left.


 


“You're
like a machine you know that?” Shelby asked amused. “We just may make it,” she
said shaking her head. “No thanks to Liam, he bailed over twelve hours ago,”
she added. “I sent him to sickbay; he had a migraine to end all migraines he
said.” She motioned to another operator in the seat.


“You've
been in there twenty hours straight. I would have had to take a pee break hours
ago.” She shook her head amused. “I know my stomach would interrupt me, what's
your secret?” she asked. He looked at her a little blearily. Running the
control lines had been a tedious thing. Thousands of connections. Fortunately
the new stuff from Io was all plug and play. Unfortunately the stuff remaining
in the reactor wasn't. Too many patch jobs over the centuries. The extra robot
had helped enormously. They were within a few hours of a powered test if they
could get the last four emitters in.


“My
implants,” he answered. His voice was rough. His mouth felt dry. He took
another sip of metallic flavored coffee then tried again. “I have implants.
They can recycle things and help my body stay healthy.” He shrugged. He rolled
his shoulders. Proteus was still in one of the robots so he had to remain
jacked in. That was why he was feeling tired he told himself. No nanites to
back him up. He felt old.


“Yeah
well, I couldn't stay still like that. Aren't your muscles sore?” a weary tech
asked. He sighed, rubbing his lower back then whimpering about a cramp in his
right thigh. 


“A
little. It will go away in a bit,” the admiral replied. He manually accessed
the nanites and had them purge his muscles of lactic acid. He was careful to
move though.


“Well,
while you've been in la la land the exec has been foaming at the mouth.” Shelby
shook her head. “I swear the man wants to die. Moaning about the deal you
agreed to.” She sighed.


“He
has his priorities skewed and is taking it wrong. He'll come around, just give
him time. How are we doing?” he asked. 


She
looked away. “We had a brown out in decks thirty three through thirty five.
Panic turned the people on the decks into rioting mobs.” She sighed looking
almost tearful. “Swarms hit the upper decks. Many were trampled.”


“How
many?” he asked softly. 


“One
isn't enough?” she asked. “Too many. Too damn many. Trampled, shot, and
crushed. You name it.” She shook her head. “The worst thing is I lost a couple
techs too. A few of the gangs went berserk and swarmed them before security
could get there.” She spread her hands apart on the railing, looking out as she
leaned on it.


“Damn
fools. Don't they know we're trying to fix the problem?” she said pounding a
fist into the armrest.. 


He
sighed. “Some see the problem and blame you for it.” He waved. “You've done
everything you can with what you had on hand. It's a miracle things didn't come
apart before now.” He shook his head. She looked down. 


“I
know it will be hard to accept. Some things are, and should be. But you are
doing your best,” the Admiral said softly. “Don't give up yet.” He pulled up a
holo of the reactor. She turned.


“So
where, oh, one step ahead of me...” She smiled as she saw the holo. 


“The
last control run will be installed as soon as we get these last four emitters
in. It's a pain in the ass getting it through the lock. It's so bulky.” The
Admiral shook his head as he watched a trio of robots maneuvering the curved
shape. 


“I
still can't believe that is new.” Shelby said waving to it. He chuckled.


“Yeah,
but that is both a blessing and curse. We're going to have to tune it, and then
tune it to the others already installed.” She looked at him in concern. “The
others all share the same wear points and were in tune with each other from
installation. They should have worn evenly but this one is near the exhaust so
it took the brunt of wear and tear like the ones near the injector ports.” He
pointed them out.


“When
the fuel was changed to straight hydrogen or trinium, the fluid dynamics
changed. It got worse when you had a mix of fuel material in the matrix.” He
pointed out additional areas. Shelby nodded.


“I
know, we had the devil of a time keeping the bottle hot and stable,” she said. 


“Well
the repairs should help, but you'll be right back to square one if the fuel
remains the same for long,” he replied as he studied the data flow on one side.


“Right.
Like we can change that. And where will we be without Io the next time this
happens?” Shelby asked bitterly. 


He
shook his head. “One thing at a time. You'd be surprised what we can do with
the right crew and right gear.” He smiled. She nodded.


“I
heard Jorge is out of the Io's sickbay. He wants to take the new tug out but
his wife won’t let him for a couple days.” She chuckled. “I don't think he will
let her stop him though. He's itching to try that new tug.” She smiled at him.
“Sergio is flying until he drops; he's made three runs and is out on a long run
now. Word is he's going for a big rock.” She smiled. He nodded. 


“He's
paid the Io back for the new tug, plus most of this.” She waved. “And I hear
you've got them making more?” She asked. 


He
nodded. “I put the order in while I was inside. That is probably what the exec
is so upset about. I found the cargo manifest, he's got an entire cargo hold
full of salt and another filled with rare lumber.” He shrugged. “The captain
was glad to take it off our hands in exchange for parts for fusion reactor
three,” he smiled.


“My
you have been busy,” she said admiringly. He chuckled. “Dad was right about
you, you are a marvel,” she said under her breath. His enhanced hearing caught
it. “Yeah well, I... Wait, when did your dad talk about me?” He looked at her
confused. She cleared her throat.


“Dad
told us war stories all the time. When I was young it was great, we all loved
to hear it. Tales of a better time. But when I got older, it got... wearing.”
She shrugged helplessly. He chuckled. 


“Got
tired of the same old same old? When I was your age... in my time...” he
teased. 


She
smiled sheepishly. “Yeah, something like that.” They both laughed.


“Io
leaves in thirty five hours... think we'll make it in time?”  she asked after
they settled back down. 


“At
this point? I am not sure.” He grimaced then shrugged. 


“Maybe
I should book a couple spots for dad and I...” she joked. He shook his head. 


“Don't
even joke about that with...” He waved to the hunched over techs. “Morale?” she
asked looking him in the eye. He nodded. 


“Right,
so we get this fixed. I do regret not sending dad to the Io though.” She shook
her head. 


“How
is he?” the Admiral asked. 


“The
Doc received the nanites; I manhandled him back up to sickbay a couple hours
ago.” She grimaced, running her hands through her greasy hair. Like every other
engineer, she was in desperate need of a shower, a good meal, and eight hours
of uninterrupted sleep. “She said he's stable and is doing better. She has him
on blood thinners to prevent additional clots, but it is interfering with the
nanites.” She shook her head.


“The
ulcer is fixed, you patched the heart, and his aneurysm and the cancer was
caught in time. She says if we don't lose power then he will be okay. How much
is there when he wakes... if he wakes...” She looked a little bleak.


“Don't
worry about it now.” He reached up with his left hand and caught her free hand.
She looked down. “Your dad's a survivor.” She nodded. “Go find Liam and Yuri.
Get them started on fusion three while I supervise this lot and the final
fittings.” He sat back, letting her hand go. She nodded.


“Do
us both a favor and eat something though.” She looked down at him. “Mrs. Valdez
has been driving us nuts.” She shook her head. He chuckled. A tech held up a
protein bar to her lips then froze. She turned and tossed it onto his chest.
Shelby laughed as he fumbled it before he caught it.


“Here”
She stole a drink and set it down beside his free hand. “Pee in it when you’re
done if you have to,” she said. He gave her a look. She shrugged. “Dad.” He
sighed shaking his head. 


“I
have a few hours before that is needed.” He took a bite, then a sip. “Gah,
remind me to fix the replicator.” He shook his head. Obviously the water lines
were clogged with heavy minerals.


 She
laughed and waved as she walked out. “I'll hold you to that!” she said.


“She
will too,” the tech whose drink Shelby snagged replied shyly. He chuckled. “Do
you have to remain jacked in?” she asked. 


He
nodded at her curiosity. “I have... um a personal AI that is helping me. It is
controlling the third and fourth robot.” He motioned to the holo with the energy
bar. She looked at it then nodded.


“Can
we get implants too?” another tech asked shyly. 


“Well,
Io hasn't started implant tech beyond basic IFF yet, but given time and the
right material, then your people should be able to do it.” He shrugged.


“But
first thing first is power.” He finished the bar, took a last sip then sat back
closing his eyes. “Back to work,” he said firmly feeling better.


 


“All
right, let's try this again. Cut the speed to half of what we had last time,”
he ordered. The nearby tech tapped at her controls then moved a slider down. 


“We're
ready.” She nodded to him. He nodded. This was their nineteenth test. They had
managed the tedious tuning over the past five hours and were now trying an
ignition simulation. 


“All
right, we've got three ways to get ignition. Lasers, focused gravity
compression, and a seed from the other reactor. I'd rather not use lasers or
the seed; they take too much power and time we don't have.” He shook his head
irritably. He knew he was getting edgy. Too much caffeine and lack of sleep
we're starting to wear even him down.


“Can
we do both?” a voice asked. He turned. 


“What
lasers and compression?” he asked the russo, Yuri. 


“No,
I mean a seed and compression. If we take a seed and compress it before it gets
too cold...” Yuri Blagovich asked. The shaggy giant smiled a gape tooth smile.
“May work,” the Admiral said in reply, rubbing his chin in thought. “Run this
sim but set up one with that in mind on your machine.” He waved to the young
woman. “Go.” She nodded and tapped enter.


After
a few moments they could see the holo begin to speed up with vector changes.
“Better... but...” The compression built. The fuel intake floated in the
chamber's toroid, streaming out. “Too much...” he muttered. The compression
began flattening it into a toroid but it was wobbling all over the reactor
space.


“No...
We’ve got leakers...” the tech muttered.


“Not
as many as before. It looks like beta twelve and Charlie thirteen this time.”
Yuri muttered as he studied his own readouts. A red streamer appeared as the
field interactions caused a breach in the bottle. “Why does it do that?” he
asked pounding his taped armrests as the sim failed.


“The
fields focus on the compression but aren't tight enough to keep it all in.
There is an imbalance that we can't work out in the time we've been at it.” the
Admiral replied as he sighed.


“Looks
like seeding is our only option,” Shelby grunted from the doorway. 


He
grunted. “Yeah. But getting that seed out and over here will irradiate
everything in the area.” He shook his head. “I'm not looking forward to that,”
he said shaking his head irritably.. 


“Or
the clean up,” Shelby answered.


“Yeah,
that too. We need a heavily shielded container, a robot to carry it, and a
tap.” He fed the data into the computer and a map of the deck came into focus.
“The working fusion core is across the deck from us, with the core in between.
To get it we'd have to irradiate half this deck. Clean up is the least of our
problems. In the time it gets here we will lose half the temperature and
ignition will fail.” He shook his head obviously that wasn't going to work.


“Can
we tap a nearby exhaust? What about one of the primary EPS feeds?” Shelby asked
walking over to a nearby console. “If we reroute this one here, we can get it
within one hundred meters of the reactor.” She typed for a few seconds. “Or we
could back flush this conduit by rerouting it here and here at this Y junction.
That would let us get it even closer.” She looked up from the readout to the
Admiral who grimaced then nodded.


“Sim
ready,” Yuri inserted. They turned to the man then back to the holo. He tapped
his console and the holo cleared and refocused into the sim program. The seed
was already in the center of the toroids race track, and slimmed down until it
formed a ribbon. 


The
Admiral pulled up a temperature chart and checked. “Outside is the coldest.
That is the blue area. Center is the hot zone in purple and white, its
retaining heat better since it is under compression and not exposed to the
outside vacuum.” He watched as fuel was added and the compression started.


The
time scale moved up as the sim played out. The temperatures fluctuated as the
fuel started to mix with the plasma. When some of it hit the core it ignited.
Slower than it should but it spread like a fire. In moments ignition was
achieved.


“Good
job Yuri.” The Admiral nodded to the man. He smiled. 


“We
can get better results if we preheat the fuel too Admiral.” The big man waved
to the port injectors. 


“I
think that is a good idea. Run the sim though. You’re going to lose some fuel
compression, hydrogen doesn't compress like it usually does when super heated
though so take that into account,” the Admiral pointed out. Yuri nodded.


“We
can get a torch on the injectors,” Shelby said thoughtfully. 


The
Admiral looked at her. “Not a good idea,” he replied. 


“Oh,
not long term, just till ignition.” She waved to the sim. He nodded slowly. “I
know it will take some design time off, but we need the boost and insurance,”
she replied.


“Yeah,
okay. Let's see...” He closed his eyes. 


“I'll
get a robot, container, and clear a path,” Shelby said. He nodded, eyes still
closed. “Did you hear me?” she asked testily. He grunted. 


“I
heard you. Make it so,” he said then triggered the linkage once more. He felt a
brief stab of pain and winced. He was near max linkage time; he knew he was
over doing it. Flesh had limits. Hopefully they could get this done soon.


 




Chapter 7


 


“Seed
is in the core,” the tech commented as she studied the readouts. 


“So
far so good,” Shelby muttered as she watched the readouts. 


“Ribbon
stage, initializing compression. Fuel injectors primed, fuel injection
commencing. One nano meter feed on injector one... one point two on injector
two... one point one on injector three... Injector four... error on readout.”
The tech flicked the read out screen with an annoyed finger but then when it
didn't change she looked up to Shelby. 


“Sensor
or clog Sara?” she asked. 


The
tech tapped at her console. “Sensor. I'm picking up a downstream feed, yes it's
injecting.” She looked up. 


“Log
it. We'll have to figure out a fix later,” Shelby replied eyes intent on the
holo matrix. The toroid ribbon was rippling with waves of incoming force, both
in mass projections from the compression and from the incoming fuel feeds. 


“Come
on... Come on... ignite will you...” she said softly. 


“I'm
not sure it will, it may have cooled too much...” Yuri replied. “I...” Suddenly
the ribbon flared and then stabilized. 


“We
have ignition! Shall I step up fuel by 1 percent?” Sara asked sounding
triumphant. This was a day to remember. She could  hear the others cheering in
the hallway.


“Let's
not get ahead of ourselves. Half percent every fifteen minutes until we have a
stable flow. Right now if we add too much too fast it will either super cool
the ribbon or destabilize the stream and cause a cascade failure,” the Admiral
cautioned.


“We
don't have that kind of time Admiral. We're losing decks!” Liam shook his head.
The Admiral's jaw tightened. “Shelby!” He looked over to her. “Do something!”
He indicated the Admiral. 


“I
am. I'm praying. He's right Liam, we can't risk it. We need a stable bottle, we
can't rush it and be forced to scram it.” She shook her head. “We'd be screwed
if that happened. No, like dad said, slow and steady is the only way to get
ahead.” She looked over to the Admiral then back to the feed.


“And
while we drag our feet people are dying!” Liam waved. 


“You
don't think I don't know that?” the Admiral asked softly. Liam looked at him
then away. “Sometimes the hardest thing to do is to wait.” The Admiral sighed.
“But not here. Not now.” Liam looked up confused.


“What
do you mean?” he asked. The Admiral smiled. “One down, four to go of course.”
Liam's eyes were wide. “You’re crazy! We don't, I mean, we can't. Shelby! Tell
him!” He waved frantically to the Admiral. 


Shelby
shook her head. “What do you mean Admiral?” She looked at him.


“Well,
all of us do not need to be here waiting with baited breath to see if this
stabilizes into a clean feed. Io is monitoring it now as are Sara and Yuri.” He
waved to each of the crew. “We have another crew working on reactor three, I'm
going to eat, then see what we can do to get that reactor online as well.” He
carefully and slowly got up.


Shelby
nodded. “Don't you think you should rest Admiral?” she asked concerned. He
chuckled. 


“I
took a twenty minute nap in there. It was refreshing.” He shrugged feeling like
crap but not about to admit it. She looked like she didn't believe him.
“Coming?” he challenged, looking from her to Liam.


“Your
all nuts,” Liam muttered. “Where are we going to get the fuel?” he asked. The
Admiral chuckled. “Leave that to the Valdez family. They are nothing if not
highly motivated. Once we get things sorted out, you can restart the molecular
furnace and the fuel refinery and start pulling deuterium out of the hydrogen.
That will make things a bit easier in there,” he waved to the window. Liam
looked out then nodded.


“One
step at a time,” Irons said. “Coming?” hHe asked putting action to words.
Shelby hastily followed. Liam cursed but followed with the other techs.


 


“So
what are we doing? We don't have enough parts right?” Liam grumped. “I cleaned
the control runs out, but it's going to take a lot longer than the twenty hours
we have left for Io to make the emitters.” The Admiral was staring off into
space as they looked at the reactor. “Admiral? I'm talking here!” Liam waved a
hand in front of his face.


“Sorry,
I was in the computer. I was checking the log. Yuri bumped the reactor up to
two percent. Holding steady. Io had to adjust a few emitters to dampen a
building wave pattern; hopefully the dampening doesn't cause another one to
form.” He shook his head.


“How?”
Liam asked staring. “How can you know that? You’re not jacked in right?” He
turned to Shelby. She was looking at the Admiral. 


He
tapped his skull. “Wireless implant. I can Wi-Fi with the best of them.” He
chuckled at the looks on their faces.


“I
can remote access any net that has a wireless router.” He pointed to a router
in the ceiling. “That lets me in to check the computers. Logan was using his
own IFF as well didn't he tell you?” He looked around to the others. 


Shelby
shook her head. “No I didn't know dad could do that. He told me he had to jack
in.” She looked at him in disbelief. “I set up the encrypted link for you...”
she looked confused. Irons smiled.


“Well
he did for complex things, but his IFF is wireless. He hacked his own IFF to
let him get into the net. Crude, but effective. It let him get a limited amount
of data. Most of it was in burst form. I found his mods and his notes in the
database,” he smiled.


“For
a guy who said he wasn't much of a software guru, he did okay,” the Admiral
nodded to Shelby. She hid her own smile. 


“Yeah,
dad was always groaning about his limits. I don't think he has ever realized
how much we envy him. And now you.” She looked at him. The Admiral sighed.


“I
want one. Seriously. We get out of this mess, that's my price for helping. I
want implants. No more of this VR crap,” Liam hefted his helmet. “I am so tired
of the migraines anyway,” he muttered. 


“Amen
to that.” Shelby nodded.


“One
thing at a time,” the Admiral sighed as he lay back on the battered, tape
covered couch. Techs were swarming the room. The control room had been picked
over for parts over the centuries. Now with a minimum of new parts from Io they
were trying to get the minimum controls up. The good news was that with all the
new stuff they didn't have to worry about something old and broken being in the
mix. Almost everything was fresh and new and just needed to be tuned and broken
in.


“I'm
in.” He said as his jack feed came up. 


“Me
too.” Liam called. 


“All
right, now that we know the drill, I'll get started on bringing in the emitters
while you do the control runs right Admiral?” Liam asked. The Admiral grunted. 


“Copy
that. I've got my AI working as a gopher and fine work now.” He indicated the
two robots that were already at work. 


“How...
damn, you’re quick.” Liam muttered.


 


“Admiral,
Io reports reactor's four bottle is stable. She's ironed out a few glitches but
so far so good.” The Admiral checked his HUD clock. 


“Two
hours... So, ten percent?” He asked. 


“Actually,
thirteen.” Sprite responded. 


“Thirteen?
Did I miss something?” He asked concerned. 


“No,
well yes. Io started speeding up the activation after the last round didn't
hiccup. So far so good.” She replied. He sighed. “Boss I know you're not happy
about going outside procedure, but Io is right, she can't be here forever and
the system seems stable...” He held up a virtual hand. 


“Stop.”


Sprite
froze. “Any sign of instability?” He asked after a moment to get his anger
under control. He knew he was tired, and popping off would be a natural
release, but would serve no purpose.


“No,
Not in the past thirty two point five minutes. We have a Boolean wave in reactor
six though. It's forming and it's getting harder and harder to stop it. Each
time she squashes one two more start.” She brought up the feed on the HUD.


“Damn.”
He sighed studying the HUD. He felt fatigue; he knew his reflexes were getting
clogged by lack of sleep. 


“Admiral
you need to rest. We're ahead of schedule with reactor four; this one is not
going to be done anytime soon...” He held up his hand again. “Shutting up now.”
Sprite replied. He chuckled.


“Right.
Okay, yes I know I need to rest. How is the station life support?” He tried to
check manually but fumbled the coding sequence. 


“Here”
Sprite fed him the data. “That last riot killed over four hundred people and
sent nearly that many to sickbay. We've had two cascades since, one wiped out
an entire sector. It looks like the security force locked the people in...
Either that or the doors failed. It doesn't matter anymore; there aren't any
more life signs in that sector.” She reported.


“Damn.
Not fast enough.” He sighed. 


“Well,
the good news is the station is populated more than even I estimated.” Sprite
reported. He glowered at her avatar. 


“You’re
kidding me.” He growled. 


“No,
we've been getting people coming out of the... well, out of every nook and
cranny imaginable, and a few that shouldn't be.” She shook her head. “Head
count is nearly nineteen thousand eight hundred and eighty three right now.”
She reported sober.


“So,
that throws our time estimates off for cascades by what factor?” He asked. “Um,
a factor of three point two?” Sprite suggested. He snarled. 


“Three?”
He looked away.


“Yes,
I know not good. On the other hand, it's a larger labor force for your next
phase...” She said hopefully. 


He
groaned. “One thing at a time.” He shook his head. 


“Sergio
has come back with two more rocks. Jorge has finished testing the second tug
and is on his first run. His wife is pissed.” Sprite reported dryly. He
snorted.


“Deidra
has fixed a few leaks in the hull, one that has leaked for nearly a century.
Juanita has a crew of volunteers from the Io out helping as well.” Sprite
reported. “They've patched and bypassed several plasma conduits, and even
managed to tie in seventy four square meters of solar panels back into the
grid.” She waved her hands and a holo of the station appeared with the repairs highlighted.
“They have crews working here, here, here, and here trying to get more of the
station's panels online.” She reported. He nodded.


“Shelby
is running plasma conduit to reactor four. They apparently tore out a lot after
it was scrammed. She's trying to get it sorted and tied into the central
control net now.” Sprite reported. “She's running into problems though, there
are a lot of radiation exposure, burns, and some pin hole leaks.”


“Have
Io step up the reactor by double. … No triple my time line. One percent every
five minutes unless she sees signs of instability or has a problem. Tell her to
do it in increments, don't throw each increase at the system all at once. If
she has to take the whole five minutes to do the percent then give it a minute
or two to stabilize if necessary. Have there been any problems beyond that
injector sensor glitch?” He asked. 


“No,
well, nothing serious.” Io appeared on his HUD. I'm pushing things now Admiral,
my own bottles, hyper drives, crew, and now this? I'm glad you completely
rebuilt my AI core or I would have tapped out a long time ago.” She shook her
head clearly amused but looking frazzled.


“I
think you need to sort out your own house as far as the computer is concerned,
I can't keep this up forever. The captain gave me an extra twelve hours
Admiral, that's twenty nine hours from now and we have to leave. No if ands or
buts.” She shrugged helplessly.


“Right.
Okay we're working on it. Sprite is still hip deep doing code surgery but it
will take time and the AI can't get into this net. We may need a separate AI
here. The step up?” He asked. 


“Already
implemented. We're up to fifteen percent. Holding steady. I have one emitter
that is a bit slow though, I think either its electronics are addled, or it's
almost at max impedance. I wish we had had the time to replace it.” She
reported. He sighed. 


“Log
it. We're almost up here. Liam's replaced the injector feeds, Mary rebuilt the
exhaust taps, and Proteus and I are handling the control runs. As soon as we
get the last replacement emitters we should repeat the seeding method and get
this reactor online.” He waved to indicate the reactor. Io looked around. As
did Sprite.


“Great
another one.” Io sighed. She looked at Sprite. 


“Don't
look at me! I'm not an engineering AI remember?” She waved to Proteus's avatar
busy in the robot nearby. “He is. He's tapped out anyway. Your right, we're
going to need to work on the computer support. Or at least fake it until we get
something better up. I have a copy of some of your fusion drivers; maybe we can
spin off a bot for the reactor management? Or one each?” She asked. Io looked
thoughtful.


“Discuss
it amongst yourselves and the other AI and get back to me. Fab the parts once
you have a list. If you have to, involve Shelby or one or more of the computer
techs for hardware integration and support. Handle it.” The Admiral waved. 


“Aye
aye.” Both AI winked out. He returned to work.


 


“I'm
surprised the crew of the Io haven't realized you gave Io herself a reserve
commission.” Sprite said sounding amused.


“How
so?”


“Well,
you'd think they'd realize after your lectures that they shouldn't be able to
build a lot of this without you in the net.” Sprite replied sounding patient.


“Never
under estimate willful blindness.” The Admiral smiled tiredly. “Besides, I'm
not so sure they don't know. I bet Jen or Faith or even the Captain suspect
something.” He rolled his shoulders.


“Entirely
possible. Shall we get back to it?” Sprite asked.


“Let’s.”
He sighed. “I've got a meeting with the exec in an hour. Let's see what we can
work out for the next ten then I need a nap.” He yawned.


“First
smart thing you've said all week Admiral.” Sprite chuckled.


 


“How
are we doing?” The exec asked as the Admiral strode onto the bridge. He nodded
to the exec. Faith was standing near the doctor holding a tablet. 


“We've
delivered the last two loads; I hear the reactor is up to forty five percent
and climbing. We've even got the other reactor nearly rebuilt.” Faith smiled
wearily. “Your power problem isn't licked by a long shot but you have a
fighting chance now.” She smiled and bobbed a nod to the Admiral. “Good to see
you Admiral. You certainly know how to keep a lady busy.” She teased. The
Admiral chuckled.


“Incoming
call from the Port Admiral.” A communications tech said looking up concerned. 


“Put
it up on the main holo but keep the camera tight on me. Everyone quiet.” The
exec ordered then nodded to the tech. He tapped a code and then turned to watch
the show.


“I
say, what's going on up there. Do I need to come up and bash some heads?” The
portly port Admiral wiped his jowls with a napkin. 


“I'm
sorry sir can you be more specific?” The exec replied obviously stalling for
time while he put up his best confused look.


“Enrique
I am getting word that we have a power problem? Do we need to cut off those
lazy louts in engineering? Shut down a few decks?” The Port Admiral replied.
“We've had a serious problem sir, our remaining reactor became unstable and Mr.
Logan was injured trying to repair it.” The exec explained.


“That
ass Logan?” The Port Admiral grunted a few times. “That old man is still
around? I thought he died?” He looked at the camera with beady pig eyes. 


“Ah
no sir, that was his wife.” The exec tried not to sweat as he faced his boss.


“Harrumph.
Very well. My condolences.” The Port Admiral waved his napkin. “Jacob send some
flowers to the family.” He waved it off. “Now, the power, what do we need?
Should I seize the Io?” He looked at the exec. Faith stiffened. Irons put his
hand on her arm. She looked down and then at him. He shook his head slowly then
nodded to the exec.


“That
won’t be necessary sir; we have set up a trade agreement with the Io for the
parts and materials we needed.” Enrique quickly tried to divert his boss. 


“Are
you sure? I have plenty of guards...” The Port Admiral replied. 


“No
sir, Io has been a tremendous help to us. As I was saying we've rebuilt one of
our nonfunctional fusion reactors and it is now powering up with their help.” 


“And
just what is this going to cost us?” The Port Admiral stared. “Mostly rocks
sir. And we had to wave the port fees.” Enrique sighed. 


“What?
Well I never!” The Admiral grunted face turning red as he turned to face away
from the camera. “Did you say rebuilt one of our reactors?” He turned back to
the camera. 


“Why
yes sir. It's functioning at forty five percent and climbing.” Enrique smiled.


The
Port Admiral grunted. “I didn't know we had more than one. Are you sure it's
good? Make sure it works and get some of our money back. I don't want to waste
it on lazy incompetent freighter bums.” He shook his head. Faith's lips rippled
in a suppressed snarl.


“We've
already made the trade sir; in fact they are almost finished with the last
load.” Enrique replied. 


“Well,
make sure I do not have any more power fluctuations or disturbances. I am
planning my evening party and I do not want to be disturbed.” The Port
Admiral's fat finger tapped a link and the holo went dead.


The
exec stared for a second then shook himself. “Sorry about that.” He murmured to
Faith and the Admiral as he straightened his uniform.


 "I
don't understand, why not replace him?" Faith asked pointing to the holo.
The natives of Anvil each looked away. 


"We
can't he's encoded into the AI." The exec replied. 


The
Admiral nodded. "DNA encoded into the kernel of Smithy right?" He
looked over to the exec who reluctantly nodded. 


 "Yes
he's the AI. If anything happens to him, the computers shut down." He
threw his hands up helplessly. 


"Wait,
does each successor recode the DNA pattern? Otherwise it would drift over
time..." The Admiral pointed out. The doctor looked up. 


"Well,
he's a clone." The Admiral spun. 


"You’re
kidding me! That's illegal!" He growled. 


She
nodded. "After the war the Port Admiral set up a system of government.
He's actually the fourteenth." She jerked her thumb down. The Admiral
shook his head. 


"Wait,
he's the fourteenth? With anti-aging treatments... well, maybe the cloning
limits things..." He looked at the Doc who shook her head in disgust. 


"No,
plain living in excess. Each clone lives a seditary life style filled with
gluttony and foods that clog the arteries in next to no time. Throw in a
complete lack of exercise and..." She shrugged. The exec nodded.


 "I
can't do anything Admiral, as the staff pointed out I am encoded to him."
Smithy looked apologetic. Sprite had repaired what she could but had been
forced to release the AI during the crisis for more pressing tasks. Obviously
they needed to do some more work. 


"If
the Port Admiral passes unexpectedly his clone automatically decants."
Smithy pulled up a holo of a body in stasis. 


"Isn't
there a problem with a copy of a copy? Something about errors creeping up in
the DNA over time?" The Admiral asked. 


The
doctor shook her head. "They are all cloned from the original." She
sighed and sat down.


"Well,
I have control of the rest of the station now." Irons growled. "I'm
not too keen on hacking your kernel access programs Smithy." He gave the
AI a look.  “At least not while we're in a crisis and while we need you to run
the life support.”


The
AI shrugged. "And I would be forced to resist it while the Admiral is on
station." He shrugged. 


Faith's
eyes lit. "What about if he left?" She asked. 


"There
is a contingency. If he removes himself and his clone is not ready I am
programmed to self destruct." Smithy replied with a dry voice. 


"Okay
that's out. What about a kid? Descendant?" She waved to the holo.


 "The
Admiral has a policy of destroying any unwanted offspring to not cloud the
title." The exec replied as a tech handed him a tablet. He looked it over
for a moment. "There is one living offspring unaccounted for, Juanita
Valdez." Smithy replied. The doctor and Exec looked up sharply. 


"You’re
kidding. That piece of..." Faith snarled waving her hands. "You mean
to tell me he tried to rape his own daughter?" She asked. 


"No
the Admiral did not know of her biological origin. Had he known she would have
been aborted or killed." Smithy replied looking away.


Irons
cleared his throat. "Right, well, that leaves an opening. I believe you
have the Federation Constitution and local star system laws embedded in your
kernel correct Smithy?" He looked at the holo studying the gaunt gray
whiskered apparition. The AI nodded. 


"Admiral
I am a level one AI, it is, was required when I was brought online." The
Admiral nodded. "I predate the last conflict and fall by nearly a
century." Smithy sighed. He was hunched over. His left arm held his hammer
loosely. "So many years. Even I know I need a rest." He shook his
head.


"We'll
see if we can get you another reboot. At least a refresh and new
hardware." The exec said softly. Smithy nodded. 


"Perhaps
I should not be here, that way I cannot report anything I shouldn't hear. Good
luck." He nodded to each then left. 


The
Exec sighed and set his tablet down on the table. "As hard as it is on us,
it must be a nightmare for him." He shook his head. "We can leave. He
can't." He responded to the doctor's questioning look. She nodded.


 


“Admiral
I'm getting a call from the captain of the Io.” Sprite informed him as he
worked. 


“Put
it through.” He replied.


“Admiral?
This thing working?” The gravelly voice asked.


“Here
captain. What can I do for you?”


“You
wouldn't have fuel would you? The damn fuel here has gone up ten times more
than my last visit. The docking fees too even though you got them waved. I stay
here much longer I'll lose money.” She sighed. “I'm glad you rebuilt my ship,
we'd be in a world of hurt if you hadn't.” He smiled.


“Then
again, stocking up with fuel on our last stop was a good thing too.” She said
smiling slyly. He chuckled. 


“Yes
ma'am. That it was. I'm sure the electrolysis machinery has paid for itself.”


“Oh
it has, it has. And this current crisis has inspired some of the more wealthy
people here to leave. They're paying through the nose for it, I've got to make
up some of this damn fee. Vanessa is filling every nook and cranny of the ship
with people. Vanessa even tried to get me to give up my wardroom.” She laughed.


“What
did you say?” He asked smiling, knowing the answer.


“What
do you think? A captain has to have some privileges.” She said chuckling
herself.


“Yes
ma'am. It goes with the job.” He replied with a knowing smile.


“All
right, I'll get to the point. I've caught a lot more scuttlebutt that this
station is about to fall apart. She's on her last legs and it isn't very
healthy place to live. In fact word is that it is about to shut down for good.”


“Yes
ma'am, I know, I'm working on it now with the others. We've got the crisis
under control. I'd prefer that your passengers don't know that though.” Irons
answered patiently.


“Somehow,
I thought so. If you still need a ride, let me know Admiral.” She cackled. “I
think I have a spare broom closet around here, or you could warm my bed. I'll
make you work your tail off for passage one way or the other though.” He
chuckled with her.


“I
wouldn't be surprised in the least captain. I hope you don't mind if I do my
best to disappoint you in this instance.” He replied with a smile and a slight
bow. She chuckled.


“Good.
I'm glad you’re on it.” She said. He nodded. “Very well. Let me know if you
need more help. You've got about two hours now that you've finally finished
with my AI. Out.” He smiled fondly.


“Well,
that was interesting. Who would have thought of a polite how do you do from the
likes of her?” Sprite sniffed. He shrugged. “Back to work I suppose.” The AI
said with sniff.


“And
you have something better to do?” He asked with a laugh.


 


 


 




Chapter 8


 


“Admiral
you’re needed in the Valdez compound.” Io's voice had a distinctive hint of
suppressed humor in it. He looked up tiredly.  Irons had gotten less than an
hour’s sleep in the past five days. They were finally out of the woods though.
Four's bottle was stable and carrying the stations load.


“Is
it important?” he asked wearily. 


She
laughed. “Very. Get going Admiral. I'm leaving port in less than an hour.” He
nodded.


 


"So
what did you need me for? One last good bye?" The Admiral leaned over
smiling at Jen. Her eyes twinkled. She had met him at the front door.


"Now
why would we want to do that? Some are glad you’re gone. Hell, after the past
couple days you put us through..." He laughed. "Not naming any names
of course." Her smile turned into a grin. 


"Right."
He smiled back. She waved. 


"Since
you've set up shop with the Rodriguez-Valdez family we should go there."


He
shrugged. "Okay." They entered the room and she took the lead, moving
with obvious foreknowledge to the shuttle bay. "What are you up to Jen?
Junior and Jorge took the tugs out on runs this morning." She smiled over
her shoulder as she entered the lock. "Okay. Not going to tell me,"
he sighed as he looked down to step over the knee knocker. 


He
looked up on the other side of the lock to the fleet launch and a crowd of
techs. "Surprise!" 


He
shook his head in wonder. "When did you do this?" He admired her
graceful curves and lines. 


"Oh
we were working on it with the hospital stuff after we left Gaston. She isn't
quite finished, but I think you had a hand in that right?" Faith smiled as
she clasped his hand. He chuckled. 


"Yeah,
well, all for a good cause," he replied. 


She
nodded. "If you can get the rust and crud out of this place and make it
halfway decent again, yeah. Worthy effort in anyone's book."


He
chuckled. Jen smiled. "Just another challenge right Admiral?" He
looked over the craft. 


"Yes."
Sprite's handshake protocol bounced back. "Still needs a lot of
work," he smiled. 


"We
managed to give the sub light engines and life support an overhaul. As you can
see, the hull too." Faith patted the newly painted and restored hull.
"She's missing some of her electronics, and interior furnishings."
She shrugged. "Power plant has been rebuilt, but this beauty preferred
antimatter, tissant a stitch or molecule to be had between here and the void
though," Faith waved despairingly. 


"We
pulled her antimatter core and swapped it for a fusion core from one of the
etops," Deidra came over smiling. He shook hands with her. "She flies
like a brick right now with her electronics messed up, but I bet you can fix
that." He nodded studying the ship once more. 


"Yeah,
I think she will come in handy," he said. Deidra chuckled.


A
jingling sound made Faith curse and grab at her hip. "Damn." She
flipped her communicator open. "Yes?" 


"Faith,
the captain says that if you girls want to stay on board you better hurry,
we're heading out now," Leandra could be heard by all. Faith grimaced.


"Be
there in ten." She waved to the girls. Several paused on their way out to
give the Admiral a hug. 


"Take
good care of her," Jen said as she passed. She hugged him briefly.


He
nodded. "I will." She smiled. 


"See
that you do or we'll come back and haunt you." He laughed and waved.


"'Twas
a good thing you did fixin' my ship." Faith hugged his side. "And not
to mention auld me, Clarissa, and the rest of us Popsicles." He smiled.
"'Twas the least we could do,"  she said, patting his arm. He nodded.



"Thanks
Faith, I will treasure her always." 


She
chuckled. "Just treat her like a lass and she will treat you right. Step
wrong and you'll know it right smartly." 


He
chuckled as she stepped out of the hatch. "Okay, this is unexpected."
He looked the ship over. 


"But
a good thing right?"  Sprite asked amused.


He
shrugged. "Maybe, it will definitely come in handy," he answered
Sprite. "So, no handshake protocol, I am guessing the communications are
down..." He went over to the cockpit door. 


"Admiral,
your needed in... oh me oh my, what is that!" Mrs. Valdez stopped and
admired the ship. 


"Fleet
launch. Actually, she is a Fleet Etop, a short ranged atmospheric to orbit
shuttle craft." 


He
ran his hands down the side near the lock. "She is a gift from your
daughter and her crew mates to me," he explained. Mrs. Valdez nodded. 


"She
told us a little about how you changed things on her ship." She studied
the ship. "Well, we'll need to move her to the other bay so Sergio can get
in later; he is on his return now," she said looking at the hatch then the
launch. He nodded. 


"You
were saying someone needs me?" 


She
nodded. "Shelby called; they received the last shipment from the Io, and
are ready to install them in the reactor core at your convenience." He
sighed tiredly.


"She'll
keep Admiral." 


He
smiled. "Well she will after we move her. I think Sergio will have trouble
parallel parking with this in the way." He chuckled with her. She waved
then brushed her apron. 


"Okay,
I can see you want a look." She turned to leave. He smiled as he climbed
in. 


"Tell
Shelby I'll be there as soon as I move her." 


She
turned around. "I'll do no such thing, first you'll move that craft, then
you’re eating a meal. No telling when you ate last, or when you'll remember to
eat again!" she glared back fiercely at him as he laughed. 


"Okay,
okay, you win. How I got people to chase me around to eat I'll never
know." 


She
waggled a finger at him. "Promise?" 


He
held up a hand over his heart. "Promise." 


She
smiled. "Good, I have just the thing to fill you out, quesadillas!" 


He
returned the smile then chuckled softly shaking his head. "Be there in a
minute."


Within
the cockpit he looked around and noted the absent chairs. "When they said
it was missing stuff, they weren't kidding.” The dashboard control panels were
almost nonexistent. Wiring hung from the ceiling and draped out of holes in the
dash. "Okay, let’s see here jack, jack, jack, where did they..."


Proteus
highlighted a control panel, zoomed in and put a caret around the universal
port. "Gotcha." He felt his ring finger morph into his jack and then
inserted it into the port. 


"No
viruses for once Admiral," Sprite reported. He felt the ship boot then
waver a little as it rose. "Antigrav initiated." He nodded.
"Moving her to port now, twenty centimeters per second." He felt the
ship drift to the side as the view changed. 


"Inertial
dampeners are out of sync," he sighed. 


"I've
got it on the list already," Sprite reported. After a few minutes they
drifted into the open bay then down to the deck. "Contact. Shutting down.
Post flight check engaged... completed."


He
watched as a log flashed over his HUD. "I'll have to check it later. Good
flying for a jumped up toaster," he teased as he exited the lock. 


"Thanks,
coming from a bag of water and protein I guess that means something." He
chuckled at her rejoinder. 


"Okay,
let’s go eat and then go check out the parts. How goes the net repairs?"


He
passed Mrs. Valdez and moved on to the sink. She started to object then sighed
as he smiled and started washing his hands. "Well, it isn't as bad as the
Io, but close enough. Repairing the firewall and restoring the AI has sped
recovery of the systems. Defender, Proteus, Io, and I have been busy squashing
viruses." He nodded.


"I
am glad you kept that copy of the Io archive, its driver database I compiled
has come in handy," she said. He nodded.


 


“Docking
clamps released. OMS primed. OMS starboard one second burst.” The helms woman
smiled as she tapped the controls. “We're clear of the station.” She looked
over her shoulder to the captain who grunted.


“Bring
up the plasma drive. Five percent power until we're outside the danger zone for
the station,” she nodded. 


“Ready,”
the Helms woman acknowledged. “Think he will be all right?” she asked softly. 


“I
hope so,” the ops girl whispered back. 


“We
all do,” the captain replied. “Move us out. When we can put the wedge up let me
know.” She sat back in her chair and picked up her cup of tea. She took a sip
and then eyed the holo of Io.


“You
going to put your sentiments in too I suppose?” she asked, amused. 


“I
think they will be okay. With the Admiral and his AI...” The AI shook her head
then smiled impishly. “As well as all the effort we tossed in... He'll be fine.
I wouldn't be surprised that the station isn't fully restored by the time we
get back.” She turned to the view screen. The captain grunted.


“So
how did we make out?” she asked leaning over to the purser. 


“Better
than ever captain, we made a record profit. We even made back our port fees,
and the port fees for the next two visits were thrown in!” the purser grinned.
“I am not happy about some of our passengers. A lot of them are deadbeats, but
they managed to scrape up the minimum cover charge to get them to our next port
of call. Once we dump them off there, they are someone else's problem.” She
shrugged. The captain grunted again.


“We're
fully stocked, I actually ran out of cargo room yesterday,” the purser
admitted. “I think the Admiral is right, now that we have a fully functional
ship, it might be a good idea to expand. Maybe another ship? Or a fleet of
freighters?” She eyed the captain with a sly look. 


The
captain chuckled. “One thing at a time Vanessa,” she waved it off and turned
back to the holo of the station.


“Goddess
protect you Io 11, thank you and good luck. We hope to see you soon,” the
station's communicator called. The captain grunted. 


“If
they are saying that then things were really dire. Or he finally got around to
teaching them some manners,” she shrugged. 


“One
thousand kilometer range achieved. Captain wedge is coming up at half power.
Locked onto the gas giant for maneuver.” The helms woman said interrupting her
musing thoughts.


“Very
well, put us on course for the hyper limit and the Janus jump point. Half
speed. I want a course ready by that time,” she eyed the navigator who nodded
with a smile. 


“Already
set up. Io is updating it as we go.” She went back to looking at her console.


 “Good
luck and goddess keep you Admiral,” the purser muttered. 


 


The
Admiral got up and stretched. He had managed another thirty minute cat nap
while his AI and the engineers finished the final installation of parts in the
fusion reactor core. “Core three will be ready to seed in an hour Admiral;
we're running the final diagnostic checks now. I understand the CPO is awake
again,” Sprite hinted. Irons smiled.


“Am
I needed again to keep him in sickbay?” he asked.


“No
Admiral, they transferred him to his own quarters again an hour ago. I've been
monitoring him for the doctor. She's overloaded. Most of the people Io's
sickbay took on were released as walking wounded. She's got a call out for all
hands on deck,” Sprite reported.


“Meet
Logan in his quarters?” Irons asked. He picked up a cup of cold coffee and
downed it in a gulp. His hands were a bit shaky.


“No
need, he'll meet you in his office Admiral,” Sprite informed him. She sounded a
little distracted. The AI's were taxed to their limits. Irons grunted and got
up. 


“No,
tell him I'll be at his quarters in a few minutes.” He stretched then waved to
a weary Mary as he left.


“Too
late Admiral, he's in his office,” Sprite reported. He sighed and changed
course. 


“Damn
stubborn old man,” Irons muttered. Sprite laughed.


“Now
that is a definite case of the pot calling the kettle black!” she smirked on
his HUD.


“Sprite?”
he muttered.


“Shut
up?” she asked, smile widening into a shit eating grin.


“Right,”
he sighed.


 


"Admiral,
I know some of your record..." Irons turned to look at the old man with a
raised eyebrow. "I did a stint as a yeoman for Vice Admiral Hennessey for
a couple months. He cracked a few jokes about your Greek chorus in my
hearing...” The old man shrugged. Irons sighed. 


"That is a blatant breach of security
Admiral." Defender reported coldly. If the AI had been a smart AI like
Sprite it would have been seething.


"Stating
the obvious again? Besides, Hennessey is beyond the veil," Sprite replied.
Irons nodded. "So you know about the Trinity project?" The old man
nodded. 


"I
can see one AI, but three? Isn't that overkill sir? Why not just have one AI
that can do all the jobs?" the old man asked as he sat back. Irons nodded.



"The
answer is multitasking." 


The
old man's eyes widened then he nodded slowly. "Each of my AI are
specialized. Sprite acts as my staff and chief programmer. Defender is much
more limited, it acts as my security watch dog. And Proteus..." He smiled.



"Multi
threading cluster AI. I know. My sister did a paper on it when I was twelve. I
am surprised they managed to get it to work, she sure couldn't!" The old man
laughed. Irons did too. 


"Yeah
well, it's complicated. The hive mind isn't just in the nanites, there is no
way parallel processing and artificial neural networks could communicate in
real time over my entire body without messing up my nervous system or every
piece of electronics for meters around." The Admiral sat back and picked
up a cup. "I can't get into the details, it's still classified, but it
works. I am living proof." He saluted the old man with his cup then took a
sip. 


The
old man nodded. "So Proteus manages your nanites? Why not have Defender or
Sprite do it?" he asked. 


"Admiral
if I may?" Sprite asked. 


"Sure."
He felt her send data to the desk holo projector.


A
hologram sprang to life. It stabilized into a ball of light, then into a
construct of a female face. "The reason is multitasking. The Admiral
pointed it out earlier. You organics can multi task to a certain degree, I
believe the pithy saying is walk and chew gum at the same time?" Sprite
smiled. The old man nodded staring at her image. "Well, we can do that and
much more, but even we have our limitations. Each of our programs are
specialized with only slight overlap of each others fields. Proteus builds and
repairs things, I manage things, and Defender protects us." Her image
zoomed out into her full figure. She shrugged.


"It
works. It took a few years to get the bugs out, but now that we've settled in
we got our collective acts together," she winked. 


The
old man chuckled. "It has been so long since I talked with a smart
AI." He shook his head. "A pleasure to finally converse with you
Sprite." He bowed to her. She nodded regally back. Her image divided into
three, Defender projected his dark knight persona while Proteus projected a
silver blob. "All of you. It is a pleasure." The old man nodded
again. 


"Feeling
a bit cooped up?" the Admiral commented. 


"Just
a bit. The civilian AI is... stupid. And civilian. It is nice to talk with
someone else for a change," Sprite smiled. The Admiral nodded. 


"You
recognize our presence is classified under section twelve article thirteen
subsection B of the intelligence act of 2541 right?" Defender's red
glowing eye slit stared at the old man. 


He
nodded. "I do. And no, I will not breach that trust unless it is
imperative to do so." The old man held up his hand as he swore. 


Defender
stared at him then swirled out. "Very well." Sprite's image moved
over. She looked up. 


"Just
a bit paranoid are we?" she sighed and returned her attention to the
humans. "Defender and Proteus are limited AI, I am a prototype micro smart
AI," she smiled. “Most of my systems are compressed and when I'm in the
Admiral only my core functions are online. Being in another network gives me a
chance to, as you organics say, stretch my legs properly.”


"She
is also a lieutenant commander. She's one of the best AI I have ever worked
with," the Admiral admitted. 


"Why
thank you Admiral, I didn't know you cared." Sprite's outfit morphed into
a dress then she curtsied. She swirled the dress for a moment, then it morphed
back into her silver skin suit once more. 


"Quite
lively are you? Do you keep the Admiral on his toes?" the old man smiled. 


"We
aim to please," she laughed. The Admiral chuckled as well. 


"That
she does. I try to keep her busy out of self defense," he waved.
"Speaking of which, we need more info on the station computers, have you
managed to make any progress?" he asked turning to business. 


"Yes
Admiral, I spun off an entire security suite after reworking the one in the
core, spirit of space is that the thing was senile! I had to dump and restart
from the backups again!" She shook her head. "I've taken almost
complete control of Smithy's network now. I am working on revising the archive
and I have security bots scouring the system even as we speak. They kill or isolate
the viruses and shoot Defender and I a list every minute. We should have this
system decontaminated in another shift." She brushed her fingers over her
arm like she was dusting herself off. 


"It's
not military grade, but we'll manage," she nodded as she finished. 


"Good
to hear. You’re compiling a table database right?" 


Sprite
nodded. "It's going in parallel with the security issue, but it is a bit
slower. We should have a handle on the core systems by next shift. Peripherals
are a different story." She shrugged. "Since some of them are
intermittent, and a few are plug-and-play, it is a little harder to
quantify." 


“Defender
has the new and improved firewall up so it is helping us keep a log," she
reported. 


"I'm
glad someone took a broom to the viruses. I've tried but I was never a natural
programmer," the old man ran his hand through his hair ruefully.
"When I couldn't get Smithy to fix the security suite, he complained to
the Port Admiral and the damn Port Admiral locked me out..." he sighed looking
down then looked up. "I severed the engineering computers and created our
own network here. It has a clone of my personal implant security suite to keep
it clean. I still get some annoyances from people who plug in an infected
peripheral from time to time though." He sighed shaking his head. 


"We're
working on it. We started with engineering, it was a lot easier to fix. Now
that the reactor cores have been reworked we can reset the links to the station
command center." Sprite raised her hands and then she and Proteus disappeared
as a station schematic grew in their place. "Areas in red are unoccupied
due to breach or hazard. Areas in yellow have overloaded life support,"
Sprite reported. Most of the occupied decks were shades of yellow.


Irons
sighed. "Yeah, I caught that earlier." He shook his head. The old man
grunted. 


"Yes,
I've known for years we've been over taxing our life support. Nothing I can do.
This place isn't a planet. Some of our major imports are activated carbon,
limestone, and calcium carbonate for the life support." He sighed in
frustration clenching and unclenching his hands. 


The
Admiral nodded watching him. "Now I know why you aged so fast." He
shook his head as the old man chuckled. 


"Yeah,
well, I think the kids had something to do with that too." His daughter
came in and waved. 


"Sure,
blame it on us!" she smiled as she kissed her father's grainy cheek.
"Hi pops." She leaned back to look into his eyes. 


"Shelby
how are things in engineering?" he asked. 


She
grimaced. "Not good, we're still in trouble. Life support on deck eighteen
is out. And the assholes in admin want to cut the life support to the low
income district on any deck below fifteen," she snarled as she sat down.
The Admiral stared. 


"Cut
life support to where?" he asked. She shook her head.


"The
low rent district. The scum as they call it." She jerked her thumb up to
indicate the people above. "Never mind that they are people, people who do
the dirty work on the station," she snarled slamming her fist onto the
table. "They made their loot off of them, lord it over them, now they want
to suffocate them!" she snarled. 


Irons
shook his head. They had no idea what sort of hornet's nest that would provoke.
Most of the people who were there would become desperate. Desperate people took
insane risks and did stupid things. More rioting was the last thing they
needed.


Her
father looked around. "Honey dial it down, your making a scene," he
whispered urgently. She looked around to the others looking at her and then
visibly tried to get control of her temper. 


The
Admiral handed her a cup. "Coffee?" he asked. She looked at it. 


"Where
did you..." she asked surprised. Her father chuckled. 


"Let's
just say your dear old dad isn't the only one with a magical touch when it
comes to fixing things dear," he chuckled as she stared. She took a wary
sip. 


"Oh
wow! Bitter!" she exclaimed. He chuckled and handed her a spoon then a
pair of ceramic ramekins. 


"That
is how it is supposed to taste actually. Cream and sugar." He set them
down in front of her. “Now that we've got power I diverted some so we could
keep a clear head.”


"Oh,
don't mind if I do." She helped herself then set the spoon down and took a
sip. "Now that's more like it." She sat back with a satisfied sigh.
Her father patted her arm. 


"My
little girl always did have a sweet tooth," Logan said as he chuckled.


 


“What
the hell is that thing?” Shelby growled looking over her father's shoulder. The
Admiral and Logan turned to see a meter long robotic wasp floating down the
corridor. Enrique the exec had called a meeting in ops.


 “Security
drone,” her father answered watching it warily. 


“Security
drone?” his daughter asked. The drone darted back and forth, and then stopped
to hover in front of them. Its optics zoomed in and out. The weapons under the
main body pivoted on actuators, and then pointed away. Fins on its under body
moved back and forth, as did the cylinders serving as wings. “Force emitters?”
Shelby asked softly. A moment later the robot turned and left. They heard
approaching footfalls and turned to see the exec approaching.


“Who
the hell activated that thing?” Shelby waved to the departed drone. “As if we
need crap like that! The power for it to stay flying could power half a deck!”
She snarled. Enrique spread his hands apart helplessly. 


“I
had nothing to do with it. Honest. Smithy did it.” He shrugged his shoulders as
his hands dropped to his sides. 


“Keep
that thing out of engineering and away from my work parties,” Shelby growled. 


“Smithy?”
the Admiral asked softly. He opened a link to the mainframe.


“Sorry
Admiral. Orders,” Smithy responded. He watched as the senile AI tried to throw
up a firewall to lock him out. It fell apart in seconds. 


“Conflicting
orders with your charter and core programming.” The Admiral shook his head as
the AI tried to restore the firewall. “You are wasting your time it won’t work.
I am in now,” he waved and the rebuilt firewall dissolved. “You need me
remember?” He looked at the AI avatar. The avatar tried to look away. 


“I'm
encoded to him Admiral. As long as he is on the station I am bound to protect
and serve him,” the AI said softly. The Admiral sighed. 


“There
isn't room on this station for the two of us you mean?” He meant it only half
joking. He knew his preference.


“Something
like that. At least Sprite has deleted that self destruct command,” the AI
responded. 


“Well,
I am not going anywhere until another ship comes into the system. And that may
not be for weeks, or months. Deal with it.” The Admiral gave in to using his
command overrides. Sprite swirled in beside him. 


“It
is wise to listen Smithy, he doesn't give second chances often.” She eyed the
AI. “I am still working on repairing your kernel remember?” she asked. The
station AI nodded. 


“I
know. I will try to defer things as long as possible.” He swirled out. The
Admiral sighed.


“What?”
Shelby asked, grabbing his arm. He refocused. 


“Smithy
is getting paranoid about me and the repairs to the station. He feels we are
both a threat to the Port Admiral.” He shrugged. 


“Which
in a way you are, since we are succeeding where he failed. So we can't trust
him.” She shrugged. “I never did anyway.” She looked over to her dad who
nodded. “I guess we stay in engineering then,” she said threading her arm
through her dad's. “Coming?” She turned looking at the Admiral. 


Enrique
cleared his throat. “I'll meet you there in a bit,” the Admiral said then waved
for them to go on without him. She studied him for a moment then shrugged. 


“Suit
yourself.” She escorted her dad off.


“You
wanted to speak to me about something?” He turned to the Exec.


 




Chapter 9


 


It
took two weeks of intense effort to get the other five reactors repaired. By
the time they were, the station's fuel supply was down to dregs again despite
an all out effort by the Valdez family. Seven hundred years of mining had
simply stripped the surrounding space of anything usable.


To
keep from over taxing any one reactor each of them were at twenty percent
power. The combination was just enough to keep the station's life support fully
functional. 


Without
the threat of doom hanging over their heads most of the station's citizens were
slowly calming down and things were getting back to normal. Irons had no
intention of letting them go back to sitting on their asses for long though.


“We
need more fuel. So, how do we get it?” Shelby sat next to her father in the
conference room. The Admiral had insisted that Logan remain at the head of the
table as head of the station engineering. However Logan made it clear he would
defer to the Admiral's judgment. 


The
Admiral shook his head, toying with a stylus. “I take it diplomatic efforts
didn't get anywhere?” he asked looking from one to the other. They both shook
their heads. 


“Enrique
tried, but it's hopeless. The Port Admiral has burned the other colonies in
trade agreements so often that they won't do anything even if they did have
fuel to spare,” Shelby replied acidly. 


“It's
not just that.” Logan gave his daughter a restraining look then looked at the
Admiral. “You must understand, seven hundred years, the wear on equipment... skills
lost...” He shook his head wearily. “Most of the other colonies are small jury
rigged things, or buried on the moons of the gas giants. They can live
troglodyte and we can't talk to them,” he sighed.


“Did
word of the repairs get out?” the Admiral asked. 


“Yes,
most heard an Admiral was responsible and put that with the Port Admiral and
ignored it as propaganda.” Shelby shook her head. She tapped her stylus on the
desk. “Until that jerk is out of here we're stuck with his crap and legacy
hanging around our necks.” She sat back abruptly tossing the stylus down onto
the desk. Several of her fellow assistant engineers nodded or murmured
agreement.


“Trust
me, I think by the time another ship arrives the Port Admiral will be more than
willing to vacate the premises,” Irons replied. 


“With
the station repaired?” Shelby asked in disbelief. He smiled. 


“Oh
yes. You see, I'm going to have another... let's say chat with Smithy. Juanita
left her proxy with me before she left. I found it in the launch. Sprite and Io
set it up while we were repairing the reactor,” he smiled.


“What
does that have to do with anything?” Shelby asked confused. Her father looked
suddenly relieved. 


“Will
it work?” he asked eyes bright. He gave the Admiral an eager look. 


“Oh
I think so. You know the Constitution. The amendment on clones and inheritance
is embedded into it. Along with a half a dozen other things the so called Port
Admiral has been forgetting about. We give him a way out and he will jump at
it,” Irons smiled. Shelby shook her head vehemently no. 


“Besides,
his clone back up had an unfortunate accident when we lost power. His tissue
samples as well,” Sprite informed him quietly.


“No,
that ass should be tossed out an airlock. Naked. Let him squeal as he sucks
vacuum. He's done it enough to others,” Shelby snarled. Her father shook his
head. 


“No.”
He said. She stopped and looked at him with questioning eyes. “The Admiral is
right, we give him a way out he will run. Back him into a corner and he could
do all sorts of things we would regret.” He shook his head. “Without Smithy in
his corner and his guards as his army he will have a fun time out there.” He
waved to indicate the galaxy at large. Shelby suddenly smiled, catching on.


“Oh
that's rich, that fat moron on a farm world?” Liam laughed suddenly. Several of
the others followed suit. 


“Yeah,
okay so maybe a quick death is too good for him. Making him suffer... maybe
that isn't so bad,” Shelby said thoughtfully. 


Liam
chuckled and pointed his finger at her. “Admit it Sheila you'd love to put a
dart up his ass, but seeing him sweat in the muck on a farm, or begging on a
street corner...” He picked up his cup. “Alms...Alms...” Shelby batted the cup
aside while her lips turned up in a small smile. 


“Okay
you got me.” She sighed. “The only thing I will regret about this plan is I
won’t be there to see him suffer,” she said softly.


“Living
well is the best Shelby, both reward and punishment,” her father said.
“Rewarding for us, punishment for him.” He waved it off. “Let's get back to the
machine shops. Now that number three is up, can we shift priority to industrial
replicator two?” He looked around the room as they picked up their memo pads to
scroll through their notes.


The
Admiral sat back with a smile and small nod to Logan.


 


He
made his way through the bustling crowd but slowed when a pair of security
drones hovered over a group of children. The kids scattered in all directions.
“Just how many of these drones are there?” he asked watching another warily. 


“The
station's original compliment was one hundred . I have seen twenty six in
active service since we have repaired the station's reactors,” Sprite reported.
“I guess that they are a case for doing a job too well,” the AI replied after a
moment.


“You
think?” the Admiral dryly commented.


“We
alone?”


“By
that do you mean is anyone listening?” Sprite asked. “In answer, no, your
good,” she said from his HUD.


“I
want each of those drones reprogrammed,” he said eying one warily. Defender was
online as well.


“Um...”


“Back
door. An override we can tap in an emergency.”


“And
how do you propose we do that?” Sprite asked.


“By
we I mean you. I'd say the next time they go to recharge. Or create a virus of
your own. Whatever works.”


“Okay.
That might work,” Sprite said, sounding amused. “I didn't think you'd go for
the hacker route. Devious.”


“Well,
we're sure not going to build or repair any of those damn things. Make sure
that gets passed around too.”


“Already
done. There have been requests for parts by Smithy. I've shunted them as low
priority.”


“Good
for you. Keep up the good work.”


“We
aim to please,” Sprite replied. He nodded and kept walking.


 


"How
goes it?" the Admiral asked leaning over the young woman's shoulder. He
was making the rounds after checking in. This was his third stop this hour.


She
seemed to start in fright then shook her self and settle back down. "I've
got it." She tapped the controls. 


"Good,"
he nodded as he studied the pixie haired blond. The young woman was too slim,
with a short frame. She'd missed a few meals over time. Or there was something
lacking in her nutritional intake.


"You're
Angie right?" he asked. She looked up and nodded. 


"What
can I do your you? Admiral right?" she asked warily. 


He
smiled. "I'm not like the Port Admiral, Angie, I am a Fleet Admiral."



She
rolled her eyes. "Is there a difference? Besides I don't see any fleets
around here." She waved. He chuckled.


"Touché'."
She looked confused. "It means well said," he smiled. "But no, I
am the real deal, I am a sleeper, not a civilian pretender." He waved to
indicate the upper decks. She nodded and turned back to her station. 


"If
you say so. I've got the replicators initialized. We're feeding the first
priority list in now. Last time we made a hash out of it until we chased down a
bug in the software. Some virus rewrote the nanites to randomly flip their z or
x axis..." She waved. "It was nasty. Not as bad as the one that made
them dance the Makerana what ever that was, but still annoying. Glad it was
just a test run. Hopefully we've got it sorted out. If this fix doesn't work
then we'll have to purge the nanites and do a rebuild with what we've got left
in the reserve reservoir. Which is almost gone, I have no idea where we are
going to get more." She sighed. He looked at her. "I am one of the assistants
remember? I know all about this stuff. I started in here in replicator
one." She waved to indicate the industrial replicator beyond them. 


"Right.
Well, once we get a handle on critical parts, we're going to expand our base
and build a couple helium three platforms I have in my database," he held
up his right arm. 


She
nodded. "How are we going to power these? Solar?" She looked
confused. "No that won’t work." She shook her head dismissing her
first thought then looking up at him. He cleared his throat. 


"Actually,
Sergio picked up an asteroid with a high concentration of uranium. I think we
can do a RWG or two along with a capacitor bank and plasma bottle for each
platform along with some solar panels. That should allow us to power the
platforms. We


can
even add a fuel cell to tap the excess hydrogen once it is up and
running," he explained. He jacked into the nearby console and projected a
holo of the platform, highlighting the power and reactors. 


She
studied it with a low whistle. "Right, okay, I think we can do this."
She studied it. "It looks simple. The truss should be a piece of cake. Our
metal storage is at ten percent, more than enough for something like this. I'm
not sure about the rest though." She waved.


"Well,
Sergio will plant the first two in the nearest gas giant. They will suck in the
atmosphere to inflate these." He pointed to the gas bags. The holo zoomed
out. "The heated gas will keep it afloat. You're right though, it is a
primitive design, it is actually from the twenty first century." She looked
up at him in surprise. He smiled. "If it isn't broken, why fix it?"
he asked with a shrug. She nodded slowly.


"And
here I thought it would be some super complicated techno toy that has a million
parts that each can break." She shook her head. 


He
chuckled. "Oh there are plenty of problem areas. But if we build it right,
and if we build in some redundancy we can hopefully avoid the worst pitfalls.
This design has been used for centuries after all. I bet this system had dozens
before the war." He shrugged. She nodded.


"Right
well, I've got twenty more minutes on this emitter then I can start on the
core... no, let’s see..” she thumbed through the list. "Aha!" She
tapped in the order then highlighted an area beside the emitter currently
growing. 


"One
of the spar segments?" he asked. He'd uploaded the plan, and she'd run
with it.


"Yeah,
I can build a few parts at a time. The emitter looks good, but we won’t know
for sure till we run a diagnostic on it. Might as well give this a shot
too."


She
hit enter and sat back with a happy smile. Slowly the truss segment started to
form. "Good enough, let me know how it goes." He nodded to her and
left.


 


"Admiral
heads up, we've got company." Defender warned. A red iris on his HUD
blinked then a map opened. Several red dots on the map were projected. 


"Hostile?"
he asked looking up. He was on his way to check in with Logan in engineering.
He had thought taking the long route to get a better feel for the station would
be good. Perhaps he'd been mistaken.


"No
indication. I have however received a power spike on one person." He
nodded at Defenders explanation. 


"Right."
He nodded to a passing tech. He turned the corner and noticed a couple in the
shadow of a nearby entryway. 


"Can
I help you two?" he asked as he paused. The man seemed to jerk then look
down. The woman patted his arm. The man cleared his throat. 


"Were
you serious about the job Admiral?" Sprite grabbed an image of the couple,
enhanced it, then ran a facial recognition against everyone he had met. She
came up with a match with a pair of people in the gang he had met on his first
day. He nodded. 


"Yes.
You and the young lady wish employment?" he asked. The man nodded. The
woman cradled her belly.


"Sensors
detect the woman is pregnant Admiral. Judging from her size in her second or
third trimester," Sprite reported. He nodded.


 "Right.
Do you have quarters?" he asked. Another tech passed them slowing down. He
noted the tech and waved them on.  The tech moved off slowly, glancing over his
shoulder. Looky looes. Irons thought dryly.


"No
I'm ah.." The man looked away. 


"We
were thrown out several months ago. Security came around for us but our
neighbors warned us before they caught us." She tilted her chin up in
defiance. “Matt here was in the machine shops. My name is Sara, I was studying
to be a nurse. I've served as a midwife and EMT for the poor sections."
She waved to the area around them. He nodded. 


"Right.
Sprite quarters?" he asked. 


"I've
got just the thing. The old community college campus two decks down. Map coming
right up. Take the next right, then pass three intersections then down two
ladders," Sprite plotted a map. 


"Right
follow me folks," he waved and led the way. After a moment they followed.


“The
entire deck has been abandoned Admiral, with the exception of the medical
clinic. Life support was lost on the deck during the crisis and is only just
now being restored. Some of the areas were heavily used,” Sprite reported as he
stepped over a pile of trash.


It
took twenty minutes to get to the right corridor. It was dark, with
intermittent gravity and some rank smells. "Thanks a lot Sprite," the
Admiral growled. "Okay folks, we're going to be doing a lot of fixing
up." He indicated the nearby door. "Matt, since you have hands on experience,
I'm going to show you some tricks to fix what you can then let you two settle
in." He opened the door. A horrible stench came out. "Great. Nice.
Remind me to thank you for this later Sprite," he sighed.


"I've
got a pair of cleaning bots on the way. In fact here they are now," Sprite
replied. The woman dodged a flying saucer with a startled oath. It floated to
the door, spun, then entered. it's companion started on the hallway. 


"Right,
don't mind them, they’re going to do some of the cleaning." He entered the
quarters. "Definitely a fixer upper," he sighed. "Sprite does
the food replicator work?" he asked. Matt reluctantly followed him in. The
first bot was using it's ultrasonics on the kitchenette. A safety light showed
where the ultrasonic beam was pointed.


"No
Admiral. It does have power however."


He
tapped the controls. "Right." He morphed his right arm and let
Proteus go to work on the panel. Matt stared at him. "Don't worry about
the arm, you'll get used to it. Sara right?" The haggard looking woman
leaned her head in. 


"Yes?"
she asked timidly. He could hear her stomach growl.


"Sara,
I'm going to get this fixed then you can get a bite to eat and settle in. I
want you to report to the hospital for a full check up as soon as the doctor
gives you an appointment." Proteus finished and his arm fell to his side.
"All fixed." He tapped the controls. After a moment a trio of
sandwiches appeared. He took one and handed one each to the couple. He took a
bite out of the third then pointed. "Door is in there. From the smell the
refresher is out. We can fix that or the AI WILL find you better
quarters." He looked up. 


"It's
fixable. I think. I can't detect a blockage in the water lines," Sprite
reported. He nodded. "Most likely the sewer was shut off and mold grew. It
will take time to fix. We'll get you some fresh clothes and bedding." He
tapped the food replicator. After a moment a trio of drinks appeared.


"Matt,
can you handle electrical or plumbing repair?" the Admiral asked studying
the burly man as he handed Sara a drink. Matt nodded. 


"I
did take a course on basics when Chief Logan had it. It's been a while
though." He shrugged. “I think I can learn on the job though.”


"Right.
I can show you how to check the lights and basics and you can work on the
corridor right?" he asked. Matt studied the glass then shrugged and
nodded. 


"If
I have the parts. It's not like this is a priority though," he said with a
grimace. 


"Well,
some of the simple plastic parts I will show you how to make with the
replicator. The rest I will have the AI set up a method for you to requisition.
First off, do you know of anyone else who would like a job?" he smiled to
Matt. 


Matt
nodded warily. "This is legit right?"  he asked. 


The
Admiral nodded. "Yup, I've got a blanket authority on the station. If you
know of a few people with the right skills, why don't you go find them after
Sara's appointment. Set them up in the quarters here in this corridor and get
them to work cleaning and repairing this area. I'll be along next shift to
check on things." He watched as the duo seemed to stiffen. 


"Admiral
the doctor has an opening in sixteen minutes for Sara." Sprite reported.
"Sara, you've got an appointment in less than fifteen minutes. Better get
moving." He waved to the door. She looked startled then gave Matt an appealing
look. 


"Go,
I've arranged a pass to medical," he waved. 


"Right,
security pass, I'm handling it. Got it. They are cleared," Sprite said,
taking the cue.


 He
nodded. "You're good to go. Unless you want an escort?" He gave them
a look. Matt seemed reluctant. "Tell you what, I am going in that
direction anyway. Let’s go." He led them out to the lift.


When
they entered the luxury deck he waved to the guards. One scowled. "What's
with the riff raff?" he growled. The couple stiffened. Sara sucked in her
breath, hiding behind Matt.


"They
are with me. Got a problem with that?" the Admiral turned in full command
mode. The guard shook his head backpedaling. "Right. I didn't think
so." He waved to Matt and Sara. "This way folks." He led them to
the sickbay. 


"Name?"
the dragon at the front desk asked. He waved to Sara. "Sara. She has a
checkup appointment. Prenatal. I suspect malnutrition and toxic exposure are
problems. She has medical training. Charge it to the engineering account."
The desk nurse looked startled then typed at her desk computer.


"Sara?
Oh, okay." She looked up. "Have a seat over there, an orderly will
come in a moment to take your vitals." She nodded to a pair of empty
chairs near a group of well dressed people. 


"Don't
worry, you'll be fine. Have the computer call me if you need a hand." The
Admiral patted Sara's arm. She gripped it fiercely then let go. "Take care
of them, they are just the beginning. Besides, I understand Thorby wants her
back, Sara was one of her better students," he told the nurse in a stage
whisper. 


Her
lips puckered into a frown then smoothed. "Well, she needs attention more
than some. If I get another rich woman in here for another body sculpt..."
She shook her head. He chuckled.


"Right."
He nodded and waved to the couple taking a seat as he left.


"Sprite
keep an eye on them. Keep a channel open for them to use and set up a tutorial
for them in their quarters. Make sure they have what they need and set up the
ordering queue I mentioned. I want them to be the core of our newest recruiting
drive." He waved to a guard as he passed him and entered the Ops lift.
“Make sure Logan and Shelby know and ask them for a trainer. It's time we moved
his impromptu engineering school to better quarters anyway.”


"Hello
Admiral, I see you've come down in the world." He turned to see a
bejeweled woman in a glittering gold gown standing near the entrance to Ops. 


"How
so?" he asked curious. 


"It's
all over the deck that you came in with riff raff." She gave an audible
sniff of distaste as she elevated her nose. "Ready Jeremy?" she
asked. He turned to allow a tuxedoed male pass. The man held out his arm. She
snaked her arm into the crock of his and then turned with a disdainful
expression. A few steps then she paused. "You'd be well to remember not to
associate with the lower caste Admiral." He cocked an eyebrow as she
turned and swanned out. He shook his head. 


"Sorry,
I'm a bit late," Enrique rushed up adjusting his tie. 


"Am
I missing something?" the Admiral asked amused. 


"What?
Oh, the Port Admiral is having a dinner and ball. Did you get invited?"
The exec looked alarmed. 


The
Admiral chuckled. "No I am pretty infamous for avoiding parties like the
plague. I'm a... hands on person any day." He smiled as the exec looked
embarrassed. "Go, have a good time, I've got some folks to settle in and a
new crew to build. Angie is working on the first platform, we should have it up
in thirty hours or so." He waved. The exec turned to see an aide pointedly
tapping a foot and making throat clearing noises. "Right gotta run
Admiral." He rushed off. 


The
Admiral chuckled. "Since the command staff is occupied, let's go take a
look at OPS." He went to the lift and entered. The lift jerked but didn't
move. 


"Smithy,"
Sprite reported. "Military override engaged. He better not try a stunt
like that again if he knows what's good for him. I'll have him cleaning data
files..." the AI growled. Irons chuckled. The doors opened and he entered
the ops. 


"Officer
on deck!" someone called. He looked over to him as the crew jumped to
attention. 


"Knock
it off folks, I think my ego can stand a little less bowing and scraping. You
all have duties to perform, you don't need to jump to every time I come
in." He shook his head. "Thanks anyway. Report," he turned to
the watch commander. He looked nervous. 


"Admiral,
um ah, should you be here?" Irons gave him his most patient "That's a
stupid question," look until the man dropped his gaze with a mumbled
apology. 


"Report,"
Irons said again. 


"Life
support and power looks stable. We're still tracking down problem areas in the
lower decks and industrial areas that were abandoned but it looks good. We've
even started repairing the gravity plates in some of  the more commonly used
areas," a tech reported. He nodded. He turned to the tech manning the
sensors. 


"Um
ah, nothing on sensors Admiral. The tugs are both in for the night. They worked
together to bring in a one kiloton rock." The bald man shook his head.
"Monster, don't know why we need that much." He looked up blushed
then went back to his console. 


"Communications
are clear, there is some system chatter and that news guy Knox, but nothing
new," another voice behind him reported. He nodded. 


"I'm
fine, if anyone cares," Smithy's avatar turned in place. "I'm feeling
a lot better since your AI and Io's AI made some repairs to my kernel."


A
tech looked up startled then went back to her work. The Admiral nodded.
"Security has no problems. We have a scheduled sweep of the lower decks
later tonight," a burly guard said. He turned to him. 


"Sweep?"
He asked. 


"Um,
well, we still have issues and we don't really need all these people so we're
getting rid of the dregs." He gave the Admiral a look. 


The
Admiral froze then his face hardened. "No. No you’re not. You’re going to
leave them be. Log their location for me I will handle it. Stick to law
enforcement on the upper decks." He glared. 


"Um,
that's outside your authority..." the watch commander started. Irons
turned to the  commander. 


"If
you have a problem with my authority you're more than welcome to talk to the
exec. I think he's a bit busy though, and Smithy here knows I have a blank
check where my authority rests." He turned to the AI. "Of course if
you would prefer I can declare martial law and take personal command of the
station," he said softly, too softly for anyone except the AI to pick up. 


"The
Admiral is right, he has a standing agreement with the station to do whatever
he needs to repair and restore the station. We're to aid him in any way
possible," the AI replied after a brief hesitation. "Besides, I think
if the engineering staff found out about these sweeps then there would be hell
to pay." He stared at the security man. He tried to hold the glare, but
after a moment mumbled something and looked away. "Right then. I have a
recruiting drive started.  If you know of anyone with skills, or who wish to
learn, tell them to contact Smithy. The AI will direct them to the staging
areas." He nodded to the AI. 


"Learn?"
a voice asked. 


"Learn.
We're going back to school and reactivating the college campus. Once we have
the critical materials covered we're going back to the beginning, I understand
there are several schools on the station, including an ad hoc affair in one of
the day cares but we're going to set up a trade school and a basic education
training center, along with an elementary for the children. The childrens'
attendance will be mandatory." He looked around.


 "I'm
still getting a feeling for how things used to be run, and I am not at all
happy about a few things. Those things are changing now. It's past time we took
advantage of the population and started repairing and expanding." He
nodded to the watch commander. "Send a memo to the teachers to set up a
conference with me in two days. If anyone wants to teach or work in the schools
let me know. I am setting up a dorm now." He nodded to the life support
tech. The tech looked startled then nodded back.


"Carry
on people," he finished and left without another word. 


"That
put them on notice," Sprite said smugly. "You do realize that this
will get back to the Port Admiral right? If not through the AI then through one
of his lackeys or cronies, whatever you want to call them." Sprite
sniffed. Irons sighed and leaned against the car's railing. 


"Yeah,
I know, but we don't have a choice. And to be honest, I hope he does make a
move," he replied. 


"Reluctant
to squash him without him actively opposing you? You always did hate to take
over completely when someone was this messed up. A single character flaw I wish
you had grown out of," Sprite observed. He smiled. 


"Give
a man enough rope..."


The
AI interrupted. "He's had enough trust me, if you knew half the things I
did, you'd put a pulser through his skull in a second. Why I've half a mind to
cut the life support to that ballroom and let them all asphyxiate," Sprite
snarled. “You do realize they are taking credit for the work you, me, the crew
of Io not to mention all the engineers did? There is even a jerk in there
claiming HE did the software repairs! He's even charging for them!” Sprite was
incensed. He sighed. 


"Unfortunately,
we need them. For now," he said as the door opened. "What the hell is
that ball about anyway?" he asked. Sprite chuckled. 


"It's
a combination celebration for the engineers' repairs, and a welcoming ball for
you," Sprite informed him. He paused on his way to the hospital. 


"For
me?" he asked eyebrows raised. 


"Judging
from past experience I didn't think you would like going so I sent your
regrets," Sprite replied. He chuckled. 


"Good.
I hate suck up parties anyway." He shook his head and entered the
hospital.


"I
have a list of teachers by the way, there are several here. A basic instructor,
more of a babysitter and nanny who teaches proper comportment and how to suck
up than anything, several dance teachers, one coach, and a trio of art
teachers. There are quite a few art critics to go along with them." Sprite
reported.


He
shook his head. "Give me the list later." He waited as a couple spoke
with the desk ogre. She waved them in then smiled to the Admiral. 


"The
doctor will see you in her office." She waved him in and pushed the
button. In a moment a side door opened, he gave her a polite nod and walked
through the door.


"To
your left Admiral, third door down this corridor," Sprite informed him. He
entered the office and paused to see the couple waiting with the Doc. 


"I
see you've met. How are you Sara?" he asked looking at the pregnant woman.
"Other than malnutrition and in deep pucky with me for not coming in
sooner, she's okay. The twins are developing slower than they should, but that
should pick up soon." She nodded to the Admiral to have a seat. He sat and
smiled. 


"Twins
huh? Congratulations!" the Admiral smiled to the couple. The couple looked
surprised. 


"A
boy and a girl actually, if I am reading the scans right. Sara is going to
finish her schooling here. Now that things are improving I need all the skilled
hands I can get. We're going to open another clinic soon, maybe more than
one." The doctor waved. "Also a medical school Doc," the Admiral
replied sitting back. 


"A
medical school!" The doctor looked at him amused. 


"College
really, combined paramedic, nursing, and doctor program. We can spin off
specialty training as facilities are made available. If you play your cards
right Anvil will be the first college to open since the war," he smiled to
her. She nodded. 


"Well,
that's in the future. I understand you've arranged quarters for them?" She
indicated Matt and Sara. He nodded. 


"They
are in the new college dorms. The entire sector needs TLC.. or hazmat."
The doctor chuckled with him. "I've got a pair of cleaning robots working
on their quarters now. Once we get them sorted out we will springboard around
them. So you want Sara up here?" he asked. 


The
doctor nodded handing Sara a tablet. "Three hours of training, five hour
shift in the clinic. Get some better footwear, I guarantee you’re going to
regret it if you don't. I suggest Spurgetties in the mall." She waved.
"Tell him it's on me," she smiled. "Call it an early nursery
gift. Once those two are born they will keep you on your toes more than I ever
could." She smiled at Sara who tentatively smiled back. 


"Thanks
Doc," she said softly. 


"No
problem," she waved it off. "Go, I'll see you first thing in the
morning Sara." She waved them out. She sat back as they left. 


"I'm
shocked you’re not at the ball?" he half teased, half asked. 


"I
didn't have a proper date. Besides, your charges gave me the excuse I needed to
get out of it," she half grimaced, half smiled. 


 "Between
you, me, and the bulkhead, I hate parties too," he chuckled."I'm glad
you’re going to open another clinic or two. I think that will help a lot. There
are several old ones that were closed on the lower decks. I can get them
cleaned up for you or we can renovate some other space if you would like."
He cocked his head as he brought up a station diagram on his HUD. 


"No,
the old facilities will work, at least they have the right power and plumbing
connections. Hell, they might have some gear there. Not that I would dream of
using anything that's not clean or functional." She shook her head.
"In fact, I do have a free clinic I open monthly a few decks down. We can
start there. It's functional," she nodded. "Right, I've put in the
work order Admiral. We need more manpower though," Sprite informed him. 


"The
order has been logged Doc, I'll see if I can scare up some bodies to get things
sorted out. I suggest looking into opening the college medical clinic as well.
It's not as big as this facility, but it's close." He nodded to her
getting up. 


"You
do that. I'll see if I can send down an RN and a couple trainers tomorrow. I
may even have Sara there so she doesn't have to walk so far. And Admiral,
thanks," she smiled. "You've given me hope that we really can
change."


"Good.
But this is just the easy part Doc, wait till we start getting to the hard
stuff like oh, politics or cybernetic augmentation..." he smiled at her
from the doorway. "Implants!" She looked startled. His smile widened.
"You are not... you are. Damn you.. you’re going to have me so wired I
won’t be able to sleep tonight. Get out of here before I have us both
sedated," she waved dismissively. He chuckled and left.


"Admiral
your two wayward waifs are bringing in more," Sprite seemed amused as the
AI pulled up footage from a security camera. He smiled as he watched the duo
explain to a group of people. there was no sound but he could just imagine how
it was going. A few looked wary but several peeled off to tell others.
"What do you want to bet each of them will tell two or three others and so
on and so forth? You’re going to be inundated with recruits Admiral. I think
we're in trouble," Sprite laughed. He shook his head. 


"Ask
Logan for a couple volunteer life support techs to report to the dorms with
some basic parts and tool kits. Let’s get this show on the road." He
nodded to the guards at the lift.


He
made it to the dorm corridor just as a crowd descended. "Ladies and
gentlemen, if I can have your attention!" He raised his hands and volume
as the crowd slowed to a stop. "All right, thank you for coming here. For
those of you that don't know or who are not sure what is going on, this section
is now the temporary dorm of the Anvil trade school and community college.
Those of you that volunteer will be assigned quarters and will receive food,
clothing, medical care, training, and later, pay for your services." 


Matt
and Sara made their way through the crowd to their door. He nodded to them. The
cleaning robot had finished one side of the corridor, he indicated it.
"Here is a start. As is this." He nodded to Matt who palmed the door
open. The robot inside floated out, spun, then began working on the dirty side
of the corridor. Several people ducked in and exclaimed. Apparently some had
known what the rooms looked like before hand.


"For
those who don't know, a few hours before it was like this." Irons tapped a
nearby door control and stepped aside. Several looked in then looked at him.
The faces ranged in gender, age, and race. There were several Tarq in the
group, and a pair of elves. More elves were hanging around the Tarq' s
hindquarters. He smiled. "I know you've had it rough, but with some elbow
grease and time we'll get things turned around. Matt can you get a crew
together working on a couple of the quarters while I check on the rest?"
he asked. Matt nodded. Sara smiled. 


"I'll
get the food and drinks." She ducked into her quarters. A moment later she
ducked out and grabbed a girl's arm. "Come on Keisha, you can help."
She dragged her into the room. 


The
Admiral chuckled. "Okay, I know a few of you would like to freshen up, but
since we're dirty already, we might as well get this mess sorted out." He
felt a brush of air as another pair of cleaning robots floated in. 


"Courtesy
of Chief Logan," a tech said following them. She wrinkled her nose.
"We really do have our work cut out for us." She sighed shaking her
head. "These the volunteers?" she asked. Her partner looked around. 


The
Admiral nodded. "Yup, with more to follow. You've just been drafted as a
teacher and tech," he smiled at her startled look. 


"Me?"
she asked surprised. 


"You.
It comes with a promotion and pay upgrade. Grab a couple of people and get
started." He waved to a trio of people. They looked nervous. 


"Where
do we begin?" the woman asked. 


"Best
to start at the beginning. Work on the basics. Power, lights, gravity, life
support, the food replicators, and refreshers. We'll worry about admin and
paperwork later." He waved down the darkened corridor. She nodded. 


"Right,
all right you lot, follow me." She palmed a door. It failed to open. She
shook her head and took a pry bar tool from her belt and then pried the doors
open. She pulled out a flash light and then entered the room. The trio
followed. Her partner picked out another trio and entered an adjacent room. 


"Do
you wish to leave your baby with miss Sara for now?" he asked the Tarq.
The six legged hammer headed alien shook its head. two eyes focused on him
while another pair rolled back to eye it's pouch on its back. "All right.
What about you two?" he turned to the elf pair. 


The
elves were a bipedal race, small arboreal primate descendants. Like most
sentient species they were omnivores. They had large widely separated black
eyes with horizontal white or green irises. Each long arm ended in a three
fingered hand. They had little fur like the Tarq, most of it in a mo-hawk that
extended down their backs. Their skin was olive shade. 


Above
each eye thick whiskers projected out. Their ears were long and pointed, with
whisker hairs on the tips. They constantly twitched at the noises around them.
Their legs were short much like the stocky Tarq, making them hunch over and
sometimes knuckle walk. Unlike the Tarq they had a prehensile, rat like tail.
It was curled up in a vertical spiral ready for action. 


Elves
were the common human name for their species. Their species native name and
tongue were completely impossible for unaugmented humans to reproduce. They
spoke in ultra high frequencies. He opened his universal communicator and
tapped it. "Do you two have a job preference?" he asked in their
native common tongue. The two looked startled. Wide eyed they stared at him.
The female reached out and touched him tentatively. He tried not to smile, a
show of teeth was a threat to both the elves and the herbivore Tarq. 


"My
name is Fleet Admiral Irons. I am a sleeper from the distant past. I have
implants." He slowly raised his right arm. He ran his intro sequence,
watching as the group stared as his arm morphed then returned to normal. 


"We
can sweep, or clean air ducts," the male said after a moment. He looked at
his mate. 


"You
can do much more than that if you’re willing to learn. Menial tasks for now to
get the quarters sorted out. Robots will take over when they become available.
I know you have great potential." He bowed to each of them. Slowly they
each bowed in return. 


"We
thank you for your hospitality and generosity. It is much appreciated and will
be forever remembered." The male pointed to an unused room. "May our
clan use that room?" he asked. 


"Your
clan is welcome to use that room. We can change it to better suit your needs in
time." He nodded to them. The elves and Tarq entered the room. Several
other Elves broke from behind the crowd to join them.


"Um,
we need a new bed Admiral?" The female tech came out. "This one is
shot, the foam has been chewed." She tossed the ragged mess into the
corridor. 


"Right,
new bed foam coming up. Also bedding and other materials, I'm putting in an 
order now. Tutorials as well," Sprite said. Several more people started to
come in around the corridor. "A very large order," Sprite amended. He
chuckled.


“Pitch
the old gear out. We'll get garbage bins. Matt, get someone to run garbage to
the nearest replicator so they can recycle it.” Matt poked his head out the
door waved and went back to work.


 


A little
while later they had the groups sorted out. One pair was keeping watch,
introducing any newcomers and setting them to work. Sara made the rounds,
handing out food and drinks. She surreptitiously checked each, and informed him
of several problems. He nodded. Several of the people were medically unfit,
some were limping with withered limbs. There were several entire families, and
over a dozen children. He knew he was quickly becoming swamped. The head count
so far was over two hundred and climbing rapidly. "Sprite..." 


"We
need cavalry. Got it. I'm calling Shelby, she'll send a couple more techs and
more bots. The first load is coming now." He turned to see a worker
pushing a floating cart. 


"Load
is here," a girl called, excited. He smiled. Sara had made new outfits
with the food replicator and had managed to get some of the folks into clean
clothes. The elves looked relieved. They had been wearing scraps, human infant
clothing, or cast off doll clothing. Some had not been amused at wearing
tattered frilly outfits. Now they were in their traditional togas. 


He
turned as one came out, then another and another. He peeked into their room to
see over a dozen of them. Wiring had been pulled from the ceiling and reworked
into a network of hammocks. "Right, hopefully none of that is live."
He shook his head. 


"No,
it’s okay," one elf replied in basic while passing him. He looked startled
then nodded. 


"Right,
genie?" he asked. Elves, or at least natural Elves couldn't handle basic
speech. Their vocal cords weren't designed for it. She looked confused then her
face cleared into a mischievous smile.


"Oh,
no, we're descendants actually. Most of us anyway." She waved to the
others. Several newcomers had infants they carried on their backs. One had a
pack of material tightly wrapped in his tail. 


"Right,
okay then, let’s get this sorted out. Matt?" He nodded to Matt who nodded
back. "No problem boss." Matt smiled tight lipped. He whistled and
several people came out. In moments the push pull was clean. The startled worker
looked bemused then shrugged and left. 


He
felt a tug at his pant line and looked down. A female elf looked up at him with
wide eyes. "Thank you for your kindness Admiral." He nodded to her. 


"And
you are?" he asked. 


"My
name is Purple-Blossom." She ran a hand through her purple tipped mo-hawk.
The hairs were actually long stemmed feather structures. They fluffed briefly
then settled down. "My father is Oberon, he passes on his thanks."
She looked around nervously. 


"I
was wondering about the Tarq, it is unusual to see only one." He nodded to
the six limbed alien. 


"Sh-rack
is one of the last on the station. She was... " The elf looked away for a
moment then met his eyes squarely. "Her mate distracted the security goons
allowing her to escape." He sucked in a breath. "They like to hunt us
for sport," she practically spat. He sighed suppressing his emotions. 


"All
right, if you can identify those responsible, do so. I will handle it." He
stepped aside as a pair of people came by with a mattress. "If your clan
needs supplies please inform the computer, Matt or myself." He waved. She
nodded. 


"We
will. I am the day caretaker for the clan, I should be going." She turned
and sprinted off. He chuckled softly. 


"You've
got a lot of them aliens here." A voice said from a shadowed corner. He
turned to it. A frail body huddled under the blankets. From the shape it was
human.


"All
are welcome who wish to work." He nodded to the person. Sprite overlaid a
thermal scan. The person was male but was obviously underweight. 


"You
don't get it, they ain't good for nothin  'sept cleaning the ducts or runnin
messages." The man took a swig from a drink then wiped spittle on the back
of a mottled hand. "No good alien scum. Security should space the
lot," he growled. 


The
Admiral stiffened then knelt next to the man. "I don't care for your tone
or your message son. You want to express your opinion, it's your business, but
poison the morale here and I WILL make you regret it." He locked eyes with
the man. Yellow eyes burned at him then fell. "This is a second chance for
anyone, regardless of species. We're going to rebuild this station, then the
system, then the galaxy. You can help or you can sit in a corner and
watch," he gave the man a long cold look. 


"And
they think I'm the one who's nuts," the man muttered. He wiped his mouth
but didn't look at the Admiral. 


Irons
nodded as he straightened. The man smelled of moonshine. "The choice is
yours. Think about it. But remember this, this isn't free room and board, you
have to work for this. Everyone will help, everyone will learn. If you can't
hack it, I'll find you something else to do or you can leave. The door is open
but it swings both ways." He waved to the open corridor.


"Admiral,
um, I'm showing them how to lock their personal quarters just in case." He
turned to see one of the techs and nodded. 


"Right,
good idea. If you have too many warm bodies here and your crowding each other
or over taxing life support I suggest you send a cleanup crew to the class
rooms nearby. Also the public corridors and restrooms." He waved. She
nodded. 


"Good
idea, I've got to hand it to you, I ran into a couple old friends I thought
were spaced years and years ago. I'm glad you’re giving them a second chance.
Some deserve it." She looked at the man in the corner and her face
darkened. She looked away. "Some more than others," she muttered. He
nodded. 


"Right,
well, they've got one day to get sorted out, cleaned up, fed, and rested before
we start classes. Try to sort out the quick and the ones with some education so
we can start working up a syllabus.” He nodded as a man came up to him. He was
clutching a violin case. "Yes?" he asked. 


"I,
um..." The man looked away. A child peeked around his thigh. The girl was
blond, with scraggly hair. The man was wearing a battered tweed jacket, ripped
sweater, and pants that seemed too long. "I heard you’re looking for
people," the man muttered. The Admiral nodded. 


Sara
came up and hugged the man. He stiffened then relaxed a bit. Sara handed the
girl a cookie then led her off to her quarters. The girl devoured it. They
watched her go then the man turned back to her. "I taught music until I
was tossed out. I can do basic work." He held up his hands. They were a
bit battered but his long fingers were still all there. The Admiral nodded. 


"We're
focusing on the basics now with a heavy engineering focus, but I am planning a
general education plan as well as an advanced college program in the future.
Can you play more than the violin?" The Admiral nodded to the instrument. 


The
man nodded. He pulled out a penny whistle and harmonica from his pocket.
"I had a flute but someone broke it," he muttered eyes downcast. 


"Well,
we will see about replacing it. I am sure we can work something out. For now
let’s get things sorted out, then see what tomorrow brings." He smiled to
the man. The man nodded and turned away. He paused. "Thanks," he said
softly. The Admiral nodded. 


"You'd
be surprised what we can do when we work together. Get some food and ask Sara
to mind your violin. Check in with Matt for work. If you get the chance check
out the music room here and let Matt know about it." He nodded as the man
left.


"What
was this place?" the tech asked. 


"Back
in the day this used to be the local branch of Pyrax's community college program."
He waved. "The campus is so large it has most of this deck and part of the
one above and below. There was even a park and a small stadium at one point,
though I believe the stadium is now used as a hydroponics area. Mostly to store
waste for later recycling." He waved in the other direction. "Most of
the campus is set up for basic advanced education, language, medicine, reading,
math, computers, navigation, ROTC, basics in science and engineering. There are
some minor branch areas like music as well."  He smiled. “There is even a
small amphitheater for live performances.”


He
turned to see the young woman looking at him. "I've lived on this station
my entire life, I didn't.. I mean, If I didn't know this, how could you?"
she asked in disbelief. He chuckled. 


"I've
got the station's original map," he tapped his temple. 


"You've
been here before?" She asked startled and a little awed. He shook his
head. 


"No,
it's in the computer," he smiled. "I've been working on repairing it.
It's slow going but soon we should see an improvement in the computer system.
Once we get dedicated programmers from the campus, well, you'll see." He
smiled. She nodded.


"So
this is where you got off to." Irons turned at the familiar voice and
smiled. "O'Reilly at your service." O'Reilly tipped his hat in
salute. "Shelby sicked me on you to work on the atmo plants in this
section." He hefted a wrench then dodged a pair of elves.
"Blimey!" He chuckled. "Glad to see the little blokes, they do
wonders in the ducts and in creepy places we can't reach without tearing the
deck up. Mind if I borrow a few?" O'Reilly asked the Admiral. The Admiral
chuckled. 


"They
can see where we can't, and their hands are great for tight places," the
tech added. 


The
engineer nodded. "Ask for volunteers. You may get more than you bargain
for though," he chuckled as the door to their quarters opened and a half
dozen came out. They had belts and bandoleers with tools strapped to keep them
from banging around. 


"We're
ready." They looked up at O'Reilly. 


"All
right then mates, let's shove off and get this air cleaned." He pointed
with his


wrench.
"Atmo plant ho!" he said, pointing the wrench and marched off. The
elves looked at each other then followed. The Admiral chuckled.


"As
I was saying, there is a medical clinic and micro hospital here as well. The
chief medical officer doctor Thornby opens one up on another deck one day a
month for a poor clinic. We can do better than that." He smiled.
"This place is a small city all on its own. It has its own fire department,
police, hospital, admin, tri-d station, theater, sports center, and day care.
Once we get things sorted out it will serve as a model for the rest of the
station, and eventually the rest of the solar system," he finished. 


She
grimaced. "Well then we've got our work cut out for us. I'll just go check
out the computers then." She walked off. Several people followed. He
chuckled. 


"Admiral,
this isn't exactly going to plan you know," Sprite reminded him. 


"No
plan survives contact with the enemy... or time for that matter. You have to
adapt. They have the will and energy, we're just building on it." He
nodded to a pair of workers carrying in a pair of stools. Shelby came around
the corner and eyed the work. The corridor had changed in the short shift, it
was already nearly as clean as the more occupied center of the station. The
ceiling was still missing some panels but the lights were all repaired. The
robots had moved off to other areas or rooms. He wasn't sure where the trash
was going, hopefully not out an airlock, it could be recycled. Hopefully Matt
had handled that right. He'd have to check later. He nodded to Shelby as she
approached. 


"Dad
told me you've been busy." She looked around. "You did this in a
couple hours?" she asked looking around. Her lips were pursed in a silent
whistle. He chuckled. 


"I've
got a lot of volunteers." He dodged a pair of giggling kids and a pair of
people carrying coils of cable. 


"I
see that. You're throwing our plans for rebuilding deck thirty five, you know
that?" she looked around. He chuckled. 


"Which
do you think is more important? Remaking a recreation deck or restarting the
schools and college?" he waved. She froze. 


"College?
You’re kidding?!" She turned to him. He smiled. She stared. His smile
turned into a grin. "You are not kidding. Wow. I know dad is big on
education, but I.." She shook her head stunned. "Okay, I'll get our
teachers and staff down to help." He nodded. He had known about them, he
had caught the references to the engineer's school Logan had set up in their
private computer network and in several conversations. 


"It
might be wise to fold the entire engineering course and basic education courses
into this," he waved. “Here are the facilities, I bet there are some areas
the teachers would love to get into. The labs for one." He smiled. She
nodded. "With your teachers and some of the others as a nucleus, we can
expand it." She nodded growing enthusiastic. 


"Right.
I'll get it rolling on my end. We were trying to figure out what to do with the
classes and library, it's in an electronics machine shop and we need the space
now that the industry is back on track." She looked around. 


"There
is a library here too, you may find it has a lot of material. We will have to
watch out for theft and viruses though," he sighed. She nodded. 


"I'll
get with dad and the others and see you in a couple hours." She waved and
left. He chuckled.


"I'm
going to work on the admin computers Matt." He ducked into the room to let
Matt know what he was up to. Matt nodded. 


"Okay
Admiral, we've got two people and a bot in there cleaning now, I'll tell them
to stay out of your way." Matt picked up a communicator and called it in.
The Admiral smiled.


 


After
two hours of work he looked over to see a pair of people leaning against the
door jam studying the room. "Boss this is Matilda, she's a secretary.
Thistle is her granddaughter, she's eleven." Matt patted the older woman's
shoulder. He nodded to her and the young brunette beside her. The woman had
silver hair done up in a tight bun.


"Pleased
to meet you. I take it your here to run admin?" he asked. She picked up a tablet
and looked it over. 


"We'll
see." She started tidying the desk. He looked over to Matt. They moved out
a bit. 


"She's
a bit prickly but she's good, very good," Matt explained. The Admiral
nodded. 


"Gran's
touchy because of Mallfoy." They turned to see Thistle standing there.
"He dumped her for a younger model she says. She's a bit put out about
that." She shook her head then wrinkled her nose. "I still don't know
what she meant though, younger model." The men looked at each other in
suppressed amusement then shrugged. 


"His
loss our gain. Okay well, if she can hack it, the job is hers." Irons
tapped a tablet. "Sprite dump the admin outline and our plan to this and
give her the support she needs." He felt the flow of data for a brief
moment then it stopped. 


"Done.
I included a thumbnail briefing on the station and personnel and an updated map
of the station as well." 


He
nodded. "Give this to your Gran, it has the outline of the plan I
started." He handed the tablet to Thistle. She took it, gave him a jaunty
salute then playfully skip marched back to her gram. 


Matt
chuckled. "Going to be lively with those two. I think I am going to like
it here." He turned and went back to work. The Admiral followed chuckling
softly.


“Believe
it or not we've got an entire dorm cleaned and running. O'Rielly's got his
hands full with the life support for the deck, we've got people coming out of
our ears.” Matt shook his head. “I dunno what you’re planning to do with us
all.”


“Clean,
eat, teach, bathe and repeat. At least for a couple of days till we get things
sorted out. We'll get a daycare class going as soon as possible so the parents
can drop their children off.”


“Cool.”
Matt nodded. “You were working on the admin database?”


“Yes.
It's cleaned out and set up. Sprite did most of the work. I did the electronic
repairs.” He shrugged. “I took a quick look at some of the material she handed
off to me. Unfortunately admin is a small net, really just for paperwork not
for anything else. We're going to set up a separate intranet for the staff and
students later.”


“Okay....”
Matt said shaking his head. That was a bit over his head.


“Make
sure everyone has a communicator and a tablet. I'll have a map and general
outline for each crew chief so we can work together and not at cross purposes,”
Irons instructed. Matt nodded.


“Right
gotcha.” He looked around. “Ah, How do I do that though?”


Irons
smiled. “I put in an order with electronics. There should be a shipment coming
in soon. A couple of them actually.”


“Oh.
Well we did find a room full of these.” Matt held up a tablet.


“Interesting.”
Irons looked it over. “May I?” he asked.


“Sure.”
Matt handed it over. His eyes widened as the admiral jacked in. “Okay it's
clean. Factory new actually. How many did you find?”


“A
few boxes. About a hundred I think. Most of them have dead batteries.”


“Okay.”
Irons looked up. 


“I've
updated electronics. The crew chief said he's shifting to battery packs. It
shouldn't take more than an hour to do,” Sprite reported.


“All
right. Sprite said she's uploaded the new list to engineering. Batteries should
be here soon.” He turned to Matt and handed the tablet back.


“I
took the liberty of uploading the plan and station blueprints as well as the college
blueprints to his tablet,” Sprite reported.


Irons
nodded. “You've now got the same maps and outline as Matilda has. I'll upload
changes and completions as we go,” he smiled.


“Right
boss.” Matt checked the tablet. “Okay then, I'll go check on the water plant
then get someone with the padds to swap the batteries and get them out.” He
waved.


“And
on to the next project. It's good to have help with initiative.” Irons smiled.


 




Chapter 10


 


After
twenty two hours of work he paused to get an update. Sprite pulled up his
outline and faded out the parts that were completed. Then she switched it to a
red, yellow, green map so he would better understand it. "Mrs. Valdez has
been calling for you by the way," she reported. 


He
sighed in resignation. "What are we up to?" he asked ignoring that
last.


"My
last census was a half hour ago and put the number at five hundred and fifty
one. Oops, make that five hundred and fifty two," Sprite informed him. He
shook his head. "Sara got some rest and reported for duty but the CMO sent
her back down here with Doctor Standish and a small staff. They re-opened the
medical clinic. I've shifted resources there to compensate," Sprite
finished. He nodded. 


"Good,
good." 


“Matt
has identified areas with metal fatigue and they have been cordoned off for
safety until engineering can get in and inspect things. Chief Logan has sent
over some inspectors to check the area but they are tied up with sector five's
sewer leak damage.”


“Ew,”
Irons said grimacing. He turned to see a man in a plaid tweed jacket come up to
him. 


"You
sir, are you the one they call the Admiral?" he asked, hands on his lapel.
The Admiral nodded. "Fleet Admiral Irons. And you are?" he asked. 


"Mr.
Periwinkle. Perry Periwinkle. I am your new teacher. Or one of them at
least." He dodged a pair of children. The Admiral nodded.


"I
prefer teaching basic history, but Mr. Logan has had me teaching basic reading
and math as well. Dreadfully dull and boring." He shook his head in
resignation. "But needs must follow when the devil drives. I understand
you're re-opening the campus?" He looked around. 


The
open quad was quite different. Tree saplings were being brought in from the
greenhouses. The food court had been cleaned and was now in limited use. A
robot was busy scraping gunk and graffiti off a wall nearby. The man whistled
softly.


"Yes,
we're working on that now. If you can check in with Mrs. Matilda at the front
desk she can get you set up. Once things are sorted out we'll try to give you
more advanced courses to teach along with the basics." He pointed to the
admin section. 


"I
say, I would love to sit down with you and pick your brains about your time
period. Fascinating!" The man ran one hand through his whiskers.
"Truly fascinating, much better than this dark time," he waved. 


"Well,
we're going to change that. It's time for a new Renaissance, starting right
here. You'll be making history yourself." The Admiral stamped his foot and
waved to indicate the entire campus. The teacher nodded. 


"Good
good! Jolly good! Glad to hear it!" He thrust his fist in the air then
looked around embarrassed. "I'll just check in now. With Matilda
right?" Irons nodded. “Good catch that one, positively ingenious with
managing people and materials.” He nodded,  turned and left. 


Sprite
chuckled in his ear. "Where are they finding them? It’s a character
festival!" the AI laughed. He snorted. 


"You're
no princess yourself you know," Irons smiled and then turned. 


"John
Henry Irons get your butt up here!" He froze at the tone and turned. Mrs.
Valdez and the Doc were glaring at him. Both had their hands on their hips. Doc
looked amused.


"Oops,
busted..." Sprite teased. He sighed as Mrs. Valdez crossed her arms.


"Your
concern is touching. You could have warned me you know," he sighed.


“And
have you duck out?” He opened his mouth to retort but Doc beat him to it.


 "Admiral,
I do believe you have a date with some food and rest." He looked back to
the two women. The Doc was playing with her stethoscope looking amused. Mrs.
Valdez had her arms crossed. Her fingers were tapping in tempo with her right
foot. She was giving him her best "You've been naughty look." Several
people in the corridor beside him looked amused. One girl smothered a giggle.
"Let's go mister. March." She pointed. 


He
sighed. "As if I didn't have enough to worry about. Who appointed you two
my keepers?" he asked exasperated.


The
doctor smiled then gave a throaty laugh.. "It's your own fault. Besides,
didn't I read that Admirals had stewards and staff to keep after them? You've
gone two days without sleep so it's time for a break. Matilda can manage things
on her own for eight hours," she smiled. She looked a bit tired herself.


"Yeah
yeah," he sighed. "All right, I'm going, I'm going. I feel like a
teenager caught out after curfew," he said shaking his head as he made his
way to the lift. 


"It
will be here when we get back I promise. I'll keep an eye on things,"
Sprite echoed the Doc word for word. He sighed. 


"Lead
on MacDuff." He motioned to Mrs. Valdez. She hooked her arm through his
and then led him into the lift. 


"You
really are impossible you know that? I thought you'd crashed by now but Matilda
said you were still at it. You're no spring chicken you know." She shook
her head tisk tisking. He felt the tips of his ears blush as the doors shut on
the laughter.


 


"All
right, it looks like by folding most of the day care specialists into the
elementary and grammar school levels we've covered the basic staff positions
for those two, but we still have holes in our high school and college level
courses. Anyone have any ideas on how to fill the gaps?" Matilda looked
around the table. 


Irons
smiled inwardly. Matilda had only been onboard for a couple of days but she was
already proving worth her weight in any rare metal you named. Who ever had
canned her for a newer model was a moron.


The
Admiral shrugged. "If we don't have the warm bodies we can detail an AI to
do the job for now, it won’t be as good as a warm body, but it should suffice
for now." 


Obviously
the Trinity project had been compromised. When he had gotten up he'd ended the
secrecy ban as the only member of the Federation Navy remaining. Defender had
not been happy but had taken the order under protest.


 Matilda
nodded slowly. "All right, I agree, though I think we can find someone. We
will also need substitute teachers. Can we shift some of the priorities from
electives to basics and build around the core program? Maybe get some of our
specialists to teach basics as well?" she asked. 


He
nodded. "Good point. They can teach at least one or two basic courses,
especially if they are related to their field of interest. That should plug a
few holes and let them identify new students with the same interests as they
rise through the ranks."


He
nodded to Periwinkle who frowned then nodded reluctantly. "I can teach a
high school course or two in history. I think we can swing Kevin to do an intro
to music and math." He looked over to Matilda who nodded. The Admiral took
a sip of coffee and sat back. 


It
had been an interesting week getting things set up, but now things were
settling in nicely. The entire station, at least the non luxury castes were
realigning neatly, almost like iron filings to a magnet. There had even been a
journalist down here taking notes and something about a broadcast later that day.



Doctor
Standish and Thornby had complained about being swamped with eager people, but
she had picked up a few midwifes and self taught healers and was already
hammering them with class room theory. Their real world, hands on approach made
it much easier for her to get past the basics but she was complaining about
having to un-teach a few bad habits. 


"I'm
glad the clinic's up, we needed it," Matilda smiled softly. Her routine
checkup had turned into anything but, Doc had detected a small tumor. A single
nanite made pill had dissolved the tumor in less than an hour. The scare had
put her focus on the program with a strong conviction to make sure it worked. 


"I've
got a parent teacher meeting in twenty, I'll read this other brief and give you
my notes on it later," Periwinkle got up and shoved his notes into his bag
and left. Matilda nodded. "I hear you've got the first platform out to the
gas giant, did you really have some of your lecture students in on it?"
she looked over to the Admiral who shrugged. 


"Seemed
like a good idea at the time. I didn't expect one of them to spill the coffee
on the second platform though." He grimaced. That accident had been
costly, the entire electronics module had been soaked in coffee, forcing them
to rebuild it from scratch. The last thing they needed was to get the platform
out into space then have the thing short out. That had cost them a day. After
that his fabrication team were a bit more circumspect about letting any food or
drink within their domain, let alone on their deck! They were learning clean
room procedures the hard way.  Sometimes experience was the only way to learn.


"We
lost a couple days but they did learn a lesson so I guess it helped in the end.
Sergio is going out to pick up the first load sometime next week." Sprite
pulled up a calendar. "Right, he's going out Friday. He should have quite
a load." He shook his head. "What about the diplomatic efforts you
were doing, did that bear fruit?" she asked. He shook his head with a
grimace.


"Not
as much as I would hope. We've got some interest in a few places, but more
charity requests than trade or partnership. Help us but we'll call you, don't
call us we'll call you." He shook his head. "When they hear I am an
Admiral they usually clam up and tune out or turn off. The Port Admiral really
poisoned people. The very idea of working with an Admiral is anathema to
them." He sighed as he stretched and got up. 


"Well,
keep at it. What am I saying, you will anyway." Matilda chuckled as she
left. He looked over to Sara who was trying to hide a smile. 


"Cute."
He shook his head. Matt chuckled. Matt was representing the hands on trade
classes. Sara was the representative for the medics. She groaned as she got to
her feet. Matt looked concerned but she waved his reaching hands away with a
smile and light pat on her belly. 


"I
can't wait until I pop. I think all this weight is going to be the death of
me!" she shook her head. The Doc had been treating her with supplements,
large amounts of food, and even a nanite cocktail designed to restore her body
to its proper weight. She had filled out in the past week and her cheeks
weren't so sunken. Her hips had widened and her belly had started to bulge. 


"You
think this is bad, wait a month. You'll wish you were back to this stage,"
the Admiral chuckled. Matt gave him a dirty look but relented as Sara smiled at
him. He had to admit, she was practically glowing.


 "You'll
love me anyway right?" he thawed and then started to smile. 


"You
know it." She wrapped her arms around him. The Admiral chuckled as he
left.


"Admiral
I am getting another call for an interview from mister Knox the journalist. I
think you should take it," Sprite informed him. He paused and turned then
went into a nearby empty room and stopped. 


"You
know how I hate reporters Sprite," he said through clenched teeth. 


"Yes
Admiral, but if you want to get word out, and get through this resistance to
your diplomatic efforts then this is the way to do it. Sometimes you just have
to take your medicine." Sprite pulled up her avatar and sat across from
him. She was dressed conservatively, in a dark business suit, glasses, and hair
bun. 


He
chuckled. "Cute, but you’re not a civilian remember?" He raised an
eyebrow at her. 


“Oh
very well,” she said disgusted. She frowned then twitched. Her image changed
back into her silver uniform. 


"Better,"
he sighed as he began to pace. "What I hate most is that he can spin me
anyway he pleases. If he is in the pay of someone else..." He shook his
head. 


"I
have not received any indications that he spins material for others that often
Admiral. True he does do infomercials and commercials for products on the
station, but that apparently pays for his power and life support. Most of his
pay comes from donations." The AI pulled up a chart. 


"Right.
Can we subsidize him? Give him a little carrot to keep him in line so we don't
have a problem?" he asked pausing. 


"I
don't see how, he refuses to be bought. He does accept help from the Logans and
others from time to time though," Sprite informed him. 


He
nodded. "A man of principle. I can work with that. If he isn't a reborn
liberal flack with tofu for brains." He shook his head. 


"I
think you need to do this Admiral. It will get the word out and it might bring
him to our side. That could accelerate your time table." Sprite pulled up
his outline but he waved it off. 


"When
can we meet?" he asked. 


"You've
got a three thirty with the command staff, and a firm five pm supper, so
possibly after that?" Sprite asked. He nodded. "Accessing...
interesting. He is amused about your Valdez supper, apparently he has heard
about that." The Admiral's grimace turned into a forced chuckle. 


"Whatever
works in our favor." 


“Mr.
Knox says he can take you now or after seven," Sprite finished. 


"Now
sounds good, give me a map and tell him I am on my way," he nodded and
exited the room.


 


"How
do I look?" Irons asked as he tugged at the hem of his work cover all. 


"Sure
you don't want to change into your dress uniform?" Sprite teased. He
sighed. "Right, you're fine." Sprite pulled up a security camera feed
from behind him. He turned. "Fluff on your right bicep." He looked
over and flicked it off. His work coverall was his standard outfit, a basic
navy coverall with the subdued rank insignia on his shoulders, collar, and forearms.
His right shoulder had the flag of the Federation, the left was bare. 


The
door opened and a young man blinked at him. "Can... can I help you?"
the man asked tentatively. He gave the Admiral a look. 


"I
have an appointment with Mr. Knox," he nodded to the young man. The young
man looked startled then nodded. 


"You
don't look like an Admiral." His eyebrows were beetled together in
thought. Irons chuckled. 


"And
you've met how many?" he asked stepping into the room. 


"Um
ah..." The boy looked down and then pointed. "He's in the studio,
through there turn left then right." Irons nodded and went on his way with
a smile. He dodged an elf who didn't even look up as she sprinted down the
corridor. 


"Hurry
up! We've lost the number two feed again!" a voice called. He turned.
"Anything I can do to help?" he asked looking into the dark
electronics cabinet. "Not unless you can rewire a series forty four
microwave transmitter in three minutes," a voice snarled. 


"As
it happens, I can." The Admiral stepped into the cabinet and looked at the
work station. The transmitter was torn apart, it's innards scattered over
several bay units. Wiring draped here and there, some to civilian parts, others
to military ones. 


"Admiral
there are several military.." He waved Sprite off. 


"Here."
He raised his right arm and let Proteus go to work. The elf stepped back with a
high pitched squeak. After a minute of work Irons frowned. "The encrypt
module is fried. I can't help you there. I've run a bypass through your GNU,
try it now." He felt his arm return to normal as he turned to the tech.


The
tech's wide goat like eyes blinked at him for a moment then the tech tapped at
a tablet nearby. "It works!"  He turned back to the Admiral who
shrugged. "How.. I " The tech rubbed at his goatee. 


"No
problem. Let me know if you need another hand." He turned to note an older
bald man standing there. 


"Granny
did you get the transmitter.. oh!" He looked at the Admiral in surprise.
"Take a wrong turn I take it?" He asked. 


The
Admiral chuckled. "Not exactly, but not too far off the mark. I heard
Granny here having trouble and stuck my nose in. Hope you don't mind." He
shrugged. 


"He
fixed the transmitter. His arm..." He motioned to the Admiral's arm. 


"What
about it? Seems fine to me. This way Admiral." The man motioned him out.
"I'm Knox by the way. Thanks for that, whatever you did." The Admiral
chuckled. "No problem." He followed the man into the studio. He felt
Sprite tapping the circuitry in the room and surrounding area. "Impressive,"
he nodded as he sat on an indicated stool. The man handed him a headset.


"That
won’t be necessary." He waved it off. Sprite had already established a
link and was ready.


“Seriously...”
a tech said holding a headset. Irons shook his head and tapped his jaw. 


“I've
got it covered.”


"Suit
yourself." Knox looked over to a tech who was counting down. "We're
on in five.. four.." She switched to fingers. When she got to one Knox
yodeled. The Admiral tried not to roll his eyes as his host went into his
introductory act. "And we have a special guest in studio today loyal
listeners, that's right, the one, the only Fleet Admiral Irons! You've
heard about him by now, he's been the talk of the system tearing into Anvil,
rebuilding the station. Is it true you’re a sleeper?" he asked. 


"Yes,
I was picked up nearly two years ago. I came here on Io11." He nodded.
Knox's eyes went wide when he realized the Admiral's voice was transmitted to
his equipment. 


"How?"
he started. "Well you are full of surprises." He shook his head.
"All right, for those of you who haven't had the pleasure of seeing the
Admiral, he's a tall fellow, wearing a navy issue coverall probably dating back
to the Xeno war. Why not a more.. formal uniform Admiral?” He looked over to
the Admiral who smiled. 


"I
am a working Admiral, I prefer to get my hands dirty." He shrugged. 


"I
heard. It looks like you did a bang up job repairing my microwave
transmitter." Knox looked away. The tech gave him a thumbs up. "Now,
there are persistent rumors that you are the Port Admiral in disguise, his
clone, or a relation..." 


Irons
scowled. "First, I have no familial relations here that I know of. I am
not a clone of anyone. I am a Fleet Admiral in the Federation navy." He
shrugged again. 


"You
mean you were right?" Knox asked smiling. 


"No,
I am," Irons answered softly. 


"But
Admiral, the Federation is dead," his host reminded him. 


"No,
not while I and others like me exist. We will restore the Federation," he
nodded to the startled host. 


"Well,
a man after my own heart! You intend to rebuild the Federation?" he asked.



"Of
course, It's better than wallowing in the dark waiting for the life support to
fail right?" He gave the reporter a challenging look. 


"Okay
you've got me there. You're right. So, you had a hand in rebuilding the
reactors? The Port Admiral claims he did it. He traded parts with the Io for
what Logan needed," Knox replied. 


"No,
I did that. The crew of Io 11 and I spent the past fifteen months rebuilding
her. When I arrived here I set in to rebuild the Valdez family tug business with
them, then when I was informed about the power problem I stepped in and lent a
hand. The exec has been a great help clearing the way for me. Chief Logan has
done an excellent job training the staff." He nodded to the tech who
blushed and looked away. 


Knox
followed his gaze then snapped back to the Admiral. "Speaking of training,
what is with your newest project? A college? Aren't you getting ahead of
yourself?" 


Irons
laughed. "Not at all. We have hundreds of eager people ready and willing
to work if they just had the training, equipment, and space to do it. Now that
we've got the power and industry back on track we're providing the training so
they and the children of the station can learn." He smiled. 


"So
you’re not kidnapping people for organ harvesting?" Knox asked. 


Irons
was startled. "Certainly not! There is no need for that, we can clone any
organ needed. Whoever told you that needs their head examined!" He shook
his head. "People are always ready to think the worst of a situation. The
doctor has her hands full helping people. She has volunteers like Sara who have
some training to help but we always have room for more." He shrugged and
hid an internal wince. Matilda and Doc were going to howl over that comment
when they heard.


Knox
nodded. "All right, more in a minute folks but first a word from our
sponsor..."


Irons
sighed in relief as Knox nodded to the tech. "We're clear," she said
after a moment. "Three minutes," she cautioned holding three fingers
up. 


"Not
bad Irons, you may have won a few over with that," Knox replied. 


"I
have a proposal for you, well several. I'd like you to open a flat screen and
maybe a tridee broadcast in time, but could you also teach a class or two on
journalism?" Irons asked suddenly. 


Knox
looked amused. He picked up a water bottle and took a couple sips then wiped
sweat from his brow. All the electronics in the compartment were putting out
more heat than the life support was capable of handling it seemed. "We'll
see." He looked over to the clock. "Ready for round two?" he
asked with a smirk. 


"No
problem," Irons smiled. 


"Admiral
if I may ask, how are you doing it?" Knox held up his headset. Irons
smiled. 


"I
have implants. When we're done I'll give your techs a hand with a few things if
they would like." He held up his right arm and morphed it. Knox and the
tech's eyes widened comically then his narrowed in furious thought. 


“Well,
that answers that question, you really are from the past." He shook his
head. "Transmitting in four.. three... " 


 


"Well,
that was interesting." Irons breathed deep as he stretched. The rest of
the interview had gone as expected. Knox had declined the invitation for him
help with the electronics but the harried techs had looked so appealing to them
both that he'd reluctantly relented and allowed Irons to do his best. His
systems were far from perfect, but they were running much better then before
Irons mussed. He'd have to remember to send them some equipment sometime soon.
He looked around the corridor then went to the nearest lift. 


"Not
that one Admiral, it's down for maintenance, take the other around the trunk,
port side," Sprite informed him. He nodded to a passing couple then
followed the directions quietly. 


"Admiral
can you please come to Ops? We have a situation developing," Smithy called
over the overhead. 


"He
sounds anxious. This is interesting. It is a bit early for the command staff
meeting. Let me check.... Damn, yes it is. Admiral long range sensors detected
a hyper trace several hours ago, we're receiving a mayday now." He nodded
as he tapped the lift controls and stopped the lift. "Redirecting lift
now," Sprite informed him. 


"Give
me a sitrep Sprite." He looked at the cleaned car and then relaxed against
the handrail and closed his eyes. The data began to flow onto his HUD. 


"We
don't have much, Logan just finished rebuilding the long range sensors
yesterday. They were running a tracking exercise when they picked up the hyper
wake at the Agnosta jump point several hours ago. The exec had them localize
the wake as part of the exercise. A moment ago the station received a mayday on
the same bearing as the incoming ship." Sprite fed him a map of the system
with the starship's emergence and course to the station. 


"Anything
in the mayday?" he asked. 


"They
are out of fuel. Apparently they were going to Agnosta but were chased out by
pirates. They just barely made it here." He grunted at that. Running out
of fuel and left to drift was a nightmare for any spacer.


"Pirates?"
he asked. 


"Several.
The captain claims a pirate fleet. The captain sounds terrified. They used up
their fuel coming here, that's why they came in so far out. They are under
power but they don't have enough to get all the way here." He nodded at
that as the lift stopped and the doors opened.


"Excuse
me," he stepped around the guard and nodded to Enrique. 


"Admiral
we've got a situation..." Enrique said waving him over. The Admiral held
up a hand. 


"Sprite
informed me in the lift. Anything beyond the first transmission?" he
asked. 


"No,
They are babbling over and over about pirates and damage. They won’t receive
anything from us for another five hours," the exec said, sounding
disgusted. 


"Can
we redirect Sergio to the ship? Have him get them in with the fuel he
has?" the Admiral asked. 


"Maybe."
The exec looked down suddenly. "She's a star yacht, so maybe. Let me
check." He turned to a crew member and started to murmur to her. 


"Admiral
we need that fuel," Smithy said. Irons turned to the holo avatar. Over the
past week the avatar had begun to fill out from its wizened, shrunken form. It
was starting to look more like it did in its prime. Still grizzled and bent,
but muscle was peeking through here and there. 


"I
know that, but we have enough for several weeks and we can get more. They
can't," Irons pointed to the yacht. "Besides, they have what we
need." He looked at the plot. 


"What
is that?" the AI asked. 


"You
of all beings on this station should know the answer to that question.
Information. We need it. Badly. We need to know what happened, and if the
pirates are coming here." His voice carried enough to shock the ops staff
into silence. Suddenly he was the center of attention for the full staff. He
nodded. 


"Right,
Do we have a timetable from them? What about Sergio?" He looked over to
the exec. 


"Sergio
is on the other side of the planet. we can't get him yet. He may have already
received the... hold it getting something." He held his hand up to his
earwig. He grimaced then shook his head. "Looks like you,re getting your
wish Admiral, Sergio got the message before we did and is already in transit.
He's going to dock with them in eleven and a half hours." Enrique shook
his head. "Damn kids," he sighed. "Always got to play the
hero." He grimaced. 


"Cynicism
comes with time and patience," Irons said with a smile. 


Enrique
snorted. "Touché'. All right, nothing we can do about it now anyway except
wait and watch." He shook his head.


"Get
me an update then. I think we need to dust off some defensive plans and see
which we can implement," the Admiral nodded to Enrique. 


"What?
Oh, yeah. I have no idea how." The exec shook his head. "They led
them right here," he muttered. The Admiral grabbed the exec by the arm and
led him over to an unoccupied corner. 


"Look,
can that crap. If they are pirates then they may have heard about you a long
time ago. You’re not exactly a secret remember?" He locked eyes with the
exec. After a moment of thought the exec reluctantly nodded. "They may
have planned on coming here anyway and these people may have bought us a
warning. Now we have time to do something, even if it means hiding." He
let go of the exec. 


Enrique
shook his arm for a moment then nodded. "And I'm not helping things am I?”
He sighed as Irons shook his head. "Right, okay, We'll figure something
out." Enrique nodded adjusting his hem as he got his thoughts in order. 


"I'm
going to go check with Logan and see how things are going in engineering, he
may have the shields overhauled," Irons said straightening and pitching
his voice so it would carry to the staff.  "I'll chat with you in a
bit," he smiled as he turned to leave. "Admiral..." He turned
back. The exec cleared his throat.  "...thanks."  Irons smiled and
nodded. 


"We'll
get through this." He nodded to several of the staff then exited ops.
"Wanna take bets it's already all over the station?" he asked. 


"No
need, one of the communications techs put it up on the gossip page. It's
already hit the grapevine. I give it a half hour before it hits Knox,"
Sprite reported. He grimaced. The last thing they needed was a panic. They'd
just gotten over the last crisis.


"You
realize we're going to have panic right? We're a sitting duck," Sprite
warned him. He grunted. 


"Yeah,
I gathered that. I was trying to make that point to the exec but I was too
late." He sighed again. "Can you censor that blog? Or tell the exec
to relieve that motor mouth so he doesn't cause any more panic than
needed?" He looked up to the ceiling. "I'm sending him a note now.
Crap, Smithy got it first," Sprite said. "Fireworks in Ops has
commenced." The AI brought up a security feed but he waved it off. 


"Their
problem. I'm not going to make it mine unless it gets out of hand." He
shook his head and turned to the doors. "Brief Logan and Shelby. I think
we need to look into the station's defenses and then look into building some
offensive punch. Hopefully we have time," he said darkly.


"Well,
the good news is if they are raiding a planet then they may take their time
there. It's not like we can run far," the AI responded. 


He
groaned. "Way to motivate someone." He shook his head. 


"Admiral
we have five different situations here, one it is a false alarm. Two the yacht
is a pirate. Three it is a single ship preying on other ships. Four it is a
raiding group, and they will go back to their base to unload, or five..."


 "They
finish digesting on the go and then head straight here. Lovely. I know pirates
are still around, we ran into them on Io when they picked us up, but this has a
different odor to it," Irons finished as the doors opened onto a group of
anxious people. He stiffened. 


"And
here we go!" Sprite sounded both amused and annoyed. 


"Folks
go about your business. There will be an announcement and call for volunteers
later." He held up his hands as the babble of voices began to grow.
"I SAID!" He straightened as the babble cut off suddenly. "Go
about your business people, we will announce something as soon as we have more
information. Let's not panic folks, we don't need it right now. Go about your
duties  We will get to the bottom of the situation and let you all know."
He nodded to them. 


"We're
working on the station's defenses now and we're going to do more as soon as we
know more. Now, get moving folks." He waved. After a moment the crowd
reluctantly dispersed. He stepped out of the car and nodded to Shelby standing
nearby. "Thanks. Saved me the trouble." She shook her head.
"Lemmings, whatever they are." She exhaled noisily in disgust. He
chuckled. "One of dad's sayings." She explained. 


"I
bet. Lemmings were Earth rodents that would periodically jump off cliffs and
swim out to sea and drown... or so the myth says." He shrugged. She eyed
him. "It means people following blindly. Completely without thinking. Just
following others.  Not really applicable to this situation. I prefer...
Chickens with their heads cut off." He smiled at her as they started down
the corridor. 


"Chickens?
Apt. We still have some of those," She chuckled. "I'll have to
remember that one." She smiled. "We're really in deep aren't
we?" she asked quietly after she made sure no one else was in ear shot. 


"Maybe,
maybe not. We'll know more when we get more. For now the best we can do is dig
in and keep a level head. If they.." he pointed his thumb over his
shoulder to the lifts, "see a sign of us panicking or fear, it will
ricochet all through the station and we'll be in a world of crap. It will make
the riots during the last crisis look tame," he said equally soft but
firm. 


"I'm
going to check in with your dad and see how he's doing with the shield
overhaul. Hopefully he has some good news." He nodded to a pair of techs
as they passed. 


"Fat
chance, we've got partial shields but..." He looked at her. She grimaced.
"Right, negativity. I'll go check on the reactors." She walked off.
He sighed again.


 


"Admiral
are you here to salvage the Firefly?" the exec asked looking at him
curiously. He had taken a quick look around before the exec had called another
conference.


"Firefly?"
The Admiral turned trying to buy time. 


Sprite
pulled up a ship listing and began scrolling it. She had several hits, but
crossed them out for different reasons. After a moment she came up empty.
"I'm coming up empty," he looked at Logan. 


Logan
smiled. "She's after your time Admiral, She's a Resolution class heavy
cruiser." The Admiral nodded in sudden understanding. 


"I
was on the development board for her." He turned to the exec who looked
surprised. 


"You...
okay, that's new. But as I was saying. Firefly? Are you going to salvage the
ship? Is that why you are here?" he asked suddenly intense.


"I'm
really not sure. This is the first I heard of it." Sprite scrolled through
the derelict ship list Io's captain had given them but again came up blank. 


"No
reason you should. She was hammered hard in the war. She limped here and
crossed the hyper threshold about two hundred  million kilometers out beyond
the Oort cloud. She was totally out of fuel." Logan shook his head.
"She had had it. Most of her crew was dead. Acting Captain took the
remaining crew off in her last pinnace. They just made it to an Oort cloud
outpost before they ran out of life support." Logan looked away for a
moment. "That was around seven hundred years ago. She's been drifting ever
since." He sighed.


"So
others have tried to salvage her?" the Admiral asked. "I'm surprised
the captain didn't." Horatio shook his head. 


"The
Port Admiral of the time tried to get him to, but he refused. She was torn up
he said. A transport came through and picked up the remaining crew a few months
later," the exec explained. 


Logan
nodded. "Didn't stop the Port Admiral though. He tried to send a salvage
team but the ship's AI had managed to cobble together a few solar cells on the
hull for power. It used them to take out the salvage tug after warning them
off. His pissant clone tried to get me to go forty years ago but I
refused." Logan shrugged.


"The
ship won’t let anyone on her without proper ID?" the Admiral asked amused.
Logan smiled. The exec looked annoyed. "I'm surprised the ship didn't self
destruct," the Admiral mused. 


"No
power for the fusion or antimatter reactors. She's got power in her capacitors,
but even her destruct packs need a jolt to fire. Her old captain didn't set
scuttling charges, he wanted to salvage her as well. I guess high command or
what was left of it wrote her off." Logan shook his head. 


"Well,
we'll have to see about that won't we?" The Admiral sat back with a smile.
"If we really do have a pirate problem, she's our best bet for fighting
them off. If we can salvage a few of these other derelicts..." He tapped
the holo emitter and pulled up a star map.


"According
to the records I have, twelve ships have drifted out of the system and into the
void. We don't have the time or resources to chase them down." Their
blinking icons faded then went out. "That leaves these here, and these
here." He pointed. "This system has a lot of derelicts." He
shook his head. 


"You
don't know the half of it. With the habitable planet destroyed early in the
war, some came here to salvage what they could, or to escape the war. Many were
chewed up by the minefields and belts." Logan shook his head. "Also,
we have several ships that were here for centuries like this battleship."
He pointed to it. "She's old. Battered into a wreck, She's been stripped
twice and left to drift. She should have been sun scuttled after the last time
they visited but someone talked them out of it, wanted to turn her into a
floating museum." Logan shrugged. Irons nodded.


"These
two are a no go Admiral." He pointed to two blips. Sprite automatically
listed them then pulled up what limited data she had. 


"A
freighter and a passenger liner? Why?" Irons turned to Logan but the old
man’s haunted eyes told him it was bad. 


"Ghost
ships. The Breslau has a hive virus on board. The White Star had an insane AI.
She went psychotic and killed her entire crew. Dad wanted to scuttle her when
she came close but he didn't have enough delta V," Shelby explained.
Horatio shivered then shook his head. The Admiral nodded feeling a shiver of
his own. Ghost ships were something every spacer dreaded. 


"Could
White Star have been sabotaged?" the exec asked. 


Logan
shrugged. "Maybe. But I for one am not going on her. Not with an insane
AI. She's liable to do anything or play possum till she's fixed then go psycho
again. Not worth it. Besides she's a liner. We need warships." He
shrugged. The exec nodded.


"Right
so, out of two hundred  derelicts, we've got what ten, maybe eleven
possibles?" He pointed to the blue icons. The Admiral nodded. "Good
place to start. I think Firefly is our best bet however. She's the largest and
most modern of the group. The trick is getting to her." He sighed. 


"And
getting aboard," the exec replied. 


"Oh,
getting her to listen will be tough, but we can handle it," the Admiral
smiled at Logan who smiled back then nodded. 


"Better
you than me Admiral, she may have an officer lock." Irons studied the old
man. There wasn't a hint of fear or doubt, just sincerity. 


"Right.
I'm on the lost list though, It's going to take a bit of fancy footwork to get
her to listen without turning us into debris..." he answered, rubbing his
jaw in thought. 


"I'll
handle it Admiral," Sprite answered. He nodded. 


"Right,
so first step, we need to get to her with enough materials to get her in system
for repairs. While we're working on that, we're going to need to continue
station repairs, the educational workshops, gas giant mining, volunteers for
the ship, parts for her, and the diplomatic efforts..." the Admiral
started to list some of the projects and they began debating them in earnest.


 


"Can
you give me more information on this yacht?" Irons asked as he waited in
the office. Logan was in a meeting and he was reluctant to break into it and
undermine his authority. 


"She's
named the Carib Queen. I assume she is civilian since she isn't in my military
registry files," Sprite sounded testy. "Most likely a star
yacht," she finished. 


"Check
with Smithy. See if the ship docked here before." He turned to check the
status of reactor four. 


"Ahem,
I have it," Sprite said after a moment. "You were right, she's a
regular here. A star yacht like I said, Debonair class out of the Norway yards.
She's a three hundred series, from the dock imagery Smithy sent me she's got a
fair hyper drive. Most  likely a class two or three. Layout is for luxury, I
would estimate the crew at around eighty, with passenger space for another one
hundred  to two hundred depending on their destination and how much cabin space
they set aside for each." 


Sprite
brought up the various security video files then extrapolated a 3D model.
"Based on past experience her Captain is a Captain Mayweather. Not one to
be frightened easily. Then again all I have is negotiation files to go off
of." She fast forwarded through a meeting until he waved it away. 


"I
need to concentrate here." He looked at the view port as the video blinked
out. "Sorry, just trying to be thorough," Sprite apologized. 


"Scan
it on your own and give me the highlights later. I need to think. We're going
to need a ship, possibly more than one. That rumor about Firefly is our best
bet." He sighed. It was one hell of a long shot. Then again, if it paid
off it would be a spectacular addition.


"Can
we get within range of her?" Sprite asked. 


“Getting
attached to my hide?" Irons teased. 


"Something
like that, since I happen to be occupying it too at the moment," Sprite
answered. "You think the Launch is our best bet? Firefly is reported to be
across the system from us. It's not ready, and doesn't have the range. We'd
have to hitch a ride," Sprite reported. She pulled up a map of the system
and highlighted the probable last known position of Firefly and then overlaid
the range of the launch from Anvil. It fell short. 


"Even
the Valdez tugs can't reach it." The AI laid another line showing how far
the tugs could push the launch. "If we ran them in series we might, but it
would be a one way trip for one of the tugs." She ran that plan and he
shrugged it off. 


"Yeah,
I get it. SO we need a longer range craft. A full system tug or pinnace."
He exhaled trying to think. 


"I'll
look into it and get back to you," Sprite said as the door opened. Logan
came in and tossed his cane in the corner. 


"I
see you've heard Admiral, if you're here to ask about the shields..."
Logan shook his head wearily. "Won't stop an angry gnat for long, we just
don't have the materials." Logan sighed as he tapped the replicator.
"Coffee? Or do you want something stronger?" he asked. 


"No...
On second thought, yes, Coffee, I think it's going to be one of those
days," Irons replied. Logan gave him a knowing look and widening smile. 


"Yeah,
it looks that way," he chuckled. "Wanna bet the rats will try
deserting on the ship first chance they get?" He pointed up to the ceiling
as he handed the Admiral the steaming mug. Irons chuckled. 


"No,
I'll bet they will. I'm actually hoping they do, it would clear some of the
dead weight out." He shook his head in thought. 


"If
we're really lucky the so called Port Admiral will join them," Logan
growled as he sat down. "Damn parasites." He shook his head.
"We've got three point defense lasers, a couple tractors, and the particle
shields, nothing to stand up to a ship. Even a pinnace could tear this station
a new one." Logan shook his head. "You think this is legit?" he
asked. 


"Yes."
The Admiral took a sip of coffee and looked at it for a moment. He sighed then
met Logan's eyes. "Yes, there is something to it, that sounds right. Call
it a gut feeling for now. Io was running from a pirate when she picked me up. I
caught some references to other pirates preying on systems when I was on Io and
here on the station. It sounds right." He shook his head. "It was
only a matter of time before someone got smart and pulled a stunt like this. I
mean think about it!" He waved. "A couple ships could hold a world
hostage. Hammer them from above with rocks. Strip them clean. It could be a rogue
colony behind it or some greedy putz pulling the strings," he said
scowling.


"Yeah,
didn't we have this problem in our time? Looks like the more times change, the
more they stay the same," Logan grunted, studying his cup for a moment and
then gulped his coffee down. 


Irons
nodded. "Yeah, sounds about right." He looked out the window. 


"Firefly?"
Logan asked softly. 


"Yeah."
Irons went back to looking at Logan. The old man was staring, intent.
"She's our best shot. Possibly our only shot for that matter. Going to be
tight, getting in is just the easy part. Hell getting there is going to be a
pain." He shook his head. "Repairing her in time... Training a
crew." He sighed sitting back. "Damn." 


The
door opened and Shelby came in. She tossed herself into a chair with a huff and
sigh, closing her eyes. "I miss anything important?" she asked after
a moment, opening her eyes.


Her
father chuckled. "Nice to see you too honey. No, we're just trying to come
up with a game plan. Only one is viable now," he said with a grimace. 


"You
mean Firefly right?" Shelby studied her father then turned the look on the
Admiral. “You're serious about that? Admiral it's a long shot at best. Hail
Mary I think they called it?”


"She's
quick," Irons chuckled finishing his coffee. 


"Takes
after her mother that way," Logan replied. 


"Quit
buttering me up daddy and give. Are we going after her?" she asked
drumming her fingers on the tabletop impatiently. 


"Yeah,
probably," he replied. 


"Then
I'm going." Shelby looked at her father. Irons opened his mouth then
closed it when Logan sighed shaking his head and held up a hand.  


"No
use trying to convince her otherwise Admiral, once she sets her mind to
something, the entire universe better get out of the way." He smiled.
"Takes after her mom in that way too," he chuckled. Irons chuckled as
well. 


"All
right, I've got to get the launch rebuilt and tested. We need a long range tug
to get us there, fuel, parts, and a crew." He looked over to Shelby.
"Other than you and I." She nodded. "You understand I am in
charge right?" Shelby stared. 


"She's
a Federation Warship," Logan said softly to his daughter. Slowly she
nodded. 


"You
want in, you can be in, but if you want command on her decks you’re going to
have to sign up." Logan sucked in a protesting breath as the Admiral
finished quietly. "I think you should know that starting now." He
locked eyes with her. Slowly she nodded, eyes glowing. 


"Dad
always wanted to rebuild the Federation, I thought it was a pipe dream until
now. I'm in." She smiled at him. The smile was more of a predators grin
with only a hint of humor. 


"But..."
Logan tried to protest. 


She
looked over to her father. "We can talk about it if you want daddy, but
..." She left the thought hanging. Slowly her father deflated. 


"Right.
Stubborn.." He sighed. "See?" He turned to Irons who nodded
smiling a little. 


"She'll
need it. Check the crew for volunteers. Don't tell them for what. We're going
to need a range of specialties. Power, life support, EVA techs too, though I
can handle some of it if needed." He nodded as he stood. "I'm going
to check the launch and then get an update from Ops. let me know if you need
me." He smiled as he left.


 




Chapter 11


 


"You
in here Admiral?" O'Reilly's voice echoed in the bay a few hours later. 


He
grunted. "Right here." Over the past two weeks since the Io crew had
left him the launch he had spent a whopping five hours on her. It wasn't for
lack of trying to find the time, it was just that there were other more crucial
projects to work on. The crew of Io had left her cargo bay and passenger
section stuffed with parts they hadn't finished assembling. He had sorted it
out onto the deck and started to install it but it looked like someone had
gotten into mischief while he had been preoccupied.


"I
see Sergio tried to help again." O'Reilly studied the plasma drive and
shook his head. 


"What
makes you say that?" The Admiral asked tightly as he tugged out a coupler
and set it aside. 


"You
wouldn't be pulling it apart. Not to mention swearing up a blue streak while
you did it. Besides I saw him in here trying to piece it together the other
night." O'Reilly replied cheerful. "Going to take her to a nearby
derelict?" he asked. "No, she doesn't have the legs or life support.
Silly me." He shook his head chuckling to himself. The Admiral paused and
studied the man. He seemed nervous, he was hiding his nervousness with humor.
"Do you have a crew in mind?" O'Reilly asked, clearing his throat. 


"Are
you volunteering?" Irons asked, wiping a spot of grease off of the leading
edge. 


"Yeah,
actually, I think I will." He studied the man for a moment. "I'm not
crackers Admiral, if that's what you’re thinking. I just think I need to do
something to protect my family. And if that means stretching my neck out a bit
to try to get a ship or two?" O'Reilly shrugged. 


"I'll
keep that in mind," Irons smiled. "On one condition, keep Sergio AWAY
from that." He pointed to the launch. O'Reilly chuckled hands apart. 


"I'll
do my best Admiral. I suggest a lock," he waved to the door. 
"Seriously though, I'll do it." O'Reilly smiled at him. 


"Well,
You, me, Shelby, that's three," Irons shook his head. 


"Don't
forget Sergio, no way is he going to be left out. The lad has been drooling
over this craft since they delivered it," O'Reilly laughed. The Admiral
frowned. 


"I
don't think that would go over well with the rest of the family," he said,
grimacing then running his hand though his hair. 


"Yeah,
true, but I think his mother would rather he went than put up with his whining
and moping." O'Reilly shook his head. 


"You
sound pretty sure of that." O'Reilly jumped as Mrs. Valdez came in. 


"Sergio
can go. If that craft can fly." She waved a dishtowel to the launch then
turned. 


"Why
the change of heart?" O'Reilly asked. "Not that I'm complaining or
anything..." He spread his hands apart as she turned on him. 


"I'm
going to ream him a new one over this latest escapade, but his father is right,
he is a man now, it's time I started loosening up a little." Suddenly she
was there in O'Reilly's face shaking a fist under his chin. "That stays
between us right?" She locked eyes with him until he gulped.


 "Yes
ma'am." She turned to the Admiral who nodded solemnly. 


"Right."
She stepped back and smoothed her apron. "Supper will be ready in a few
minutes. Admiral, you better wash up." She gave him a long look and he
chuckled. "I'll be right along." He shook his head laughing softly as
he followed them out.


 


They
took their seats around the conference table a few hours later and looked to
Enrique. The exec cleared his throat to begin.


"We've
gotten word from the Yacht, she's docked with Sergio. He's fine, a bit sore,
seems he had a pretty bad cramp the last couple hours, nothing serious."
Enrique shook his head as he continued. "They've vampired his tug and load
and should be at the station in about three hours. The news they are bringing
isn't good however," he said sitting down. "They took damage in
Agnosta, it seems they had a close call with a pirate before they crossed the
hyper wall. They are loaded with wounded." He looked over to the Doc who
nodded. 


"From
the ship or planet or whatever?" she asked. 


"Ship,
they never made it to orbit." Enrique shook his head. 


“How
are they handling it?”


“Their
sickbay is overwhelmed. Some are in stasis. Non criticals are in their bunks or
at their duty stations.”


"Any
word on the pirates?" someone asked. 


"Not
much. Several ships are confirmed, but none of the crew were really paying
attention to gathering information. They were too busy, scared to death and
running across the system to our warp point to take careful readings." He
shook his head. 


"Wish
they could have run somewhere else," someone muttered. 


"Here,
here," several replied. 


"Settle
down folks," Enrique growled. "Look, I don't like it either, but what
is done is done, and at least we're getting a warning. I bet the people of
Agnosta didn't." He sighed as he sat back. 


"But!
I mean they have an entire planet to hide on! What can we do!" the
communications tech waved her arms. "We're defenseless!" She shook
her head. "We can't hide! There are nineteen thousand people here!" 


The
Admiral nodded. "We and the other colonies can step down power and life
support to low levels and try to hide, but if they have neutrino detectors or
just good intelligence that wont fool them for long." He looked at the
crew looking at him with a mix of hope and fear. "I need more information,
we need to know what we are up against, and we need more materials to work
with." He held up a tablet. 


“Horatio
and Shelby are doing their part. The industrial replicators that were working
are back online. I've made a start at rebuilding the others, but I'm only one
person, I can't be in several places at the same time," he said. "But
the replicators are almost useless without the materials we need. We need special
materials, preferably processed. The material the Valdez family is bringing in
is nice, but it is in raw form and most of it is not the rare material we
need." He looked over to Enrique who nodded. "We've got some good
news on that front. We have several trade requests. It seems Knox's interview
with you bore some fruit. Most of it is for reactor or life support parts, but
we're charging a premium for it in raw or processed materials." He handed
the Admiral a tablet. "They're desperate so they are going with it. Logan
has already started building what we don't have on hand. Jorge is taking the
first shipment out to the nearest  colony at the start of next shift." He
smiled.


“Find
other people with tugs and get them serviced and out there,” Irons said looking
at the file.


 "So?"
a tech asked. "What good will that do?" she asked. 


"It's
a start. We need to lay the ground work for more trades and we need these
people to trust us and work with us if any of us are going to get through
this," Irons replied looking at her. She looked down and away after a
second. "Folks, I know you're scared, but you need to keep a lid on that.
We can't afford to let our fear rule us or it will consume us... or worse the
station." He shrugged helplessly. "I'm working with a couple of
people to come up with a plan, but it is a long shot. Like I said before, we
need more info." 


He
looked over to the comm. tech. "I can't get more from them, their
communications is damaged. We're barely getting a single voice channel,"
she sighed. "They're reluctant to broadcast any data, something about
getting a virus." She shrugged. He nodded. 


"Right,
so we have the Doc and security team at the docks as a reception team, with an
engineering team on standby with plenty of medical back up. Are you going to
need a clear path to the lifts?" He looked over to the Doc who nodded. 


"And
a place for triage if it is needed. By now most should be stable and ready to
move. I was hoping here, but..." She started to point out the location on
the map when the communication channel opened. 


"Sir,
we've got a situation on the docks. People are crowding into it, it looks like
a mob is developing. We're getting reports of panic spreading through the
station." The voice sounded terrified. 


"Crap!"
Enrique said lunging to his feet and rushing out of the room. "Meeting
adjourned.”


"Doc?"
Irons looked over to her. 


"Right,
get to sickbay, prep for incoming. I'm on it." She lifted her wrist com to
her mouth and started issuing orders as she walked out. 


"I'm
calling out the guard," the burly head of security growled as he stomped
out. "What about those robots?" he bellowed down the passageway.
"What do you mean they are guarding the Port Admiral and his quarters!
What the hell!" 


Irons
scowled as he shook his head. He was actually glad the robots were away from
the docks. There was no telling what kind of havoc they would cause. Panic
alone could cause a stampede. "Get to your stations folks. It's going to
be a long, interesting day." He walked out. 


"Well,
you're certainly living up to the curse," Sprite said cheerfully. 


"What
curse?" he asked stepping into the lift. 


"The
Chinese one. May you live in interesting times," Sprite replied. 


"Funny.
Verrry funny," he grunted shaking his head. "Give me a data feed on
the riot. Did that work party finish repairing the audio acoustics in the
docks?" he asked suddenly getting a mischievous grin. 


"That
they did..." Sprite answered sounding malicious.


 


"What
the hell is he doing here?" Irons snarled as he exited the lift and caught
sight of the Port Admiral flying by on his gilded bed throne. A series of
guards and security droids surrounded him and his entourage. They started up
the main concourse but were blocked by the press of bodies. The Port Admiral
waved to his guard commander. The commander turned and said something. The men
and droids locked weapons. 


"Crap.
Sprite, audio now!" Irons snarled as the men started to fire into the
rioting people. A blast of pure sonic fury erupted from the Admiral and the
nearby speakers driving unprotected people to their knees. Those closest to the
Admiral or a speaker ended up passing out as the barrage of sonic hell filled
the room. One of the guards turned to fire on the Admiral, he raised his arms
to shield himself. The man smirk turned into a snarl of shock as the pulser
darts rippled off the Admiral's shield and into the air or crowd. 


"Damn
it, knock it off!" Irons charged forward, then raised his right arm. The
man’s eyes widened comically as the Admiral's arm morphed and a blast of energy
engulfed his enemy. The man screamed as his body was torn apart. "Damn,
didn't want to have to do that." Irons turned to the crowd. 


"Stay
down!" His enhanced voice carried over the crowd. "Security back up
is on its way Admiral," Sprite reported. The drones wobbled, turned on
him, then turned back and pushed the dais up into the ship's lock. 


"Cut
the audio but keep it primed. We may need to do that again. Get control of
those drones now." He looked around at the crowd. "Breakage is going
to be heavy,” he sighed. He dodged a woman as she bent over and vomited. 


"Nice.
Where one does it..." He looked up as others began to smell the vomit and
followed. "Sprite crank the air exchangers and get another triage team
here. Hopefully the Doc wasn't in this mess." He shook his head. Several
of the Port Admiral's followers crawled off into the lock. "Rats..."
he growled. 


"Let
them go. We've got more important things to worry about." He turned to see
Enrique climbing to his feet. He was shaken and had his mouth open. The Doc
came in with the security detachment and nodded. 


"I
leave for five minutes and look what happens. Get me some space to work."
She motioned for the others. 


Irons
straightened. He cleared his throat loudly so those that could still hear
turned to him. "Smithy, as of this moment I am taking charge of this
station. I Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons, Fleet Admiral of the Federation Navy
do hereby exercise martial law under the Federation security act of 2321,"
Irons turned to the nearest security pick up.


 "Since
the Port Admiral has abandoned his station I acknowledge your authority
Admiral," the AI reluctantly said. Irons nodded. That was one problem
settled.


"Right,
now that that is over, you've got your hands full Doc, get to work." He
motioned to the crowd but she was already on her knees helping a woman.
"You two." He pointed to a pair of guards. "Guard the lock. No
one in except the crew or authorized personnel. You." He pointed to
another man as a trio of rats scurried into the ship. "Get me a link to
your commander. I want a report now. I want back up here ASAP. Smithy redirect
those drones to security control," he turned to look at the camera, then
back to the guard.


"Um
sir, my boss is in there," the nervous man pointed to the lock. 


"Great,
who's his exec?" Irons asked. 


"She's
in there too sir. I don't know who's in charge now. Maybe the sheriff if he
didn't go as well." The man tugged at his collar. He kept shooting glances
to the lock.


"All
right, you’re in charge of this mess until you find someone senior or I send
someone with more authority to relieve you. Get these people policed for
weapons then help the Doc. Keep them calm. They can't hear but that will
change. Make sure they help the ones unconscious." He pointed to several
bodies piled together. 


"I
need to intubate here!" Doc called looking up from a victim. Irons
grimaced. 


"What
a mess," Shelby said at his elbow. Irons nodded as he eyed Enrique helping
a uniformed woman to her feet. She shakily brushed off helping hands from the
Doc and went into the ship lock. 


"Sergio
in there?" he asked suddenly concerned. 


"No,
he undocked and is home. His mom is chewing him out now." Shelby sounded
amused. 


"Can
you handle this while I get what I can from the ship?" he turned to her.
"What about him?" she asked, pointing to Enrique. 


"He's
out of it. The sonics will have him deaf for another hour," the Admiral
shrugged then grimaced as Enrique went pale then rushed out clutching his
stomach. "It hits people in different ways. Some get sick, some get the
runs." He shrugged. 


"Great,
and you're leaving me in charge. Gee thanks," Shelby sighed wrinkling her
nose. 


"Someone's
got to man the store. Back in an hour or so," Irons smiled and stepped
over a series of bodies. He nodded to the guards and went into the lock.


"Turn
left at the next junction then follow the red line Admiral," Sprite
informed him. 


"I
thought you didn't have the deck plans?" he asked amused, looking around. 


"I
don't, well, I didn't... now I do," Sprite sounded smug. 


"Your
in their net?" he asked. 


"No
a local cleaning droid. It has the deck plans and has a working wireless link.
I can't get into the computer, it locked me out ," she sounded disgusted.
He chuckled. "Right, I can solve that." He crept past an open door
with people arguing on the other side, then made his way to the bridge. Inside
he sighed in disgust at the lack of a watch. 


"Guess
they are all busy. Riot and all that," Sprite chuckled. "Better
strike while the iron is hot Admiral, you may not get a second chance,"
she urged. He nodded. 


"Right.
Jack jack jack, where did they.. ah here it is." He stepped over to the
helm and jacked in. 


"I'm
through the firewall, their security is not bad. Still has a virus problem
though." Sprite tisked tisked as she disinfected the system. 


"Never
mind that, get me the data." He felt her stream through the net. 


"I'm
in the directory, it's a mess. This may take a while," Sprite warned him.
He sighed. 


"Proteus,
give her a hand." He looked around nervous.


"No
sign of detection or of incoming personnel Admiral. I will let you know if that
changes," Defender informed him. A plot of the deck appeared on his HUD.
Over the next ten seconds it began to be populated by roving red dots. 


"The
crew?" he asked. 


"Most
of them. About twelve were out in the riot or in sickbay. That was their
security force which is why the lock was unguarded on their side. The rest are
passengers. There is an ongoing argument in one of the guest quarters over who
gets to stay and who goes back. Doc had just gotten the first trio to sickbay
and was on her way back when the whole thing flashed over," Sprite
informed him absently. 


"Right."
He reached out with his left arm and started to motion. He pulled up a copy of
the directory and studied it. "Clone this system and zip it to the
station. I want as much as we can get." He looked around. 


"You'd
think it would have the latest time stamp... got it," Sprite muttered.
"Here it is Admiral." Sprite pulled up a visual feed. "The
captain, not Shannah Mayweather by the way, it is her daughter Vanessa
Mayweather, linked her captain's log to the files." She rapidly dumped the
log and linked data to him. "Now that I have the time chops I am pulling
the raw data from astro and the sensors. I... ah ha, gotcha you bugger,"
Sprite sounded smug. "Just picked up a couple missing packets in a buffer.
Here." 


He
studied the information and then growled irritably. The data was raw and
uncategorized and a jumbled mess. The sensors were also misaligned apparently.
"And this tells me?" He waited as she overlaid the system then pulled
up the sensor readings of the ships. 


"Not
much I'm afraid. I can confirm the attack and the presence of at least six or
more ships." Sprite highlighted each sensor tag. Drive strength,
emissions, size, approximate mass, and other bits of data scrolled next to
each. "Admiral, this doesn't make sense, They have several freighters with
them, even a mobile repair ship!" He shook his head as Sprite pulled up
the various feeds and massaged the data more. 


"Over
the centuries they could have been turned into anything. A station, or
generation ship, anything. Even a salvaged derelict. Or there is a more ominous
thought,  they could have been caught." He shrugged bleakly. 


"Possible.
I'll log the probability as low though, they appear to be organized." He
watched the chatter. "The crew may not have noticed the communications, or
been able to decrypt  it for that matter, but I can. It's a simple decrypt
actually..." she said. He held up his left palm. 


"Later.
Gist?" he ordered. 


"They
really are pirates. Last message has someone laughing about the yacht not
getting far and they will follow on the guard channel. Not good," Sprite
reported. He shook his head. So much for wishful thinking. 


"Great."
He shook his head and then went back to looking over the log. He flicked
through the battle, what there was of it, once more then went back to the
ship's data. "Download complete. We can go now," Sprite reported. 


He
nodded. "Right. How is the ship?" he asked as he un-jacked. 


"Repairable.
They took a few hits but most of the injuries were due to a EPS conduit burst
in main engineering than from anything critical. It looks like they took it on
the edge of their shield and it overloaded when they crossed into hyper. I took
the liberty of stamping out their virus problem and updating their antivirus
and firewall programs. I left a back door in case we need it too," Sprite
informed him with a sniff. Carefully he made his way out of the ship.
"Admiral, that was too easy," Sprite informed him disgusted. 


"Unlike
you I don't want to press my luck," he shrugged as he studied the dock.
Most of the mobile people had disappeared. Doc was gone, a pair of orderlies
and some new trainees were busy doing triage on a few of the remaining people.
"Well, that was quick." He looked around and nodded to a guard. 


"Oops,
spoke to soon. Busted," Sprite reported. 


He
hid a sigh as a man in a security coverall approached him. "What were you
doing on my ship?" he asked. The Admiral ignored him. The man snarled and
grabbed his arm. Irons looked down at the hands then back up to his face. Drool
was on his chin, along with a smear of blood on the man’s upper lip and ears. 


"I
was checking the log," he informed the man politely. 


"What
give you the right?" the man snarled raising a fist. Irons smiled tightly
as a nearby Anvil guard pulled his pulser out of it's holster thumbed the
safety off and tapped it against his thigh. The man lowered his fist and then
let go. "Think you’re so hot with your guns and fancy toys." He wiped
his chin. He spat a fat red glob on the deck.


"Not
at all. I think checking your log is the least we could charge for saving your
ship and crew." He locked eyes with the man until the other looked away
and backed up mumbling. 


"Right,
whatever. I'll let the captain know." He turned and staggered off into the
ship. Irons snorted. 


"Tattletale.
What would the universe be like without them?" Sprite asked in a light
voice. He shook his head. 


"Be
nice, he's just territorial. You wouldn't like it if someone was in my net
would you?" he asked. She remained silent. He chuckled.


The
guard he had left in charge came over with Shelby. Shelby looked cross.
"We're still getting a count, but it looks like about a dozen dead and
thirty wounded." She shook her head. Irons puffed his cheeks out. The
breakage was about what he thought, messy but hopefully they didn't loose any
bright stars in it. "We put the bodies over there for now." She
pointed to a tarp covered area. Several people were near, sobbing softly. He looked
in the indicated direction then nodded. 


"Damn.
I hate breakage." He looked at the guard. "We need to get some
non-lethals in your people's hands soonest. There is a time to use deadly force
and a time not too." He shook his head. The guard nodded. 


"Most
of the rats left, either onto the ship or back into the station," Shelby
shrugged. "Your going into that ship had us worried for a moment."
She shook her head again as if to clear it. Her shoulders hunched then settled.
He studied her. 


"Thought
I was going to commandeer it?" he asked, amused. "The thought did
occur to me, but she's only a star yacht. No weapons. She's be worthless to use
in a fight." He watched as Shelby looked at the guard then blushed and
looked down. "No. that's not it." Irons said finally realizing.
"You thought I was abandoning you?" he asked. She didn't look up. He
swore. "Great that means others did too. Crap. I didn't think of
that." He sighed then swore for a few minutes. 


When
he was done Shelby was laughing. "You're done turning the air blue?"
she asked stifling tears. She wiped at her eyes. He shook his head. 


"No,
just winded. Sorry, I should have thought of that earlier and the impact."
He looked around. I suppose it's going to hit the station's grapevine. Oh well,
I'll just have to deal with it later." He sighed again and looked up to
see a battered but cleaned exec approaching.


"Feeling
better?" he asked raising his voice. 


Enrique
winced then nodded sharply. "Yes," he said rather loud. Shelby
winced. "I just caught the edge of that mess. Thanks I thought I was going
to get it too." The exec shook his head. The guard blushed and moved off.
"I just got off the line with Doc, she's got her hands full. I'm glad you
got that other clinic online, she's sent most of the people that weren't
critical there." Enrique shook his head then winced. 


"Headache?"
Irons asked. Then had to ask again louder. "Take an analgesic. It should
help the pain." He pointed to the nearest kiosk. It's security door was
down.


Enrique
shook his head. "Later. We've got our hands full. Smithy archived the data
you sent, I've got a couple techs looking it over now. It's damn scary, like
something out of a holo novel or documentary. I wish it was fiction." He
sighed again. "Any chance they will pass us by?" he asked. Irons
shook his head meaningfully. "That's all we need. Great. Well, we're going
to have to come up with something!" he waved his arms about. "I'm
working on it. I'm going to get back to the launch, give me a sit rep in a
couple hours when things settle. You get an analgesic and someone to check
those ears," he pointed. Enrique nodded. 


"I'll
check in with dad then pop in to give you a hand in a bit Admiral," Shelby
said. He gave her a look then smiled sheepishly. 


"Could
use all the help we can get. Thanks." He smiled and left.


 


"So,
what can we have Anvil make while we're out there?" Shelby asked. Her
father gave her an amused look then snorted. The grapevine had been abuzz with
gossip about the pirates. The entire system was on the edge of panic. The
recent crisis on Anvil had some of the more cooler heads working through it.
For now. If they couldn't pull a rabbit out of their collective hat's soon
though all hell was going to break loose.


"Not
much. KEWs and grapeshot most likely. Maybe a few common parts if we have them
on file." He looked over to the Admiral who nodded. 


"Kews?
Grapeshot?" Audrey one of the lead industrial engineers asked. "Dare
I ask?" she turned to Shelby. 


Shelby
shrugged. "Don't look at me, I'm no expert." She looked to the
Admiral. "KEWs are kinetic energy weapons. Grapeshot is a variant of the
old grapeshot from before spaceflight. It also uses kinetic energy. Basically
you accelerate a slug up to high speeds on a course to impact a target.
Grapeshot is the same way, but it is


a
package of ball bearings or sand that disperses at a preplanned point to spray
out like a shotgun blast." He looked down to his tablet. 


"Do
you have any missile parts in your database Admiral? I haven't found anything
in Anvil. It looks like the station just supplied grapeshot and KEWs during the
war," Logan said looking up. 


"I
have a few generic parts in my database we can use," Irons replied.


"What
kind of KEWs and grapeshot should we shoot for? Offense or defense?" Logan
asked suddenly.


 "Both."
Irons answered. Shelby sighed in patient exasperation. Audrey looked amused but
also torn. 


"Okay
there are two applications for KEWs and grapeshot. The first is offense. We've
covered that. The second is defensive. You fire at an incoming target. Or


with
grapeshot you spray it out along the path of a flight of missiles," Logan
looked over to his daughter. "You see, there are layers of defense on a
ship. We have standoff platforms, ECM, point defense lasers and tractors, point
defense missiles, grapeshot, KEWs, nanite fields, sand spray, the shields, and
finally the armor. Each has its own strengths and weaknesses." He shrugged
and looked down at his tablet once more. 


"Nanite
field? Sand spray? Wouldn't they be hard to keep up with a ship?" Audrey
asked, eyebrows raised. 


"Right.
You can use tractors and field emitters to keep it with you until it disperses,
but it creates a blind spot for your sensors," Irons answered, not looking
up. "Ah, that is what you meant about good and bad. Okay," Audrey
nodded. "Can a nanite field really work to disable a ship?" she
asked. 


"Oh,
it doesn't do that, what it does is it attenuates any incoming beam energy,
shifting it into a harmless spectrum or acting as a prism to redirect it away
from the ship. It also acts as a barrier to incoming missiles like the sand
spray. If they hit it at any sort of high speed they are annihilated,"
Logan smiled. "Usually you don't deploy nanite fields unless you’re in
beam range. At that time it's almost pointless to try though, it would block
your own fire. It can come in handy to cover something sneaky your doing, or to
cover a damaged area of the ship though." Logan shrugged. 


"Admiral
Daring used it a few times to moderate success. I was on Invincible when he
used it to cover a spread of plasma torpedoes. He sprayed the fields and then
let our ships get some distance between them. They acted like a curtain. He had
a stealthed recon drone down below the curtain so we could see around it."
Logan smiled. 


"Plasma
spread? How did he get through the barrier, you just said it blocks it."
Shelby looked confused. 


"Oh
it does normally, but he used tractors to rip firing holes for the torpedoes to
pass through at the last moment. The enemy had turned it's wounded flank to the
field expecting attack from a different vector, the torpedoes came as a nasty
surprise." Logan smiled. 


Irons
chuckled. "I'll just bet they did." He shook his head. "I'll
have to remember that one, it may come in handy," he smiled.


 


"Admiral
can we use that fleet launch to approach the Firefly?" Sergio asked
suddenly excited. The Admiral shook his head as he torqued the compressor to
spec and then covered it with the coverplate. The boy visibly deflated. 


"It
doesn't have the legs, she's a simple fleet launch, little more than a cutter,
designed for a couple hours of use, with nowhere near the range we need 
Firefly is on the other side of the system, out near the outer rim," the
Admiral replied after a moment.  He had not been surprised to find Sergio in
the bay trying to work on the launch. He had wanted to tear a strip out of the
young man, but he also wanted to nurture his initiative. They had spent a few
minutes working before Sergio's impatience had gotten the better of him.


"But
if we dock it with a tug?" Senor Valdez suggested from the lock. 


"Possible,
but then we would get only a few people on her, not enough to be useful. We
went over this before, in order to get to Firefly we can either sacrifice a tug
or find a longer ranged craft." The Admiral sat back as Sprite ran a list
of ships. 


"Wait,
hmm.. What about this sub-light tender? She has the legs, and can even haul the
tug and launch..." The Admiral mused then looked over to the Valdez family
who were quite and sober. 


"You
better talk to Enrique the exec. No way can you get her captain to let you fly
her. He swore after his accident no one would," Senor Valdez shook his
head. Junior sighed and nodded as well. 


"If
it's to save his own can he will. Besides if we have to we can seize her and
pay him back later," the Admiral smiled. "I'll try to talk to him
first though." He shrugged. The Valdez family nodded in unison.


 




Chapter 12


 


"Sprite?
Gutierrez? The tug?" he asked walking swiftly.


"Checking.
There is one sub-light tender docked in the docking ring. She's locked down
Admiral. I can't get in. Registered to a Domingo Gutierrez." Irons nodded.


"Checking
station database... that is if Smithy will let me," she sighed patiently.
Irons frowned.


"Got
it. Senor Domingo Gutierrez. He was injured when the ship was last used.
Electrical fire. Refused to allow anyone else to use the ship and refuses to
scuttle it. Claims he booby trapped it."


Irons
scowled. "Any sign that he did?" he asked.


"No
telling Admiral. I can't tell anything from outside her net," Sprite
answered. 


"So
we have to go to the captain. If he is alive," Irons grimaced. He could
get through most booby traps, but then again he'd rather not try. Only a damn
fool tried to disarm a trap blind.


"Looks
that way. Unfortunately he isn't on the station map." 


Irons
scowled again then swore. “Get with Shelby or Horatio. They should know him. My
bet is he is in the engineering sections, not the luxury quarters."


"Why?"
the AI asked. "What brought on that bit of deductive reasoning?"


"If
he had been in the luxury quarters he wouldn't have been denied medical access.
And he would have sold the tug for money," Irons shrugged. Hopefully the
captain was still alive.


"Thin
Admiral."


"Best
we have to go on," he replied with a frown. "Do you have a make for
the tender?" 


"Generic
sub-light tender. Long haul. Long legs but slow," Sprite answered. several
grainy images popped up on his HUD. 


"It
looks like a Galactic Electric fusion drive. The shield pods are from three
different craft," Irons said. "Shoot an order to Angie, start making
basic parts. Proteus, pull a list together, generic coolant system, reactor
parts, life support, shields. Cross reference with the database."


He
dodged a pair of techs then stopped. "Do either one of you know where I
can find a Captain Gutierrez?" he asked. They paused. One looked at the
other then turned. He tipped his hat back as he looked at the Admiral.


"You
the Admiral I hear talk about?" he asked, leaning on the handle of the
push pull.


"That's
right," Irons said. He flattened against the wall to allow another group
with a push pull to pass. They stopped behind the first.


"What
the hell Benny?" Benny pointed to the Admiral.


"I
was asking if anyone knows where Captain Gutierrez is. We need to talk to him
about his tug," Irons said patiently.


"I'll
handle this, you three move on." A blond heavyset female waved the others
off. Reluctantly they moved off. She turned on him.


"What
business do you have?" she asked. "Admiral right?" She lifted a
scarred and heavily pierced eyebrow. Irons smiled.


"We
need to lease his tender for a critical mission," he replied.


She
studied him for a moment. "He's not likely to allow anyone near old Betsy
you know that right? After the fire, he won’t let anyone near her," she
shook her head.


"Best
be looking elsewhere if I was you." She started to move off.


"Unfortunately
I can't. There aren't any other ships on station with the tender's range. She's
it," Irons sighed. "She's the only thing we have that can hold a
prayer to get to a derelict."


The
woman paused then lifted her hat brim with her thumb. She chewed something then
spat it on the deck. Irons tried not to wince.


"Shoot.
All right, your funeral. He's on deck forty nine. Section five A. Look for the
picture of a wooden ring thing, that's his door." She waved and left.


Irons
grimaced.


"Get
all that?" he asked softly.


"Of
course," Sprite answered.


 


"It's
cleaner than most." Irons looked around the corridor. He had made his way
through the narrow, debris and vagrant covered corridors, through a stretch of
dark narrow corridors then into a cleaner section.


"Turn
right Admiral. Entering section five A now." 


Irons
looked around. "Great dorms. I'm not thrilled about knocking on
doors," he sighed. "Wait, is that a picture of a steering wheel from
an old sailing ship?" he asked stopping suddenly.


"Admiral,
there are several people on the plot approaching. I suggest you keep moving.
There is a forty nine percent probability that you are being stalked,"
Defender warned. Irons grimaced.


"Yes
Admiral, it is a steering wheel from an old sailing ship. And it meets the
super's description," Sprite answered. "Shall we knock?" she
asked.


"By
we you mean me of course," Irons replied putting action to words. 


"Who
is it? Go away!" A snarl answered him.


"Which
do you prefer?" Irons asked amused.


"What?
What?"


"Go
away or answer who it is?" Irons asked patiently.


"Goddess
of space spare me the nit wit twits. Just get on will ya!" the voice
replied. Irons chuckled.


"In
a moment. I am looking for a Captain Gutierrez." He waited patiently. In a
few moments the voice came back more subdued but curious.


"Why
do you ask?"


"My
name is John Irons. I need to commission your ship Captain."


"Well,
you’re a polite one, even if you don't do as your told. Well, you ain't getting
her." 


"All
indications are that this is Captain Gutierrez," Sprite reported. Irons
smiled patiently. “You knew that already. Sorry for stating the obvious,”
Sprite said amused.


"Captain,
I'd rather not hold this discussion with your door, if at all possible."


"You
mean you want to see me face to face? Then have a good look then!" The
door slid open and a battered man holding a sawed off shot gun stared at him.


Irons
nodded. The man’s face was scarred, he was missing an eye and ear. Most of his
hair was gone. His left arm was gone at the elbow. He had a crutch in that
armpit keeping him upright.


He
was wearing a torn coverall, covered in stains. It seemed too big for his
emaciated frame. His left leg was gone, only an stump remained. A peg leg
propped him up.


"Had
enough of a look?" Gutierrez asked.


 Irons
shrugged. "I've seen worse."


"Smart
alec." He reached to tap the door controls but the door froze.


"Dag
blame piece of crap!" the old man swore looking at the door. Irons moved
in, re-leaving him of his shot gun.


"Excuse
me." He turned and held his right arm to the door panel. Proteus went to
work. He watched the plot as the people stalking him moved into the center of
the corridor and started to charge. He looked up to see one had a vibro knife.


"Not
on," he growled. Suddenly the door shut.


Irons
turned to the crippled man who was staring. "Sorry, I noticed they were
stalking me and had to think fast." He handed the old man his shot gun.
"I believe this is yours."


The
old man took the gun but continued to stare. Irons smiled. "As I said,
I've seen worse." He shrugged. "Back in the hospital, and in the
mirror." He waved his right hand at his blank stare. "Hello!" 


The
old man shook his head then turned and sat down. He held his crutch then tossed
it to one side. "Well, now that you’re in here, what do you want?" he
asked.


Irons
sighed. "I want to lease your ship captain," he said patiently.


"Ole
Betsy? She's not any good. I swore she wouldn't fly again after what happened
to me the last time." He turned so his burnt side was in the light. 


Irons
nodded. "I can fix her. If we have time. We need to use her to salvage
Firefly. She is our only chance," Irons explained.


The
old man cackled for a moment then started coughing. "Here have a
drink." Irons handed him a water bottle. He took a sip and grimaced.


"Water.
bah, Moonshine's better." He spat.


"Moonshine
would have had you coughing even worse," Irons replied with a smile.


"That
it would. What'd you say your name was again?" the old man squinted at
him.


"Irons.
Admiral Irons. Fleet Admiral."


"Admiral!"
Gutierrez tried to reach for the shotgun across his lap but Irons placed a
restraining hand on it.


"Fleet
Admiral, Federation navy. I am a sleeper," he smiled.


"Pull
the other one, it's got bells on. You're younger than me, whipper
snapper." 


Irons
chuckled. "I'm a rejuv among other things." He held up his right arm.
"Also a cyborg."


Gutierrez
stared. "Now you’re really putting me on. Them died out in the war. None
left but Logan." Irons smiled and keyed his demo. Gutierrez's remaining
eye went wide.


"Lordy
be, you are..." He began to cough again. Irons waited it out then gave him
the water bottle.


"Well,
that's a bit different," the old man wheezed.


"I
can offer you full medical care and a full restoration of your ship,"
Irons said patiently as the man sat back.


"Medical
care eh? Like what, some spackle and a physical by one of them pretty
doctors?" He shook his head.


"No,
you can have a full repair, including a rejuv." Irons said.


"Repair!
Ha! There ain't nothing that can repair this!" he patted his stumps.
"Or this!" he pointed to his missing left eye. Irons smiled.


"Well
if you don't want or your body can't take cloned body parts you could have
cybernetics like I have." He sat down and rolled up his pant legs.


"What
do you..." Irons keyed a sequence and his legs morphed. Tool compartments
opened and a pair of shield generators came out.


"Well,
I ah..." Gutierrez shook his head. Irons returned his legs to normal then
rolled his pant legs down.


"I
lost my right eye. Both ears as well. I have cybernetic replacements now,
cloned tissue with a weave of cybernetics." He looked at the old man.
"Or you can go the more traditional method. It's up to you." Irons
shrugged.


"Um..."
Gutierrez looked around. "I need a drink," he muttered then shook his
head. "I go as well. Where Betsy goes, I go." 


Irons
nodded reluctantly. It wasn't like he didn't know that had been coming.
"IF!" He held up a finger. "If the Doc clears your heart and
circulatory system. I don't want you getting a heart attack while under way
captain. I don't want your death on my conscience I've had enough of that
already thank you."


Gutierrez
scowled then nodded. "The medicines, ship rebuild, and implants. And fuel
there and back, I sold all of Betsy's years ago." He shrugged. Irons
nodded.


"And
I get to keep all my parts and excess fuel," Gutierrez added. Irons smiled
and nodded again. "Well, put her there." Gutierrez spat into his
right hand then held it out. Irons repeated the gesture then they shook hands.


"I
want it in writing or no one gets on old Betsy. I'll check with Horatio to make
sure this is all on the up and up." Irons nodded.


"Prudent.
I was going to go..." He turned as the door behind him opened. 


"Dad
some guy's been asking about you..." A woman came in and stopped at seeing
the Admiral. "Huh, looks like you found him. Out!" she pointed. The
Admiral's eyebrows rose.


"How
did you get through the gauntlet Casey?" Gutierrez asked.


"Gauntlet?
Oh you mean Perdu and his death brigade?" she sniffed. "I tossed
Perdu his weekly protection fee, what else?" she said with disdain. 


Irons
chuckled. "So that's how it works." He shook his head.


"Dad
you didn't let him..." Gutierrez looked guilty. "You did!" She
started to argue. Irons backed up then turned, trying to give them space. He
tried to tune out the argument.


"I'll
just get a drink," he said. They didn't even hear him. He went over to the
food replicator and went to work on it. Someone had spliced in hoses to a pair
of tanks outside the main unit. Most likely the food lines were fouled he
surmised.


"It
don't work again, piece of crap," the woman said. "Hey leave that
alone!" she waved to him. He was putting the access panel back on. 


"It's
fixed," the Admiral replied.


"Fixed?
Yeah right," she sniffed. He tapped the controls and ordered a cup of
coffee. In a moment the replicator lit and then a cup formed.


"Well!"
she sniffed, eyes wide. Irons smiled.


"I
am a sleeper like Chief Logan. He's a friend. Actually, he served under me
briefly before the war." Irons shrugged as he took the cup out and took a
sip. He grimaced.


"What,
doesn't taste right?" Gutierrez asked.


"A
little off. A little hot too. I think the microwave guides need to be replaced.
The water has an aftertaste to it, most likely because of crap in the
lines." He shook his head studying the unit. "Cheap. I ran into that
on other parts of the station. They used plastic instead of copper for the
water lines. Plastic picks up corrosion and bacteria over time. You don't get
that with copper, it forms an oxide patina that fights off that sort of crud."


Both
Gutierrez looked at him confused. He looked up from his cup. "Copper acts
as an antimicrobial. It forms a protective sheath when exposed to
concentrations of microbes or minerals. It kills microbes," he explained
then shrugged.


"Well,
you are full of surprises," Gutierrez chuckled slapping his knee. His
daughter turned on him giving him a quelling look. "Now Casey, don't lord
up on me. I knew what I was doin'. Besides, the deals done, we shook on
it," he nodded firmly to Irons.


"But
nothing is in writing yet I suppose." She turned on Irons. "Writing
too good for you?" she asked with a sniff.


"Not
at all. I just didn't bring the materials. Besides. I recorded the entire
agreement and uploaded it to the station already," Irons replied with a
smile and a salute of his coffee cup. She gave him a disbelieving look.


"Check
the mainframe if you doubt it. Under new contracts. Emergency. Cross reference
pirates and your father's name. Add mine as well if you need to.”


She
crossed over to a desk and sat down. She typed at the keyboard and studied the
cracked LCD then looked up to her father. "He's right, it's there."
Irons nodded.


"See?
I also made an appointment for your father." He cocked his head.


"Ten
fifteen tomorrow morning is her earliest Admiral," Sprite answered. Irons
grimaced. 


"Ten
fifteen is the earliest Anvil's Chief Medical Officer doctor Thorby has
open," he sighed.


"Thought
you were in a hurry?" Gutierrez asked.


"I
am, but we can work on the parts lists for your ship while we wait," Irons
looked over to the captain.


"I've
got a list around here somewhere," Gutierrez waved. His daughter got up
and came back a few moments later with a crumpled up, stained paper.


"Not
much to go on. Can you tell me the make and model of the ship? Her engine?
Parts?"


Gutierrez
cackled. "Why, sure I can. She's a mutt like me Admiral, just trying to
warn you though. About the only thing original on her is her frame." Irons
chuckled.


"Not
a problem. We'll get her sorted out. I'll upload the parts to Angie to start
replicating now."


"New?"
Casey asked in disbelief. "So it's true? The replicators are working and
there really are pirates coming?" she asked staring. Irons grimaced.


"Right
on both counts. Unfortunately," Irons sighed.


“What
are we going to do?” she asked suddenly anxious.


“We're
going to use your dad's ship to get a derelict and put it into service,” he
replied.


"Admiral,
Doctor Thorby rescheduled a rejuv job for tomorrow to make an opening,"
Sprite interrupted.


The
Admiral's eyebrow rose. He looked at the ceiling. "That was fast, what
brought the change of heart?" he asked.


"What?"
Casey asked confused.


"I
sort of put in that it was important," Sprite reported. Irons nodded. 


"Now?"
he asked. 


"In
an hour," the AI reported. Irons nodded and looked over to them.


"Sorry,
implant communications. The doctor just bumped someone to make an opening for
you. She says she will see you in an hour." He looked over to the captain
who nodded. "I tell you what, why don't you change and we'll pick up a
snack along the way." He straightened. Casey stiffened.


"I
can replicate a new coverall if you need," Irons said softly. He tapped
the controls. In a minute a fresh coverall was in the opening. He took it out
and handed it to the captain.


"It's
a temp job. Good longer lasting ones need a textile replicator or tailor,"
Irons explained.


"How
did you do that?" Casey asked. "I thought it only did food," she
said, confused.


Irons
smiled. "They can do a lot of things if you know the coding tricks or can
bypass the software walls. I know both." He shrugged. 


"She's
a large Admiral," Sprite said.


"Want
one?" he asked as her father struggled to get up, then limped into another
room to change. 


She
cleared her throat. "Yeah." 


He
nodded. "Sure, coming right up."


 


Irons
led them past the wary corridor gang then through the vagrant sections and to
the lift. "Deck one," he said.


"I
ain't been there in years," Gutierrez said softly. 


Irons
nodded. "It's under new management. The Port Admiral quit."


Casey
smiled. "I heard that you’re in charge now."  


Irons
nodded. "For now. Once this crisis is over we're going to set up a system
government." He felt the lift bump then the doors opened. A guard looked
at them.


"Not
more ragamuffins," he muttered. Casey scowled blackly. The guard looked at
Irons and got out of the way. Quickly. Irons pulled her out of the lift and
away before she could say something.


"This
way." He led them to a sandwich shop. "Reggie, can you fix us up?
We're on a time crunch.”


The
proprietor came out wiping his hands. "For you Admiral, sure thing."
He looked over to the Gutierrez family. "Who are your friends?" he
asked.


"This
is Captain Gutierrez and his daughter Casey. The captain is going to help us in
this crisis. He has a date with Doc Thorby in a half hour so we decided to stop
for a bite." He shrugged not willing to admit it was most likely the first
real bite to eat any of them had probably had all day, let alone for several
days from the look of the Captain.


"Captain
eh? Of the yacht?" Reggie asked slicing a loaf of bread. Gutierrez looked
confused.


"No,
he's an inner system captain. Sub-light tender Betsy Lu Anne," Irons
smiled. "Your wife?" He turned to Gutierrez who nodded. His daughter
rested her hand on his right arm.


"Here
you go Admiral." Reggie handed a sub to each of them. "Charge it to
the station as usual right?" Reggie asked with a smile. 


"You
got it," Irons smiled. He led the two over to an outdoor cantina area. He
pulled out a chair for Casey, then another for himself and her father.


"Nice,"
Casey said looking around. Irons nodded. The captain was already digging in. He
had put on a hat to cover his burned head. He looked embarrassed.


"I'm
sorry captain, if you're uncomfortable..." Irons felt a pang of remorse
when he noticed the looks they were getting from the other patrons.


"Makes
no never mind," the captain said between bites. "Be gone soon. Good
to shake the blighter's up a bit anyhow. If they got a problem with me they can
shove off." Irons smiled.


"You
tell em daddy," Casey said smiling in approval.


 


"Well,
you sure know how to pick them." The doctor sat back in her chair with a
weary sigh. She picked up her glasses and put them on. Irons gave her a look.
"What?" she asked looking up from the tablet. 


"Glasses
Doc?"  he asked amused.


"Oh
these?" She laughed as she took them off and looked at them then put them
back on. "Reading glasses. I never took the time to get my eyes
treated." She shrugged.


Irons
chuckled. "Well, they say doctors make the worst patients..."


She
looked up, mouth puckering. "Oh shut up," she said then laughed.


"So,
is he going to live?" he asked.


"He's
a mess. By rights he should have died off a long time ago." She shook her
head. "He's a wonder. From what I can tell he's a descendant of a genie, I
was just about to look up his record. He's definitely some descendant, a normal
human would have died from that." She shook her head. Irons nodded.


"I've
got him on antibiotics, pain relievers and dermal regenerators. The scar tissue
is pretty extensive, It will take multiple baths to sort that out." Irons
nodded. 


"He's
a candidate for the implants when you’re ready. First customer," the
Admiral said. She looked surprised. The Admiral shrugged. "He insisted.
Since you’re going to be tinkering with him anyway..." He shrugged. She
smiled.


"Now
that's incentive," she chuckled, then spun her chair left and right
several times. "He's got a healthy immune system. The antibiotics are to
flush out anything that got by it. We'll keep him on the antibiotics and anti
rejection treatments to keep his system clean while we do the repairs. The
dermal grafting is a given, but you're right, the eye and limbs..." She
shook her head. "I can't do anything like you Admiral."


Irons
chuckled. "I wasn't intending on asking. Cloned limbs and organs will
work. Nanite weave. The nerve grafts are admittedly extremely tough to get
right, even with nanotech. But if you could work in a rejuv and a basic
civilian grade implant..." he suggested. She picked up a stylus and tapped
it against her lips for a moment.


"Maybe.
I think I could do the basic ident implant tomorrow. That seems pretty straight
forward, just a nanite pill properly programmed. I heard about it when I
visited Io. The transceiver though..." 


He
shrugged. "So start small, then grow. One step at a time. Don't get bogged
down by the over all picture."


“Build
off small successes,” she nodded. "Right, well, I'm keeping him over
night. Casey is an electronics tech, I'm going to keep her busy fixing
equipment since we can't seem to get much help." She gave Irons a look. He
shrugged. 


"I
can take a stab at it if you want," he offered. She grimaced.


"No,
we need you rebuilding that ship damn it." She shook her head. "Go,
before I change my mind." He chuckled as he left.


"They'll
be ready by eight am!" she called as he entered the corridor. He waved as
he left.


 


He
waved at Casey as he passed her. She was tinkering with a bed while looking at
the schematic on a tablet. "Damn, chip must have been... no, looks like
ah... ah... aha!" He smiled as he left her. Work was the best thing for
her, it kept her close to her dad but distracted and busy. That way she didn't
have to worry as much.


"It
looks like she is having fun Admiral," Sprite said. "I've received
word from Angie and Logan, the parts are in the dock.” Irons nodded.


"Let's
get to work then," he said.


"Think
you can get in?" Sprite asked. 


"Sure.
Anything built by man can be taken apart. How did he get in. I mean, when he
last used the ship, did he get in through the lock?"


"Funny
you should ask, no. In fact he got in through an exterior airlock," Smithy
replied. The Admiral turned to the avatar. Several people milling around
paused.


"Huh.
Wanna bet he welded the lock shut from the inside, depressurized the cabin then
got out through a hatch?" Irons asked.


"In
his condition? Admiral he was pretty tore up. I'm not sure the suit could have
had integrity, and moving around in that cabin..." Sprite said. Irons
shrugged.


"Don't
under estimate the human spirit. Or in this case pure cussedness. Besides, do
you have a better theory?" he asked. The AI were silent.


"Didn't
think so. I'll make a stop by the Valdez compound and pick up my skin
suit." He nodded politely then continued on his way.


 


“What
the devil is going on here?” The gutter voice hollered. Work stopped as people
turned.


“Looks
like Captain Gutierrez slipped through the Doc's clutches,” Sprite said,
sounding amused. “It only took him a shift. Shocking.” So much for having some
lead time without the Captain breathing down their necks Irons mussed. Then
again he couldn't blame the man for wanting to supervise.


“You
could have warned me,” the Admiral sighed getting up. “Coming.” He made his way
to the lock. Gutierrez met him there. 


“Admiral,
what the hell do you think you’re doing to my Betsy?” the battered old man
snarled, leaning against a crate. A tech gave him a dirty look as she darted
around him, lifting a control panel she was carrying up to squeeze by.


“Fixing
her. Among other things,” Irons turned. “Care to have a look?” he asked,
turning around.


“What
did you do?” Gutierrez asked looking around uncertain.


“See
for yourself,” he pointed. Gutierrez looked around. His skin was clean, the
scars were shiny. His missing left eye was covered in a patch giving him a
rakish look. His good eye darted around the cab in a clockwise path, checking
each and every centimeter.


“Skin
itches,” he muttered as he limped through the lock and into the cabin. The fire
blackened cabin had been cleaned and rebuilt in his absence. He muttered for a
moment about trespassing then sat in the new chair. There was a hiss as air
escaped from the piston.


“The
chair is courtesy of a leather upholstery place here on the station. It may
take a bit to get used to,” the Admiral cautioned. “They made some cut outs for
your suit using the old chair as a template. There are pillows that can be put
in place to fill in the voids when you’re not suited.”


Casey
stuck her head in the cabin. “Now that's all right!” she grinned looking
around. “Full repair?” she asked. Irons shook his head.


“We're
on a time crunch. We cloned and rebuilt her electronics with new, it will take
a little while before they settle in and integrate properly. I've got the AI
running sims to help that along. We've rebuilt her drive train, I pulled her
reactor core and we swapped in a new one. Her shields, impeller wedge, and
tractors are being rebuilt now.” Irons stood back leaning against a bulkhead.


“What
about your launch?” Casey asked. “I heard it's not ready?”


The
Admiral smiled. “Most of the work had been done, It just needed to be
integrated and a few parts added. I did a little, Sergio did some, and I had to
redo a few things.” He grimaced. Casey hid a laugh with a cough. Her father was
running his hand on the arm rest. “The Logan's are finishing her up now. In
fact Sergio is taking her out for the first test run in a half hour if all goes
according to plan,” he waved.


“You
don't expect me to make the run right off do ya?” Gutierrez growled. “With
factory new parts?” The Admiral shook his head.


“I'd
prefer you do one or two test runs around the station to let things stabilize,”
he replied. “We've got new suits and some gear for Firefly being manufactured
now. Hopefully they will be done in time.”


“Thought
we were in a hurry?” Casey asked. Her father gave her a look.


“You
are not going,” her father said not looking at her. She turned on him. 


“But.”


He
held up a finger. “No. My final word on it. I can risk my tattered carcass. I
am NOT, I repeat NOT, going to risk my one and only daughter.”


Irons
looked away. “Casey, I've got a hole in electronics anyway. Horatio would like
you to fill it if you think you can. Doc also asked for you. She said you did a
good job working for her.” She looked at him swallowing her pride.


“I
know how important this is. It still sucks,” she said, shoulders slumping. The
Admiral smiled in sympathy. “Don't worry, once we get Firefly back, I promise
you'll get a tour. Both of you.” He bowed to them. Casey nodded.


“I'll
hold you to it,” she said. The Admiral smiled again.


“We'll
bring your dad back, don't worry. Safe and sound. That way you can wring his
neck for making you stay behind and worry.”


“Don't
tempt her, she's liable to do it,” Gutierrez laughed. Casey smiled.


 


He
watched as Sergio came in and turned the launch. As the craft settled down he
let loose a breath he had been holding.


"You
too huh?" Anita asked. He looked over to see her smiling at him. He
shrugged. The outer door closed and then he could hear the hiss as the bay
re-pressurized. When the pressure was equalized Sergio burst from the craft's
lock. He must of broken a record for post flight shut down Irons thought with
an amused snort.


"Admiral
she flies like a dream!" He was grinning from ear to ear. The Admiral
chuckled. 


"Glad
you approve," he replied smiling back. In truth he and Sprite had been
along for the ride virtually the entire time. But it was best to not let the
young man know that. The inner door opened and he pushed a cart in. 


"What's
all this?" Sergio asked. 


"My
replicator, power cells, fusion plant, and gear. I'm not sure what we'll
need." He nodded over his shoulder to Mickal and Deidra. They were pushing
in cart loads of gear.


"Move
it Junior, we've got to load this bird and get her out so we can dock with
Betsy and get going," Deidra said impatiently. Sergio hastily stepped
aside as his aunt moved past.


"More?"
he asked as his sister and cousins pushed in other cargo lorries.


"As
much as she can hold and then some. We're even going to strap gear to her
exterior and to Betsy's exterior. Fuel bladders, life support parts, anything
we can think of," the Admiral replied. He was showing them how to store
things in the limited cargo hold.


"She
can hold eight. We've got nine people. Captain Gutierrez will remain in his
tug. It's going to be cramped in here though." Irons looked around.


"We'll
manage. Ah, Admiral, you make a better door then a window," Mickal
politely pointed out. Hastily the Admiral stepped aside.


"So
we're really doing this?" Sergio asked, excited. His mother studied him.


"You
can back out if you want." He shook his head. She sighed. "I didn't
think so."


"Mama.."
he said uncertainly. She held up her hand.


"You
are a man now son. Time you make your own decisions. That doesn't mean I won’t
thump you if you screw up though." She glowered at him until he hunched
his shoulders. She placed a hand on each shoulder and gripped hard for a
moment. He looked up. "I'm proud of you for doing this son. Know that
whereever space takes you."


He
hugged her. "I will mama."


 


"So,
why did the yacht take the Port Admiral on?" Irons looked around the
table. Enrique just had to call this meeting six hours before their departure
time. He had better things to do honestly.


 Enrique
looked away. "He uh..." Doc started. 


"He
traded the fuel Sergio delivered the other day for passage for him and his
court off the station," Enrique interrupted quietly. 


"He
what?" Logan snarled banging a fist onto the table. "You've got to be
kidding me! That Valdez kid busted his balls risking life and limb and he
doesn't even get a thank you? Hell the fuel could have run this station for a
month!" Logan sat back in disgust. "All and all, it is a small price
to pay to be rid of him and his followers," Smithy answered, subdued.
Logan gave the AI a long look. 


"I
didn't expect to hear that from you." He looked over to the Admiral who
shrugged. 


"It
seems Smithy has had a change of heart. Repairs to his kernel may have had
something to do with it." He shrugged. Logan coughed, hiding a smile with
his fist. Doc


looked
concerned but he waved it off. 


"That
will put us behind on the fuel situation." Logan finally straightened with
a scowl. "How far will that effect other systems?" Enrique asked. 


"It's
hard to say. Everything is dependent on power, and fuel. If something happens
to either then it starts a chain reaction down through the other departments."
Logan sighed. "I'll have to check the reserves carefully." He
shrugged. "It's not going to matter much if these pirates are real."
He looked over to the Admiral. 


"They
are," he sighed softly. "I wish they weren't but they are real. I
haven't done much with the raw data beyond confirm they have multiple warships
and multiple support ships, including a mobile factory ship." He pulled up
the data and shunted a copy to the system. 


"Accessing.
Here is an image." Smithy projected a holo of the planet and ships.
"Accessing database. Unknown ship types." Smithy wrapped each ship
with a circle.


"Enhance
on the nearest," Logan said studying the image. "Looks like a
freighter. Maybe a Clydesdale from her silhouette. They are, well were,
everywhere. Either it was grabbed and used to haul loot or it's a support ship.
Check the next." Smithy brought up another image. "Ah, that looks
like a system defense ship, most likely a corvette or gunship. Maybe a hunter
killer gunship or privateer. Definitely not military grade, but possibly from a
colonial defense force. Most likely a parasite craft, it looks a bit small to
have a hyper drive. Next." The next three ships were identified as similar
ships. One was a Demeter class agricultural ship. "Crap, light stuff and a
flying greenhouse." Logan shook his head.


"It's
not the size of the weapon that matters, it's how you use it." Irons said
smiling at the irony. Logan chuckled. 


"Yes
sir. Even a bee can kill if it has a couple hundred friends nearby. and it's
not like we can do much to defend ourselves," Logan sighed. “That big boy
though is a different story.” He pointed to a large ship. “Destroyer at least.
General purpose by the look of her. Most likely a Denbie or an Anoth class or
some clone from a satellite yard.” He grimaced.


"How
are we with the shields?" Doc asked. 


"Not
far along. We've got serious holes that could let anyone overload us. Besides,
the shields aren't going to help the other colonies much." He waved. Doc
grimaced and nodded.


"We've
got a couple pop guns that could be used against a shuttle if it comes in on
the right vector. They are little good for anything else." Logan shook his
head meaningfully. "No, if we want to survive, we've got to keep them away
from the station." He waved his hand through the holo and it vanished. 


"But
how can we do that, I mean, we've got a couple tugs and shuttles... but against
that!" a comm. tech waved to the holo projector. 


"Can't
run, can't hide. Gotta fight. On deadly ground, fight!" Logan shook his
head looking down. He looked up to see the others staring at him. He smiled to
the Admiral who nodded. 


"Sun
Tzu's Art of War. We can't run, there isn't any way to do that. We can't hide,
the neutrinos from our power plants give us away. Besides, they know we're
here. So we have to fight. It simplifies things," Irons said to the group.
"We have to find or build what we need." He looked over to the holo.
The projector came back on, this time projecting an image of the Pyrax system.


 


The
Admiral looked around. "So where is Doc Thorby?" he asked an orderly.


"Ah,
she's ah, in with a group of clients," the orderly said. The doctor had
called him down for a face to face several hours after the meeting. Since the
parts for the tug and Firefly were still being produced he went willingly.


"Group?"
Irons asked.


"The
cat house is in for its weekly check up Admiral," Sprite informed him. He
gave a silent 'oh' of surprise as the orderly left.


"Well,
I guess an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure," he shrugged
looking around.


"In
medicine or in life?" Sprite asked sounding amused.


"Bit
of both. I bet she's doing it to prevent unwanted pregnancy and unwanted
STDs."


"Well,
let it be said that you organics have your own ways of passing unwanted data
and viruses. Just what are you looking for?" she asked.


"Equipment
shed, tech support."


"You
don't want to wait in her office? What am I saying, of course you don't. You'd
rather get your hands dirty than catch up on paperwork. Down the hall two doors
on your right then make a left. Room on the end."


He
chuckled. "That's the spirit."


He
could hear a voice swearing softly and so he knocked. "Who is it? I mean
come in!" He smiled and opened the door.


"Ah,
Admiral right? I think you have the wrong room," the tech said looking up
to him.


"No,
I came here to lend a hand." He looked around the room. The room was
covered in shelves, each packed with broken equipment.


"You
came to help me?" the tech squeaked in surprise. He looked up in awe.


"Sure,
beats waiting in an office doing paperwork and staring at a wall." He
indicated the machine in front of the small tech. "MRI right?"


"Yes
sir. You ah, wouldn't happen to have a spare wave guide handy would you?"
the tech asked.


"No,
but you can make one with the replicator," the Admiral pointed to the one
in the corner.


"I
thought that was for food and drink," the tech said, brows knit.


"You
can do much more with it. Come on, I'll show you." He turned.


"Upload
some simple parts he needs for me will you?" he sub vocalized.


"Done.
Plastics of course," Sprite responded.


"Good
enough." The replicator lit and a part began to form. "This is
actually a series four G multipurpose replicator. It can replicate small parts
for your equipment or a cup of coffee." He looked down to see the barrels
of raw material and hoses hooked to the replicator.


"Your
predecessor knew, you've got a plastic polymer right here." He tapped one
of the barrels. The part was almost finished.


"What
is that?" The tech asked. "Oh spirit of space! Is that a cable for a
paddle??" Irons nodded. "Looks that way."


"I
thought you were making a wave guide," he said. 


"That's
next." 


He
walked the tech through the parts menu, replicating some of the smaller easier
parts. The tech happily started to put them in bins. The Admiral smiled and
went to work on a couple of the more complicated pieces of equipment.


"Oh
my god!" The tech stared at him. Proteus had morphed his arm to repair a
dermal regenerator. "I'd heard but never thought I'd see it for
myself!" The tech looked awed. "Does it hurt?" he asked concerned.
The Admiral shook his head. "How do you know how to fix it?"


"The
firmware has a basic blueprint and manual. If that is down I can access your
WI-FI link." He pointed to the ceiling. "And get the information from
the central database." The tech nodded. 


"Can
I get one of those?" he asked shyly. The Admiral chuckled.


"No,
the Doc isn't quite up to this level. Yet." He smiled. He sensed a
presence in the open doorway. He turned.


"Hi
Casey, come to lend a hand?" the tech asked.


"Sure,
why not?" she smiled. "How you hangin' Harry?"


"Oh
one still lower than the other." He shrugged then smiled as she rolled her
eyes. "The Admiral is showing me how to make parts with the
replicator."


He
pulled the paddle cable out and looked it over. The replicator began to glow
again. "It needs old parts. If you have some beyond repair, I can set it
to recycle them or repair them," the Admiral said.


"Good
enough," Harry nodded in approval. They could hear a babble of voices in
the hall.


"Looks
like the circus is coming," Casey growled. Harry lunged to the door.
"Lech," she smacked him on the arm. 


He
grinned. "Doesn't hurt to look Casey."


"It
might when I get through with you," she growled softly. “That's all you'd
better do.” The Admiral chuckled. It seems life was getting interesting for the
two of them.


"So
what do we have here? The Admiral? Found a broom closet to play in?" A
neochimp stopped and smiled at them. She was wearing a toga and bangles on each
wrist.


"Now
now Shirley, he's not your type." A woman came up swinging her hips. She
was dressed in a tight leather bikini costume and had some outrageous make up
on. "I'm Jasmine," she smiled. The Admiral nodded to her politely.


"She's
a descendant of a genie Admiral. Elf and cat mods at a guess," Sprite
said.


"Thanks
for stating the obvious," he sub vocalized.


"Come
on, move along," Thorby called.


"Which?"
Jasmine smiled, looking over her shoulder. Doc Thorby sighed as she came into
view.


"Either
or, just not here," she replied waving her hands.


"Jasmine
come on, let’s go."


"Everyone's
making suggestions," Jasmine smiled a lurking smile of invitation to the
Admiral.


"Now
Jazz, be good," another prostitute said.


"I
don't do good." Jasmine gave a lazy smile. Her canines showed.


"You
got that right," the other sighed.


"I
do bad. When I'm bad, sugar I'm great," she smiled again. The tech
shuddered. Irons chuckled.


"You
have any idea how old that line is?" The other sighed groaning.


"Come
on you two! Hurry up or Snake will be pissed!"


"Hold
your horses... or something..." Jasmine smirked then gave a slow lurking
smile.


"Oh
and Jasmine?"


"Yes
Doc?"


"No
more biting this time. I mean it." She held up her finger and waggled it
back and forth. “You have no idea how much saliva infects wounds like that.”


The
prostitute gave a slight meow and mew of disappointment. "Ah, not even a
nibble?" Jasmine purred, sharp teeth bared.


"No."


"Spoil
sport." Jasmine laughed and left with her friend. The Doc was dimpling.
She turned to see Casey and Irons laughing and the tech looking fearful and


instinctively
covering his genitals.


"Oh
stop it honestly," the Doc smacked Irons on the arm." She was
dimpling. "You are as bad as they are. I swear they put up with the check
ups just to put on a show."


"That's
a matter of opinion," Sprite said from the overhead speaker. "One I
agree with." Irons laughed again.


"I
take it back. You're worse." Doc sighed and left. "I'll be in my
office. If you don't settle down in the next five minutes I'll send an orderly
in and sedate the lot of you." She shook her head. “Oh and Admiral,
Enrique said something about paging you in a bit.”


Casey
giggled. "I think she means it."


"I
know she does." Irons shook his head sobering up. The laugh had felt good.
"You two going to be okay?" he asked looking from one to the other.


"Yeah
Admiral, we can take it from here. If we have a problem we'll call you,"
Casey smiled and then shooed him out.


 


Irons
grimaced as he made his way down the hall to ops. He'd thought they'd get out
last shift but Betsy's drive had been horribly misaligned. They were taking the
time to fix it now. Hopefully next shift they could get out. Hopefully, his
lips writhed. They were running out of time here. He nodded to the guard at the
open hatch and stepped through.


"Enrique,
Admiral, I'd like you to meet Captain Mayweather," Smithy introduced the
squat portly female captain. She had a classic spacer's buzz cut, with a
jeweled earwig in one ear. She had a strong face, it lacked humor or empathy.
He had an instinctive disliking of the woman but put it down firmly. She was
dressed in a white uniform with gold braid. It took him a moment to realize it
was a yacht captain's uniform. A riding crop was under her right armpit. It was
totally out of place in space. She stared at Irons. 


"You
are the one who came on my ship?" she asked curtly. 


He
nodded. "I needed access to your files to determine the level of threat. I
apologize for not asking for permission ahead of time but things were a bit
hectic at the time." He smiled. What was done was done as far as he was
concerned. Her fingers twitched then stopped. He noticed she was wearing a side
arm sheath but it was empty. His eyes narrowed. "Captain, I thank you for
providing the data. I believe it was part of the terms for rescuing you?"
He gave her a long measuring look. 


She
seemed to straighten then looked away. "Don't come near my ship again.
Only one captain on my ship. That's me." She tapped her chest. 


He
nodded.  "Fair enough Captain. I will point out I am a Federation Admiral,
not a civilian captain though.” He gave her a long look. She seemed to snort
then disdainfully brush her shoulder. “I understand you wish to be underway
before your crew is released from sickbay?" he asked trying to sound
concerned. 


"That's
right. No way am I risking staying here with them pirate trash coming."
She shook her head. "I've got a full ship as it is now that that fat ass
Admiral is on board." 


"To
be honest Admiral, she's overloaded," Sprite informed him over his link.
“They wont make it to the nearest jump point in her current condition.”


"I
see. I hope they understand when they wake," he said studying her. She
shrugged then smiled. The smile wasn't a pleasant one. 


"Their
problem. And yours." She turned and left, braided hair bobbing behind her.
"Well, that was interesting," Irons nodded. 


"Did
you see her go for her gun?" a com tech said. 


"You're
lucky she didn't have it," Enrique said then eyed the Admiral. "Or
should I say, she's lucky she didn't?" Irons smiled. "Right. Okay, so
what do we do with our new volunteers? There are fifteen of them. Doc had a
couple more show up an hour ago," he said in disgust. 


"They
are also trained spacers. If we give them a chance, they may help," Irons
shrugged. Enrique nodded.


 


“Do
we have a course to Firefly yet Sprite?” Irons asked. He checked the
navigational system. Since they were still tuning the drive he had decided to
go over other things one more time.


“Well,
that's what I was going to ask you about.” The AI said cocking her avatar head.
“Captain Gutierrez wishes to do a full burn out and back. That will use up most
of the reaction in the ship and will take about three and a half weeks to get
there and back.”


Irons
winced. “No, no, I'm not up for that. The wedge is fixed.” He tapped the
controls and pulled up a map of the system.


“Exactly
admiral. I was thinking about this,” Sprite highlighted a pair of asteroids and
a rogue moon. “If we shape a course for these we can use the wedge to sling
shot around and cut our transit time out by three days and four hours Admiral.
That would mean four days and nineteen hours transit.” A red line traced itself
over the plot. “But we will have to launch soon to make the window.” A digital
clock appeared on the screen, counting down. They had just under twenty hours
to launch.


“I'm
not sure the good captain understands the wedge Admiral. To some a reactionless
drive is like witchcraft.” She sniffed disdainfully at the thought.


“Well,
you've got to give them credit Sprite. Reactionless drives are energy efficient
but have to be finely tuned and used properly. They are a pain to make and in
these fallen times...” He waved. She nodded. “I bet they think you can use it
all the time, not just near a mass.” A reactionless drive, also known as a
wedge or gravity drive used egg shaped pods filled with massive force emitters
to push and pull a craft in the mass shadow of another object.


“Exactly.
I think the captain is also new to using flight windows and flight plans as
well. From the log it looks like he went out in any direction he felt like half
the time. That is if he wasn't running cargo. Extremely inefficient Admiral.
Not to mention Energy intensive and it put unnecessary wear and tear on the
ship's systems.”


“Right.
Well time to educate him then,” Irons smiled. “You'd think as  a civilian
contractor he'd have realized by now, time is money.”


“I
thought you said we're in a hurry,” Sprite said amused. “Still this will work.
It will also cut our transit time.”


“And
time is off the essence,” Irons nodded. “Not to mention we're saving fuel we
may need later. If possible we may need to vampire the tug to jump start the
cruiser's systems.”


“We're
not even sure the ship works Admiral. I can't ping her using civilian
equipment. Regs prohibit it,” Sprite cautioned. Irons grimaced.


“Override
the regs. King under the mountain protocol. Tap the communications grid and
send a ping to the ship. Let her AI know we're coming so it won't be so trigger
happy.”


“If
we can find her sir,” Sprite cautioned. “Right now we've got an approximate
course and speed from a contact years ago. We also have no idea if the ship is
even functional and has communications.”


“If
it was going to be easy, anyone could do it,” Irons said shaking his head.
“Let's get back to work, I've got to be back on the bridge in an hour.” He
waved to the plot.


“Aye
aye sir. About the software. I am compiling the latest patch now...”


 


"Yacht's
leaving," Sprite informed him two hours later. "Nasty. She's
maneuvering like a wallowed pig." The AI sounded disgusted. Irons
chuckled. 


"Has
Doc gone over the records for the implants?" he asked. 


"Yes,
at least she's accessed the records, I am not sure how much she absorbed. Do
you want me to check?" Sprite left that as an opening but he shook his
head. 


"Not
now, it's graveyard. She's probably down for the night." He grimaced again
then pulled up a feed of the yacht. The external sensors came up then expanded.
The sensor feed was much better than it had been when he had run a test the day
before. Obviously things were starting to improve. The Yacht was under power
all right, she was pulling away from the station. Two of her fusion drives were
lit. The others were off line. Unfortunately the two that were lit were off
balance, so occasionally they could see the puff of an OMS pod adjusting her
course. 


"What
the hell?" he said after a moment of study. "Her lock is
opening." He looked over to a nearby tech.


"Oh
goddess is that a person?" someone said staring at the holo.


"Can't
be. Okay maybe. Maybe they’re going to work on the hull," someone else
said. A tech reached over and zoomed too far in, then out. They could see a
body gyrating away from the ship.


"Without
a suit?!" someone else said, starting to sound shrill. Pandemonium began
to erupt. 


“How
can you tell they aren't wearing a skinny?” the communications tech asked
looking concerned. She darted a glance around the room.


"At
ease people. Let’s get some professionalism in here," Irons called. He
grimaced as another body went out the lock. 


"Admiral,
that was the Port Admiral," Sprite said. He looked up in surprise to the
image and studied it closely.


"Are
you sure?" he said. The AI pulled up the feed then enhanced it in a
separate window. They could see the Port Admiral choking then going stiff. 


"Turn
it off," Irons said with iron self control as he heard the gasps behind
him. "So much for him. Good riddance," the sensor tech muttered. 


"Yeah,"
someone else said. Irons nodded grimly looking around. Clearly there was no
love lost there. 


"Couldn't
have happened to a more deserving person," he muttered. "Let Knox
know. And Enrique and the command staff." He grimaced. He wasn't sure if
he should give Knox the raw feed or not. He thought about it for a second then
shrugged.


“Give
Knox the raw feed. Ask him politely to caution viewers about the content before
they watch it.”


He
turned to the watch commander. She looked nervous. "Don't worry about it.
There is nothing you could have done to prevent it even if you had wanted
to," he said softly. She nodded. "I'm going to get some rest. I'll be
back at oh six hundred." He walked out.


 




Chapter 13


 


The
Admiral entered the hospital and turned. The dragon pointed without a word. He
smiled then nodded his thanks. He entered the main bay and grimaced at all the
beds. Most were full. Fifteen had crew from the ship. He went over to the
doctor who was firmly speaking with a woman valiantly trying to get up. 


"Admiral
maybe you can knock some sense into her. She's not listening to me, and I don't
want to sedate her unless I have to. I will though if she keeps it up."
The Doc turned a glower onto the woman who growled. 


"They're
gone," Irons said as the doctor departed. The woman looked at him.
"Your ship left about nine hours ago." He shrugged. She sat back with
a grimace. 


"So
the bitch up and did it. Typical. Cunt." she muttered darkly. 


"We're
alone?" the woman in the next bed asked looking frightened. “They left us?
They really left us alone?”


"No,
you're among friends," Irons waved. 


"I
mean, the, oh, the pirates!" The woman shook her head. "I can't
believe she just left us!" She started to sound shrill. 


"Believe
it Janice. You know that bitch would do that in a heartbeat," the woman
said. Irons grimaced then raised an eyebrow at the first woman. "No I
don't have a high opinion of Vanessa Kiss My Ass Mayweather. Despite her being
my sister," the woman snarled. 


"Mayweather
huh?" he said. She nodded. 


"Renee
Mayweather. At your service. Or at least I will be once I get out of
here," she grimaced and waved. Her IV swung with her arm. She looked at it
then laid her arm back down. 


"But
what can we do?" Janice asked still upset.


"You
can calm down for one thing." Irons looked at the pale woman then sighed.
"I'm going on a salvage mission. If it works we'll come back with a
warship." He tried to hide his amusement as Renee seemed to dismiss the
idea but Janice and a nearby nurse looked up in sudden hope. 


"No
one can get on a warship." Renee dismissed the idea. 


"I
can," Irons said looking around. The bay had gone quiet as many people
stopped to listen.


"You?
What makes you so special?" Renee asked with a snort. Her eyes looked at
him then cut away dismissively.


"Well
first off, these," Irons tapped his rank insignia on his collar. “Then
there is this." He held up his right arm and triggered its intro morph
program. Janice seemed to shrink back as his hand morphed into different tools
then back. 


"What
the hell?" a nearby patient said trying to crawl back in his bed. 


"Easy,"
a nurse urged, laying her hand on his chest. "He's just showing off
again." She turned a reproving glance onto the Admiral. He chuckled. 


"For
those of you who don't know me, my name is John Henry Irons. Fleet Admiral of
the Federation navy." He pitched his voice so everyone in the bay could
hear it. An orderly bumped into a tray and it clattered to the ground. Several
people winced. 


"Sorry,"
the orderly said and bent to pick up the fallen materials. 


"That's
right. I am a sleeper. A Fleet Admiral, So I can get on to any Federation
warship." He returned his attention to Renee. She was studying him
intently. He turned and looked around. "Yes you've been abandoned here
folks, but that isn't the end of the problem, it's just the beginning. We're
looking for volunteers to man ships, fight, or to help build weapons and
materials." He turned and examined the stunned audience. "Think about
it." He turned and walked out without a further word.


"Admiral
do you trust them?" Sprite asked later. 


"IF
they join us, we're going to have too... but Sprite?" Sprite's avatar
cocked her head at him. "Keep them separate. A few together are okay, but
not anyone that may mutiny or get into mischief. At least not until they've
assimilated more." The AI nodded and he went back to work.


 


“She'll
do.”  Gutierrez was smiling when he came out of the lock. He had just finished
a test flight out and around the station two hours ago. The sub-light tender
was three times larger than a Valdez utility tug and maneuvered slower. It was
going to be a long slow flight the Admiral realized. There wasn't going to be
any way around it either. It was about time, his original estimated launch
window had passed three times now.


“Slow
and steady wins the race.” Gutierrez said, unconsciously echoing his thoughts.
“Can we get to Firefly and back in time though?” he asked.


“Well,
if the pirates loot the planet then head out to us, it should take them about a
month or two to transit here since they have to go at the speed of their
slowest unit,” the Admiral replied.


“But
we don't know what speed exactly, right?” Gutierrez asked worriedly watching
Sergio dock the launch to the tug.


“No.
Well, I did have an estimate. I recognized one of the ships. She's a small
freighter. Most likely a class one hyper drive.”


“And
that means?” Sergio asked over the open channel.


“Mind
what you’re doing young snot,” Gutierrez growled.


“It
means alpha and low beta bands only. Low octaves. Transit time is six to eight
weeks minimum It all depends on the band and how well their ship is
functioning. Judging from my limited pool of data, I'd say at least six weeks,”
the Admiral replied.


“You
mean my data of course Admiral. After all, I'm the one that compiled transit
time for shipping after getting the data from Io, Carib Queen, and Anvil and
cross referencing it.” Sprite sounded amused. The Admiral smiled.


“Right,
so five days out, a week back. A week or two on either end to repair and stock
her with a crew. Could work,” Gutierrez said slowly, rubbing his chin.


“You
mean it better work. It's the only shot we've got,” Sergio said over the line.
They felt a bump as the launch docked. “Oops.”


“Whatdya
mean oops!” Gutierrez snarled. “If you scratched my paint I'll tan your hide,
one arm or not!” He got up and left the tender's cockpit to check. The Admiral
sighed.


“Going
to be a looooong trip,” Sprite said unenthusiastically. 


“Yeah.
Chess anyone?” he asked smiling.


 


“So
a pair of Priests, a Rabbi, an Imam, and a Hindu walk into a dock...” Sprite
laughed. 


Irons
scowled. “This is no time for jokes Sprite,” he growled looking down at the tablet.
They were doing the final boarding now. The last rushed parts were on their way
from the replicators.


“Who's
joking?” Sprite chuckled. Her HUD avatar pointed over his shoulder. 'Look for
yourself.” He turned to see the religious men entering the dock.


“Come
to give the ships your blessing?” Enrique said coming up behind them. Each of
the religious figures nodded. The two priests were already murmuring prayers.


“We
will pray for you Admiral, and your safe return,” the Rabbi said. Irons nodded.


“Thank
you. I know that is comforting.” He looked over to see a blushing Sergio being
blessed by his priest. The Hindu and imam took their turns blessing the ship.


“Thank
you father,” O'Reilly said softly. 


The
father turned to the Admiral.  “Thank ye lad for doing this.” The Admiral
chuckled. “What?” he asked smiling.


“Your
accent, I gather you have quite an Irish flock,” Irons replied. The Father
chuckled in reply.


“Do
you have any ideas on when we can expect the pirates?” the Rabbi asked. Irons
turned back to him.


“One
month to two at the outside.” He shrugged. “It all depends on their intentions
and their hyper drives.”


“We
understand, is there anything else we and our congregations can do while we
wait?” the imam asked.


“You
could encourage your congregations to find a way to contribute if they aren't
already,” Irons smiled.


The
Hindu's eyes flashed. “Not all of us are cut out for slaughter young man.”


“I
wasn't suggesting that. I was suggesting they volunteer to serve. We need
people in every capacity. Cooks, nurses, welders, techs, engineers,
teachers...” he shrugged. The religious leaders nodded.


“Thank
you for your guidance. We will see what we can do,” the imam murmured. Irons
nodded as they left.


“Not
a big religious fan Admiral?” Enrique asked at his elbow. 


He
grimaced. “I've never been an organized religious person. I save prayer for
when I am powerless to do anything.” He shrugged. “Prayer is nice, but in the
end you still need to do something about a problem if you can. Or at least deal
with the consequences,” he sighed.


“I
see you do use prayer,” Enrique smiled.


“Like
I said, when I don't have a way to do something. I'm an engineer though. It's
hard for me to give up when I know I can fix something.” He shrugged.


 


"Admiral,
I'm glad we're going to bring Firefly in. It doesn't sit right leaving the old
girl to drift out there in the dark alone for so long." Logan shook his
head. 


"Yeah,
I know," Irons replied softly. 


"I
would have tried, but I didn't want that slime ball getting his hands on
her," Logan growled. "She'll listen to you though, you've got a
better chance of talking to her than I did." Logan shrugged. Irons
chuckled. 


"I'm
sure we can work something out. How is Shelby doing? I noticed the other
machine shops are all back online. She's got work parties swarming the hull
repairing everything they see," he chuckled. "Talk about enthusiasm.
Your daughter sure knows how to crack a whip." 


Logan
chuckled. "Takes after her mother. She's officer material, no doubt about
it," he smiled. 


"I'll
keep that in mind," Irons replied dryly. Logan gave him a look. 


"You
do that. She's wasted here in the station nursing an old man and this
machinery," he waved. "No insult intended Admiral. She's good. Really
good. She can get the best out of her people. Knock off the rough edges, get
her some implant tech and she'd shine." He smiled. 


Irons
nodded. "Right. While I'm gone, you've got all six reactors to balance
plus the repairs, do you think you can manage?" 


Logan
looked concerned. "I never thought we'd get her back up and running,"
he sighed sitting back. "Yeah, I'll manage. Now that Smithy has been
reformatted and rebooted, the reactor watch is stable and we've even got
replacements trained. For the first time we've got more power then we know what
to do with!" He shook his head. chuckling. 


"Well,
we can't have that. I'll just give you a general parts list to start making in
the fabricators when they are idle. Stockpile the parts for later use. I've
already set up a key code for you to use." The Admiral handed over a tablet.


"What's
on it?" Logan asked suspicious. 


"Oh
the usual. Germaine things like gravity deck plates, life support parts, the
usual general parts any ship can use. But I tossed in a few mil spec parts to
get the ball rolling on the repairs." He smiled as Logan thumbed the list
and scowled through it. "Ah, yeah, I can do this. The parts idea is smart,
we can use a lot of this in the station too. Swap out a lot of the parts that
aren't working or sucking too much juice." He smiled. "I want to
overhaul and upgrade the station's shields too. I'm not a shield tech
though," he said shaking his head frowning. 


"You're
doing fine. Take it one step at a time. I uploaded my lectures and tutorials to
the database and in the college database. Key up the shield tech ones for a
refresher if you think you need it," the Admiral smiled. Logan nodded. 


"I'll
do that," Logan sighed with relief. 


"Feel
free to add your own comments or information as well," Irons added as he
turned to finish with a crate of parts. 


"You
are kidding me?" Logan said surprised. 


The
Admiral turned. "Yes you. You and I are the foremost surviving experts
remember? If not us who?" He shrugged. "Besides, having someone
else's input helps immensely. You may catch things I missed or only lightly
touched because I took some basic knowledge for granted. Look for that and fill
in the blanks," he smiled. 


Logan
nodded slowly. "All right, I'll give it a shot," he said. "Good
luck Admiral." He came to attention. Irons waved it off and held out his
hand. 


"I
think we're all going to need as much luck as we can get." Logan shook his
hand. "I'll see you in a couple days," Irons said, then hefting the
crate he turned and walked out. Logan stared for a moment then shook himself
and went back to work.


 


He
smiled at the crew. There were eight volunteers. Sergio had volunteered to
pilot the launch. His uncle O'Reilly was going to handle life support. Captain
Gutierrez was in charge of the tender. Shelby was second in command. Angie was
in as an engineering tech. Jimmy and Wally were a pair of techs with power room
experience. Finally there was Dieter, an electronics tech and EMT. He was the
only one not looking excited or bored, he looked rather nervous. "Last
chance to stay home folks," the Admiral warned. He waited a moment then
nodded. "Right, let's get this show on the road then."


 




Chapter 14


 


"Are
you sure about this? The ship is a mess Admiral," Sprite reported as the
long range sensor feeds began to get a return. It had taken them nearly a week
to get there, the small confines of the launch had some exhibiting classic
cabin fever. Fortunately Sergio had picked up on an ion trail and a flash of
reflected light for them to home in on.


"There
are some fishy things going on, like it is trying to spoof the long range
sensors... adjusting. We have a course lock," Sprite reported. He watched
the feed and grunted. "I don't think she had enough power to spoof us for
long Admiral. Once she noted our course the ECM went down," Sprite
reported softly. 


"So
she still has power, and the AI is active. Good signs," Irons nodded. 


"Maybe
in the long run, but we still need to get aboard," Sergio observed dryly.
Shelby chuckled. "Leave that to the Admiral." 


Sergio
looked over his shoulder to her, then shrugged and went back to his
instruments. "Linking to the launch's communications. Opening a channel.
Activating IFF now. We're being pinged. IFF handshake protocol established.
Activity, interrogation of IFF by AI, presumed to be Firefly," Defender
reported. 


"Firewall
set up. Handshake protocol accepted," Sprite reported. Irons nodded..


 "Time
to leave you here Gutierrez, we'll make final approach with the launch."
He nodded to Sergio.


They
undocked from the tender with a bump. Sergio muttered an apology as they
drifted away. The fleet launch moved forward to a safe distance then lit its
drive. "We're clear, see you soon," Sergio reported. 


"We'll
be waiting. Not long though. Good luck," Gutierrez replied. Sergio
chuckled nervously.


Firefly
drifted, most of her systems cold. The delta shaped ship had her starboard side
to the system's primary. It's hull was patched, however he could see rents in
her port and upper skin going decks deep. Shelby let out a soft groan. 


"Is
she really worth it?" she asked softly. 


"She's
our best shot, if the AI is sane we've got a fighting chance," Irons
replied studying the ship. Her nacelles were ripped up on her port side, but
her starboard nacelles looked intact and undamaged. She had some sort of
network of glittering panels on her starboard side, they could see the edge of
them glittering in the sun against the matt black hull. As a search light
passed her bow her lettering glittered then faded. 


"That's
wild," Sergio said shaking his head. "It seems to suck up the light
and radar," he said sounding awed. 


"Stealth
coating," the Admiral replied absently. "All warships have layers of
smart skin. Ablation layers, stealth coatings, passive sensors, micro
communicators, radiators, and evens solar collectors." He shook his head.
"When she's fully active her skin is a work of art," he finished
almost reverently. 


Sergio
gave him an amused look then went back to his readouts. "You say so,"
he chuckled. 


He
looked at the ship and closed his eyes. "Ready?" he asked softly. 


"Ready
Admiral," Sprite responded. Defender as usual lit a green light onto his
HUD. "Receiving interrogation signal over personal link. Responding with
flag IFF and pass codes," Sprite responded. 


"We're
entering maximum range of her energy mounts Admiral," Defender reported. A
three dimensional image of the ship and it's firing arcs was projected on his
HUD. 


"Any
sign of trouble?" he asked. 


"We're
getting some signs of power up on the bow energy mounts but it is minimum. Her
shields and reactors are down," Sprite reported. "Handshake protocol
established. Wow, rough!" He felt the ship's AI access the shuttle's
systems through the link then trace them to him. 


"Who
are you? Fleet Admiral Irons is deceased," the AI's voice was firm and
unyielding. 


"Not
quite. I was reported as missing remember? I made it to a life pod and was in
stasis up until sixteen months ago," the Admiral reported. 


"Firefly
is accessing my net. Memory archive access requested," Sprite reported. 


"Let
it in," the Admiral ordered. 


"Very
well," Sprite stepped aside. Defender reluctantly followed. 


"Three
AI?" Firefly sent over his auditory channel as it scanned the IFF suite.
It ran the scan several times, then scanned him. "You seem to be full of
surprises Fleet Admiral. What is your daughter's maiden name?" the AI
asked. 


The
Admiral's brows knit. "I don't have a daughter. One son. His name is
Jeffery. He was twenty nine when I went into cryostasis," he said softly.
He felt the AI access his family records. He felt like he was being strip
searched as the AI rapidly played his personal memory files. 


"Confirmed.
What is the purpose of having three AI in an organic life form?" the AI
asked. 


"Classified.
Need to know restricted. You don't have need to know," the Admiral bit
back, feeling a little mauled. The AI chuckled. 


"Accepted.
Welcome to the net Admiral Irons. I assume you intend to board?" the AI
asked. 


"You
assume correctly. We're here to salvage you if possible. This system is under
impeding attack by pirates." He felt the AI recede.


"It
has been so long..." tt muttered. "Very well. I can't stop you.
Access granted. Starboard side Boat bay two. Boat bay one was destroyed,"
Firefly finished. He nodded as he opened his eyes. 


"Right,
Firefly is directing us to boat bay two. Follow the beacon. When the tractors
kick on release the controls," he looked at Sergio. 


"You're
serious?" Sergio said, eyes wide. The Admiral studied the young man.
"You're serious," Sergio dead panned. "Man... letting an insane
AI fly..." He shook his head looking down. "I've got the signal,
following the guide beam." He tapped the controls and then sat back.


"I
can't lay in a side party Admiral," Firefly seemed amused. He smiled. 


"I've
been with civilians the past sixteen months. Don't worry about it. I'm not one
to put on airs anyway," the Admiral waved it off. 


"What?"
Sergio asked. 


"Firefly.
I'm talking to the AI through my implants." 


Sergio
nodded. "Right..." He went back to piloting. 


"How
are you functional? And sane?" he asked suspicious.


"See
the network of sails around my starboard flank?" the AI asked. He craned
his neck then brought up the file on his HUD. 


"Right,
solar?" he asked after studying the scans. 


"That
is why I have that side facing the system's primary. I ran out of fuel
centuries ago," the AI reported. "It keeps my basic electronics
functioning, barely. I have to shut down my higher cognitive functions when I
am in shadow or during long term waits," the AI reported. He felt data
stream through the communicator to his cybernetics. Silently he watched it
scroll. 


"It
must be like going into a coma each time, not knowing if you'll wake on the
other side," Sprite said softly. He nodded mutely. 


"Yes,
that it would be," he said, equally soft. "Well, let's get you sorted
out. It's time you were restored," he smiled looking up as he felt a buck.



"Tractors
on. I'm using a lot of my reserve power for this Admiral, I hope you’re not
planning on my traveling back under my own power..." the AI said. He
smiled. 


"We're
carrying extra fuel and parts. This tender can push you if your drives are
down." He unbuckled his safety harness as the tractors settled them into a
berthing cradle. 


"Docking
complete. Life support in boat bay two restored. The air is very thin but
breathable. There is no gravity. It will be cold Admiral," the AI
reported. He nodded and looked the crew over. 


"All
right, I'm the first out. Make a hole." He motioned aside Shelby and a
nervous looking tech. 


"Why?"
Angie asked. 


"The
highest ranking officer is always last on and first off," Shelby stage
whispered. 


"Oh,"
the girl replied.


Gently
he floated to the hatch, palmed the door controls and watched as it opened. He
tugged at his hem until the door finished opening. A boat whistle sounded.
"Fleet Admiral arriving." He smiled as he pushed off and landed with
practiced ease before the yellow line. He saluted the tattered flag hanging
from the right corner, then the ship's crest. 


"Permission
to come aboard?" he asked, following formula. 


"Permission
granted. Welcome aboard Admiral Irons," Firefly sounded amused. He smiled
and nodded as he looked over his shoulder. 


"The
crew are volunteers. they will be inducted into the Federation navy but they
are greenhorns Firefly." He waited as Shelby sorted them out into an
orderly procession. "Stay in the boat bay until I call or return," he
ordered Shelby. She nodded. The techs were looking around in awe. 


"Thanks
a lot, leave me with the babysitting duty," she muttered good naturedly.
He chuckled.


He
made his way through the corridors. "Lifts are out Admiral," Firefly
reported over his net. Lights came on ahead of him, then went off behind him. 


"Tell
Shelby if it is okay to start unloading. You can forget the lights, I can see
in the dark," he replied. 


The
AI paused for a moment. "Are you sure about letting civilians aboard
Admiral?" He felt the hesitation. 


"Not
much choice, there is only one other person who was in the military, and he's
back on Anvil. Shelby is his daughter. Shelby Logan daughter of chief petty
officer Horatio Logan. Make a note of that." He shrugged. 


He
picked his way through the damaged corridors and made his way to the bridge.
"Admiral on the bridge," the AI intoned. He suddenly realized the AI
tone was beginning to sound elated. He smiled.


"As
ranking officer I hereby take command of this starship in the name of the
Federation. Now on this date, I am her commanding officer until relieved or deceased."
He smiled as the formula of taking command was finished. 


"As
the AI of the Firefly hull number NX20214s I accept the change in command.
Welcome to the net Fleet Admiral Irons." Simultaneous with the AI's
acceptance of command the bridge lights came up and then dimmed. "Sorry, I
am almost out of power," the AI reported. 


"First
order of business then. Status report on your reactors and fuel tanks."


He
turned to the plot. "Never mind the plot, shoot it and a full thumbnail
brief to my link. I'll check it over and it won’t waste your power." He
felt the data cascade in a single pulse burst. Sprite opened the file and began
processing it. Data flashed over his HUD. "Main engineering is holed,
fusion one is down, fusion two is off line it's fuel lines are gone, tanks one
through three are holed, damn." He shook his head. "Okay we can plug
the leaks to fusion two then add a tap until we get a tank patched. Can you
direct Shelby to the leaks and main engineering? Let her know the crew will
need to be suited." He sat in the captain's chair as he rapidly digested
the brief Sprite was assembling. 


"Done
and done. Miss Logan has linked a micro fusion reactor to my starboard power
feed. Power reserves are at point two percent and climbing," the AI
reported. The lights blinked then came up to half light. Screens came on then
turned off. 


"Looks
like we have our work cut out for us," the Admiral nodded rubbing his
hands. "Can you get a signal to the tender, let them know we're safely
aboard and getting to work? Then give me a priority repair list. Let's see if
we can whittle it down some," the Admiral ordered.


"Accessing.
Permission granted. Thank you Firefly," Sprite said with a teasing note.
She seemed on her best behavior. "Firefly has graciously allowed us access
to the net. Proteus has accessed the repair logs and is compiling a priority
list based on your preliminary estimates. We're going to need a scan...
oh." Sprite paused. 


"I
was bored," Firefly reported. Data squirted to his net. "I've been
trying to make what repairs I could with what I had on hand so I used my drones
as best I could when I had surplus power. I just uploaded my repair scans and
repair list," Firefly reported sounding smug. 


“That
explains why everything is immaculate. I can't believe this. This ship... Why
did they leave?”


“I've
spent the past seven hundred years doing what repairs I can Miss Logan,”
Firefly replied.


“Why
didn't you come in? To Anvil I mean,” she asked.


“Because
I was warned not to do so by my last Captain.”


“Oh,”
Shelby grunted. “Well, it works out for us now.”


“True.
I have a several bots on stand by. I can get them moving as soon as we have
power to spare.”


"Whatever
works. Good work," the Admiral said tapping the controls. He sat back.
"Okay, tell everyone to remain suited, they can take their gloves or
helmets off but keep them nearby. The suits will keep them warm. I want regular
check ins every fifteen minutes for each work party. Shelby how are you
doing?" he asked. 


"We're
at the doors to main engineering... shutting the corridor doors and pumping out
the atmo now, we should be in in a minute or two. I've got Jimmy and Angie on
their way to fusion two now." He heard her suck in her breath. 


"What?"
he asked sitting up. 


"I
take it back. What a mess," she sighed. 


He
chuckled. "Don't worry about that, just give me a damage report and then
follow the repair plan." He signed off and checked in with the AI.


"The
heat exchangers are off line Admiral. I think they are frozen. It will take a
work party to sort it out," Firefly reported. He nodded.


“Where
are the bodies?” he asked. 


“I
spaced them Admiral. With a brief ceremony I recorded. It was the least I could
do,” Firefly replied softly. Irons grimaced then nodded. The AI had a sense of
honor still. Good.


“You
did fine. Good work.” He went back to studying the links. 


 


After
an hour of studying the reports he received a call from a frustrated tech and
decided to lend a hand. "What were you saying about they show
promise?" Sprite teased. He shook his head. "It's early, give them a
break." He made his way through the darkened decks, down ladders to the
open doors of fusion two. He could see spot lights lighting the compartment.
Other lights moved around in the Stygian darkness. "What's the
problem?" he asked coming into the room. 


"We
can't cut the armored panel, it just sucks up the plasma torch," Angie
grunted angrily, throwing the tool away. It spun away then was yanked back by
its cord. She grabbed the end then racked it. 


"The
armor is designed to do that, to prevent damage. Let me take a look." They
stepped aside as he floated in. “Here?" he pointed. She nodded. He studied
the bulge. The armor was cracked and bulged over the leak. "Can you cut
the feeds up stream?" he asked. 


"Already
done. We can't reroute, everything runs to this main trunk to the
reactor," the tech named Jimmy pointed to the core behind them. 


Irons
nodded. "Right, what about running a bypass? Deal with this later?"
He ran his right hand over the bulge. 


"Nanites
are the only thing that can cut this Admiral," Proteus reported. He
grunted. 


"I
can cut it, but it would take hours." He looked over to Angie who nodded.


"Right,
bypass it is," she sighed. 


"Call
Sergio, have him break out the spare hose, Jimmy, Wally, go pick it up as well
as the crimps and fittings we'll need. We'll start working on a fix here."
She studied the lines etched onto the deck. "There is a feed here,"
the Admiral pointed. "The problem is we're going to get some leaks, it is
upstream of the breach but when we tap into that valve we're going to get some
blow back down the damaged section." He pointed his right index finger,
tracing the lines. "Can you get to the pipe on the backside?" he
asked suddenly curious. 


"No
chance, there is a spar on the other side. Honeycombed," Firefly reported
over the net. 


"Roger
that," he sighed. "Is there fuel in that bulge?" he asked.
Firefly paused. "Most of it has dissipated over the centuries. I set up a
scrubber to grab it, but I was getting only a one point two one percent return
on investment so I gave up after a while." Sprite received the data the
ship sent and projected it. Irons waved it away. "Later. Can you get the
scrubber here? Maybe we can tack a catch basin over this hole to catch the blow
back and send it back into the line?" He used his hands to mime a dome
over the bulge. 


"It
will be messy, you'll have leaks but it's worth a try," Angie replied. She
was across the compartment making adjustments to the valve. She grunted as she
muscled the cap off. "Vacuum weld." She hammered at the side for a
moment then heated it with a hand torch. Her partner used a pry bar to muscle
the valve open. "All right, we're ready on this end." She looked over
to the doorway to see lights approaching. "Nice timing as usual," she
smiled as Jimmy came in with a section of hose wrapped around his torso and two
more coils over each shoulder. His partner followed carrying a bag of parts and
a bladder of fuel. "Okay, lets hop to it we don't have all day!" The
Admiral floated backwards and watched them get on with it. After a moment of
watching he was sure they knew what they were doing so he turned to the console
and jacked in.


"What
are you doing?" Angie, the head tech asked. 


"Checking
the systems." He watched as Proteus and Firefly ran a rapid diagnostic.
"Looks good. Firefly is warming up the chamber now. Lasers and tractors
are on. We've got good containment, but we're sucking a lot of power from the
micro reactor." He grimaced. It was sink or swim time. They'd have to
chance it. "Sergio, come in." He looked up. After a second Sergio's
startled voice replied.


"Admiral
is that you?" Sergio asked startled. He smiled. 


"Roger
that. Sergio, I want you to tie the launch's power grid into the ship. It's
designed to go the other way, but I think we can get it to work. Firefly will
send a bot to help you if you need it." He waited. 


"Roger
that. Admiral if we suck the launch dry we won’t have a ride back," Sergio
cautioned. 


"We're
going back on Firefly," the Admiral smiled. The crew looked up as they
finished making connections. They were committed now.


"We're
ready," Angie nervously reported, studying her work once more. She wasn't
too sure about an all or nothing approach. Then again, they didn't have a lot
of choices.


"Right,
linking up now, it will take me a few minutes Admiral. Sergio out." The
channel clicked off. 


"Are
you sure about this Admiral, I don't want you to be stranded here,"
Firefly said. He smiled. 


"Like
it or not, our fate rests with you old friend. Time we committed to that."
He nodded to Angie. "Open the valve." Angie gulped and turned the
valve with the pry bar. She seemed to spin in the air, not moving it for a
moment before she tucked her body down and then locked her feet around the
exposed valve.


She
grunted then managed to turn the valve. "Here it comes..." She looked
up. Proteus was showing him a feed of the fuel as it entered the plumbing and
approached the ignition chamber. 


"Burn
baby burn," Jimmy muttered softly. 


"Come
on, light..." Angie said equally soft. The other tech Wally crossed his arms
looking bored. As the deuterium entered the ignition chamber it began to swirl
within the torus. After a moment it met the incoming stream and began to
compress. 


"I
still don't have enough power for ignition... wait one, power from the launch
is coming online, drawing power, got it." Firefly sounded more and more
excited as the chamber's temperature rapidly climbed. Lasers and tractors
flared. 


"We
have ignition!" the Admiral reported with a smile. Angie crowed, slapping
Jimmy on the arm. After a moment the lights brightened. 


"Reactor
at one percent. I don't think we should take her above two point four percent
until we get more fuel Admiral. I'm going to have my hands full keeping it
stable at that low an output," Firefly cautioned. He nodded. 


"Agreed."
He turned to Angie. 


"Jimmy
you've got the watch, Wally, we need more fuel bladders. Start pushing them
here, I'll be along in a minute." She patted the man's shoulder he nodded
and floated out without a word. "What's next Admiral?" Angie asked.


"Well,
we're going to ensure the fuel supply then start patching critical
systems." He waved to the lights. "Make sure there aren't any kinks
in the hoses.” He looked to make sure there weren't then nodded. “We're going
to leave the gravity off for now, we don't need it, and to be honest it will
hamper moving the fuel and heavy parts." Angie nodded. 


"Right,
I'll help Wally then report in to Shelby." She wiggled her fingers in a
good bye then floated out of the compartment. Jimmy floated up beside him. 


"What
do I need to know? It's like the reactor on the station right?" He looked
at the controls.


"Right,
Firefly is keeping it balanced. Just back him up. Don't let the fuel run out
and keep an eye on the core temp." He pointed out the salient features
then un-jacked and floated backwards.


"Admiral,
we've got a plasma leak on deck two section four port side. I'm rerouting now.
I've rerouted around known leaks but some are cropping up," Firefly
reported. 


"Unknown
damage or damage from micro meteors?" Jimmy asked looking up. 


"A
bit of both I assume. My armor is strong but it isn't perfect. It could also be
expansion joints, this long in cold and vacuum doesn't help fittings and metal
fatigue could also be a factor." Firefly sounded annoyed. Jimmy chuckled. 


"Nothing
is perfect," Jimmy said nodding as he studied the controls. 


"Right,
I'll leave you to it." The Admiral waved and left. "How is Shelby
doing?" he asked. 


"Shelby
here, we've got main engineering up. We're receiving power now that you've got
the reactor online. Sergio reports the micro reactor is tapped out. I sent him
back for more fuel. Drive is off line, it's going to take a lot more power to
bring it up. Goddess Admiral this ship, even damaged is incredible!" She
sounded awed. He chuckled. 


"That
she is. Once we get the damage repaired, the pirates don't stand a
chance," he said as he smiled. 


"Roger
that. I've got a work party tracking down EPS leaks. Can we get some heat?
Maybe some more air?" she asked. 


"Working
on it," Firefly reported. 


"Right
sorry," she sighed. He chuckled.


 


"So
far so good Admiral, we've nailed down three more major and two minor leaks. I
think it is safe for the tender to come in," Shelby reported tiredly
nearly three hours later.


 "How
is the drive?" the Admiral asked. 


"Warming
up now. Inertial dampeners are primed. Our limited fuel supply will barely get
us home. You're right, Gutierrez isn't going to be happy, but vampiring his
ship for the fuel will get us home three times faster than with him trying to
push us." She shook her head. 


"Try
telling him that though, he's going to be pissed!" Irons chuckled while
running his hand through sweat soaked hair. Even his implants and suit were
hard pressed to keep up with the hard pace they were on. In the past three
hours they had run from one leak to another, locking them down and avoiding
hull breaches. The last leak had been scary, it had been dangerously close to a
scuttling charge. Had the drifting plasma ribbon hit that charge, the excited
electrons could have set it off, setting off a chain reaction that would have
destroyed the ship.


"She's
a mess but repairable. Once we get the leaks sorted out and a reliable fuel
supply she'll run rings around anything in space," Shelby smiled. 


"And
once those are done we'll get her other systems sorted out," Irons smiled
as Wally studied the controls then looked up with a thumbs up. 


"You
two do realize you’re talking about me right?" Firefly interrupted
sounding amused. 


"Right,
sorry," Irons smiled as Shelby looked startled. She blushed and then took
a sip of water. "I have a channel open to the tender Admiral,"
Firefly reported. He felt the link open onto his HUD. 


"Right,
Captain Gutierrez, please dock at boat bay two with the launch. We're going to
use your power to get her home to Anvil under her own drive." He waited a
moment as the Captain grumbled. 


"Captain,
Firefly will get us home three times faster, and you can spend the time out of
your cabin. You can even get out of your suit once we get the life support
repaired." He looked up to the bulkhead above with a patient air. 


"I'll
just check on Sergio, make sure he hasn't gotten into mischief..." Shelby
said softly and left. 


"All
right." Gutierrez finally relented. 


"I
promised you a tour of the ship Captain, we might as well do that while you’re
here," the Admiral smiled. The Captain chuckled. 


"You
don't have to lay it on that thick Admiral, I'm coming. I'll be docking in
twenty minutes. Gutierrez out." The channel closed. 


"They
are interesting," Firefly said diplomatically. 


"You
mean prickly? It comes with the times and being a civilian I suppose. Once we
get things sorted out we'll rebuild the fleet," Irons smiled tiredly. 


"Your
mad Admiral, rebuild the fleet?" Firefly asked, suddenly wary. 


"Why
not? We have four military AI, one flag officer, one slightly damaged and aged
noncom, and your ship and a mess of volunteers. It's a start." He smiled
as he locked eyes with the nearest camera in the corner of the room. 


"Right,"
Sprite replied. "Admiral, we've got the launch drained of fuel, should we
move her crew and gear to better quarters?" Sprite asked. He nodded. 


"You
two handle it. Keep them clustered close to critical systems so we can
concentrate life support and inertial dampening to those decks. Get Sergio
briefed on the helm. Captain Gutierrez as well. Give them a carrot and they
will bend over backwards to help." He smiled as he nodded to Angie. She
came in and set her tool box down. 


"That's
it for decks three and four. I think we've got the worst leaks taken care of.
We can't be sure until we get a lot more fuel though, we may have pinhole leaks
we're not picking up." She shook her head. Sweat was beading along her
sweat band. Her breath fogged around her. He nodded. 


"How
is it that we can get pinhole leaks, but we can't breach that with a plasma
cutter?" She waved disgustedly at the armored fuel line shroud. He looked
in the indicated direction then chuckled. 


"When
the ship was damaged splinters of material ricocheted inside. Also plasma leaks
from the EPS conduits and possibly ordinance going off. Not everything is
armored like that is," he indicated the shroud. “Many of the systems are
designed for easy access for repair or replacement." He shrugged.
"We'll have to go through the ship deck by deck and make repairs as needed.
The good news is Firefly has its own replicators and the AI is pretty
advanced." He nodded to the camera. "We'll get it sorted out." 


Angie
held up a tablet. "Well I was thinking, we're focusing on drives, helm,
the bridge, minimum sensors, and life support for the critical decks we need
right? Well I was wondering, if we reroute power here from the hyper drive
controls to the port drive pod then we can test each of them from the power
room. We don't need the hyper drive now, so we can bypass it. I know her
governor needs a trickle charge, but..." 


The
Admiral smiled. "Make it so. See if you can reroute controls from the
drive room to main engineering or the bridge so we can concentrate our life
support." She nodded. 


"Jimmy
give me a hand?" she waved. He looked up from the bulkhead he had been
sitting against and nodded. Wearily he pushed off then floated behind her. They
felt a bump. 


"Oops,"
Firefly said. 


"What
the hell was that?" Wally looked up suddenly wary. 


"Captain
Gutierrez slipped when I laid a tractor on his ship to dock. He's all right but
his ship has sustained superficial damage. As has the boat bay," Firefly
reported. 


"Right.
He's probably turning the air blue as well. I better get down there then."
The Admiral sighed shaking his head. "Carry on Wally, I'll see about
relieving you in a bit." He waved and floated out of the compartment.


 


"What
the hell happened? I was all set to dock and then something jerked my ship like
a rag doll!" Gutierrez was holding a blood soaked rag to his head. Blood
swirled around his head like a halo, with a trail to his command pod. Shelby
was trying to get him to hold still but he was thrashing about. "I'm all
right, just have a headache and this blasted cut. I want some answers." He
glared at the Admiral. 


The
Admiral exhaled, watching his breath cloud. "It was my fault Captain. I
should have notified you that I was initializing the docking tractors,"
Firefly interrupted sounding subdued.


"Was
that the ship?" Gutierrez looked up, anger forgotten. "You mean she's
alive?" He turned to the Admiral who smiled. 


"That
is correct Captain. Once miss Shelby gets your head wound under control I'd
like you to take the helm with Mr. Valdez," Firefly replied smoothly.


Gutierrez's
unshaven scared face lit in a grin. "You don't say. Well I'll be. I'll be
right up!" He tried to push off the crate he was sitting on but Shelby
pushed him back down. 


"Hold
still, this will sting." She sprayed the wound with biofoam. He winced
then reached to touch the cut. She caught his hand. "Not just yet. Touch
the foam and your fingers will be stuck to your head," she said amused. He
jerked his hand back and then balled it into a fist. "Sergio is on the
bridge. I sent him up a minute ago," she looked up to the Admiral who
nodded. "All right, it's set. I'll clean this mess up Captain, you can
go." Shelby took the blood soaked rag from him and waved him on. He
smiled. 


"Why
thank you miss," he chuckled and moved off. Shelby busied herself with
cleaning up the mess with a portable vacuum. "I always hated zero g,"
she muttered. The Admiral chuckled. Slushy globules of blood and spittle were
spreading out slowly.


"It
can be a pain at times. Here let me get that one." The Admiral pulled a
micro vacuum off the wall, plugged it into his right arm to power it then
started sucking globs out of the air. "At least the cold is helping
us," Shelby said after a few moments. 


"Yes
and no, it's great for keeping people focused, but it is hard on equipment and
is a problem for morale over time." The Admiral finished his side then
racked the vacuum. Shelby finished the command pod then came out. 


"What?
Oh, yeah, being in cold for a long time can be a problem. I mean, dad keeps the
power rooms cold and dark to keep people focused, but it gets on your nerves
after a while. I can't stand more than a few hours, after two all I can think
about is getting somewhere warm sometimes." She shook her head looking
bemused. 


He
chuckled. "Yeah, like I said, it has its downside. Let me give you a hand
with the hoses and then we can check on the bridge." He helped her hook up
the power lines and fuel hoses then together they floated out into the
corridor. 


"Admiral,
why don't I go give Wally a break. He needs it. Jimmy, why don't you check on
Angie. Check in when you get to her. If you run into Mick tell him to focus on
areas we're in and lock down any leaks in areas we're not." Jimmy waved as
he turned and floated off. "Admiral." Shelby nodded politely and took
off. He nodded. 


"She's
improving steadily. She's developing initiative and her leadership is
outstanding," Sprite sounded amused. 


"Think
she'd make a good officer? Possibly the XO?" the AI asked. 


"Possible.
If she is willing to sign on in that capacity. She did say she wanted to join
though." He made his way to the bridge. “I'd take her on as a chief
engineer though, let her father take the XO slot.” He waved off the obvious
protest. “Yeah yeah, I know, no families on a ship.” He shrugged. “We have to
roll with what we got. He's the only one other than us with experience.” Firefly
didn't respond.


He
was amused when he entered the main bridge to see the captain in the captain's
chair and Sergio at the helm. Holos and LCDs were arrayed around each of them.
The room was warm, much warmer than the rest of the ship. Condensation was
beginning to form and drip from the bulkheads. The life support blowers were on
full, trying to suck the moisture out for recycling most likely.


"I'm
getting another voltage spike in a port drive pod," Sergio reported.
"Which one?" the Admiral asked. 


"Beta
ring, two B I think," Sergio looked confused. 


"I
don't, Admiral, these controls are insane!" Gutierrez motioned to the
holo. Controls flashed. "Damn it! What'd I do wrong this time!"
Gutierrez sounded annoyed and dismayed. 


"Firefly
reduce controls to minimum. Let's give them time to adapt." He watched as
the controls shifted to the bare minimum. 


"There,
that's more like it." Gutierrez nodded. "Now, show me this voltage
spike." He tried to pull it up then started to growl. Firefly fed him the
data. "Oh. It looks like the governor's are out. Power it down Sergio,
it's shot." He shook his head. 


"Right,
powering that pod down. You think it's software or hardware?" Sergio
asked. 


"Most
likely hardware," Firefly replied. "I am getting the same reading
remember,


and
there is little wrong with my software." Firefly sounded miffed. The
Admiral nodded. Sergio's shoulders hunched defensively. "Don't be afraid
to speak up if you don't know something or have a problem Sergio, it could be
critical." He patted the young man on the shoulder. “But try to balance
that impulse with the situation.” Sergio nodded.


 "Okay..."
he gushed. "I'll try the other port pods starting with the alpha ring.
Angie said the port side took the most damage, so that may be why there are so
many problems there." He shook his head. 


"She'll
just spin in circles till we get her evened out," Gutierrez growled. 


"Not
necessarily, once we get some pods up Firefly can shape a course to Anvil using
them in sequence... and we can still work on repairs on the way," Irons
replied studying the helm engineering report. 


"Right,
starboard alpha ring is up, I'm not getting any problems, Firefly? Can you
check me?" Sergio asked.


"It
looks good Mr. Valdez. I've checked my port side alpha ring. There are a lot of
leaks in the ring. I don't recommend using it until we can get it sorted
out." Firefly projected the damage report on the overhead holo emitters.
The trio of human looked at the report then Gutierrez shrugged. 


"Someone
else's problem, I'm just here so I can tell my grand kids someday." He
smiled at the Admiral who chuckled softly. "Well you have to admit,
something like this only comes along once in a lifetime! he waved. The Admiral
smiled. 


"Well,
we'll see about that. I'm here to rebuild the Federation." He nodded to
Firefly's crest. Sergio froze.


"You
mean..." his voice rose in wonder. 


"Once
we get back to the station I will be taking volunteers to induct into the
Federation Navy." He nodded to Sergio. Gutierrez rubbed his whiskered
chin. 


"Seems
you might have your work cut out for you then." He sat back. "If'n I
was a might younger and less set in my ways I'd take you up on it," he
said softly. 


"Where
do I sign?" Shelby asked from the open door. The Admiral smiled. 


"No
seriously Admiral, I want in." She locked eyes with him. He nodded slowly.
"Even if it means an officer's commission?" He raised his eyebrow to
her. 


"I
was thinking chief engine wiper or something... but officer?" she asked in
disbelief, clearly stunned. 


He
chuckled. "Why not? You're one on Anvil, so I don't see a problem."
He shrugged. 


She
nodded. "Maybe. But you're right, we've got to get there first." She
nodded her chin to Sergio. "Sergio we're getting a lot of reports of leaks
in the port alpha drive ring, so I don't think you should try it anymore. We're
bleeding plasma and it's going to suck our reserves fast." Sergio nodded. 


"We've
already cut power to that half of the ring. Angie is checking the stern drive
pods and the primary drive nacelles now. We've got two of the four fusion
engines up but I didn't want to use them with our limited fuel supply." He
looked questioningly at the Admiral who shook his head. 


"Wedge
first, plasma drive only with the exhaust." He turned back to the plot.


"I
have a course for the station plotted with the working drive pods we have
currently checked. I can adjust course and speed as we bring others
online," Firefly reported. Sergio looked at his holo emitter and nodded. 


"Looks
good. Can you change it a little here and here?" he pointed. 


"There
is a rock there," Firefly warned. 


"I
know, but it's a carbonaceous chondrite. A big one. If we can snag some of
it..." Sergio looked up and over to the Admiral. The Admiral nodded. 


"Good
idea. Make it so." He sat in at the communications station. "Firefly,
all stations." He tapped the controls. 


"All
stations channel open," Firefly replied. 


"All
right folks we're getting underway. Brace for maneuvering in two minutes. Lock
down anything in danger of causing damage. I am not sure how our inertials will
handle this." He cut the channel.


"Inertial
dampening is tied to our gravity plating Admiral. I am initializing critical
areas now," Firefly reported. Shelby sat at the engineering station and
checked her controls. She quickly reconfigured them to a simpler layout, then
customized it to her own liking. 


"She's
quick and smart," Firefly commented over the private link to the Admiral.
He turned to see Shelby, then back to his own station. 


"That
she is." He tapped the controls and reconfigured them for sensors.
"Maneuvering in five, four, three, two, one..." Sergio counted down.
They felt the gravity plates kick on just as the drives powered up. They were
pressed into their seats for a few moments before it eased. 


"Inertial
compensation achieved. You may now move freely about the ship," Shelby
reported with a smile. "Next time Sergio, let me finish booting the
inertials before you go off half cocked," she warned. The young man
blushed but gave a curt nod. She studied him for a moment then locked eyes with
the Admiral, then turned back to her station.


"Course
for asteroid set. ETA two hours, twenty two minutes, thirty nine seconds,"
Firefly reported. 


"Captain
you have the con, I'm going to see about getting what we can from the
collectors." The Admiral climbed out of his chair and stretched. 


"Quarter
grav is the best we can do," Shelby looked up. He nodded. He could feel
some inertial changes from the drive, the uneven pods were throwing the
inertial systems a complex set of calculations to work out... They were only
partially succeeding. Hopefully they would be able to fix it soon. 


"This
is Angie, Wally is going around with some food and drinks for everyone. I'm on
power room watch until someone relieves me. I don't see any problems. Jimmy is
checking the drives but he's not really a drive guy. Admiral can you check him
please?" Angie asked from the overhead. "Dieter and O'Reilly are busy
trying to get the compensator's on deck eleven sorted out,"  she
continued. He grimaced. 


"I
was going to check the collectors, once I do that I'll lend him a hand. We've
got a few hours before our first stop," he replied.


 




Chapter 15


 


"Admiral,
how are we going to get this bad boy on board? We've vampired the tender and
launch remember?" Shelby asked. 


“Are
you kidding me? That thing is bigger then the ship!” Sergio said staring at the
view screen. He was still in a little awe over how fast they had come here.
They'd traveled half the distance Betsy had done in less then sixteen hours. On
minimum impulse power. If they got the wedge and drives fueled and online...
the mind boggled at that. He wasn't sure if he was excited or terrified.


"This
was your idea remember?” the Admiral chuckled. Obviously the kid had
underestimated the mass even though he'd been on the money about the location.
He shook his head. “Oh ye of little faith. It's a carbonaceous chondrite which
means a lot of water, oxides, silicates, and other materials all locked up in
it's chemical matrix remember? It's relatively soft and not very dense.  Just
watch." He motioned to the screen. "Ready Firefly?" he asked. 


"Ready
Admiral. Forward graser mount powered at ten percent. That's a petawatt of
power. Shutting down all nonessential systems to reroute power. Target lock.
Firing." A blast of invisible coherent energy slammed into the asteroid,
changing it's normally slow tumble. A cloud of debris started to form. The
lights on the bridge dimmed slightly. "Attenuating for debris cloud.
Tractors and bussard ram scoops initialized. Maneuvering... got it. Power reserves
down to three percent. Firing second pass." On the overhead they could see
the highlighted path of the beam as it chewed the rock up into small bits. Some
of the bits were super heating into gas. Some of the concrete materials were
reaching their molten points. "Tractors engaged. Ram scoops are pulling in
the debris cloud now. Initializing molecular furnace. We're getting about a
thirty nine point nine percent return over energy expenditure Admiral. I expect
that to go up as we hit high concentration pockets," Firefly reported
after a few minutes. Sergio was staring at the holo emitter in awe. 


"Damn,"
he said softly over and over.


Shelby
chuckled. "I think he's hooked. I know I am. It beats staring at a fusion
reactor's read outs all day any day." She shook her head.  “Where are we
going to put it all?”


“The
material we can't use we'll either store or use as reaction mass for the
reactors or the plasma drive. Most likely the plasma drive,” Firefly responded.
The asteroid was quickly disintegrating before their eyes. “The additional mass
as fuel will accelerate our transit time to the station.”


Gutierrez
moaned a half hour later when there was little but rubble left. "Damn,
that was fast!" He looked at the Admiral. "We've got how many ships
with weapons like that coming our way?" he asked. 


The
admiral's hand flexed. "Too many. But none can match Firefly once the ship
has been repaired and has a proper crew," Shelby answered for him.
"Checking. Most of the gases are hydrogen and oxygen with some traces of
nitrogen and argon. For helium it looks like we're getting an average of one
hundred twenty parts per million. There is a slight amount of helium three,
barely a kilogram." She shook her head. "How did it get there?"
she looked up then shrugged and went back to her station. 


"It
was most likely deposited on the surface by the solar wind over the eons. I
tried to pick some up but it is too diffuse for my collectors," Firefly
replied. Shelby grunted. 


"Right,
well, we're getting a good return." She looked up at the Admiral. "We
should be about half done with the collection phase in an hour. Jimmy is taking
a nap, do you want me to wake him? Have him start up a replicator?" She
raised an eyebrow.


"No
need. I can do that," Firefly replied. "I have the critical list up.
I do not have the material for most of it, but I can skip down to the ones we
can replicate with the material on hand. The first part is under construction
now. I am stacking the parts on the tray and warming up another replicator so
we can begin running two at the same time." The Admiral nodded as Firefly
opened a side window view of the replicator. A countdown was displayed under
the window. 


"Give
Jimmy until the parts are out of the replicator to rest then have him eat and
pick them up. Is Angie up next to rest?" He looked over to Shelby. She
nodded. 


Gutierrez
yawned. "I could use some coffee," he muttered. Shelby smiled. 


"Me
too." Sergio got up then looked over to the Admiral who nodded. He went
over to the bridge food replicator and tapped in an order of coffee. After a
moment it lit and coffee mugs appeared. He handed one each to the others.


"God
I love modern tech." Shelby smiled in appreciation as she took the
steaming mug. Gutierrez chuckled and saluted Sergio with the mug. 


"Thank
you lad. I agree with the Sheila, it's a wonder." He took a sip then
studied the mug. "Needs sugar though," the battered captain growled.
Irons and Shelby chuckled.


 


"Admiral
we're receiving a broadband hail from Anvil." Shelby looked up at the
report from the ship's AI. 


"Is
there something wrong?" she asked. 


"Most
likely wondering why we haven't checked in," Gutierrez chuckled.


“Well,
we have been a bit busy to call in,” Shelby said shaking her head. “Seems like
they are worried.”


 "Probably.
Open a channel Firefly," the Admiral nodded. 


"Is
this thing on? Um, Admiral Irons can you hear me?" a nervous woman asked.
“We're getting worried here. Are you coming back?” He knew the laser's return
message would take the better part of a three hours to get back.


"We
read you Anvil, this is Admiral Irons. We are en route to the station. Updated
ETA is...”  Sergio tapped his controls and an ETA came up on the overhead.
"Just under twenty one hours from now." He nodded a thanks to Sergio.


“We've
been a bit busy getting the systems sorted out to report in," he turned to
Shelby who shrugged. 


“We're
in Firefly. She's a bit banged up but functioning as a ship once more. We've
even started on repairs. Make sure repair teams are ready when we dock."
He sat down at the communications console and tapped the control. "We're
uploading a list of parts we need now. We're going to need them ASAP. That's as
soon as possible. The sooner the better. Also ask the Doc to meet me when we
dock." Sprite flashed an "Upload complete," on his HUD.
"File sent. Make sure the exec and Logan get it and get on it." He
turned to the Captain with a shrug.


 


About
six hours later they got a response. "Um ah, roger Firefly, We'll be
waiting," the communication tech's voice changed. "I can't believe
it! This I gotta see! The docks are going to be jammed!" Voices from ops
could be heard over the link. Gutierrez grimaced. 


"Hot
mike Anvil. Firefly out," the captain growled then cut the channel then
shrugged. "Looks like we're going to be popular," he chuckled. He ran
his hand over the side of his burnt face. "Think the Doc will be ready for
me?" he asked. 


"She
should be, it doesn't take that long to clone skin grafts. The arm and leg are
a bit more complex, especially the hand. I'd say she'll need another week or
two to finish the arm." He waved it off. "Don't worry about it. I've
had it done a time or too, it takes some getting used to at first but it's a
lot better than in the past," he grimaced. 


Gutierrez
nodded. "Right, back to work." He tapped the controls with his good
hand. "We've got another pair of rocks just off our course to the station,
should we divert to pick them up?" he looked up to the Admiral. 


"Let
me check the sensor feed," Irons replied. He tapped the controls then
frowned as the spectrograph lit. "No.. no, the first rock is iron and
gold, not something we really need," he said slowly. "The
second..." He tapped in the request. "No it's a soft platinum. We
could use the rare material, but the iron won’t do much for us, and the platinum
can be picked up later." He shrugged. 


"Right,
besides we don't want to divert and cost time," Gutierrez nodded.
"Admiral this is Angie, we've got the harmonic in pod three stabilized
now. You were right it was the sensor and drive software. Jimmy found a couple
of loose connections too. Firefly is running another diagnostic now. We should
have it up soon." Angie signed off with a click. 


"Pod
three? Did she say three?" Sergio looked up. 


"Starboard
stern. She's third in on the ventral side." The Admiral tapped his link and
fed Sergio's station the location. 


"Right
so when we bring it up, will it destabilize the wedge or  should we cut back
while we initialize it?" Sergio looked up confused. The Admiral pursed his
lips. 


"Let
me check." He ran a sim. The first sim was with drive coming up while the
ship was under power. The pod quickly destabilized the wedge and inertial
dampeners. "Well, that won't work," he muttered as he reset the sim.
He dropped the sim to half power then brought up the pod with the others. The
wedge fluctuated then stabilized. 


"Right,
when they are ready drop to half our current speed, drop the port pods in the
stern ring to maintenance levels then sync the entire stern pod group and bring
them up together. That will sort it out. I'm shooting you the sim now, he
nodded. "Just in case Shelby, you better have O'Reilly beef up the
inertials in case we get a fluctuation or harmonic." He looked up to
Shelby who was busy tapping at her controls and talking into her ear wig. After
a moment she gave a thumbs up. 


"Got
it," she said. 


"Program
ready," Sergio nodded. 


"Angie,
we're ready to reinitialize the stern group on your go," Irons said into
the overhead. 


"Roger,
we're ready on our end." 


"Then
make it so Mr. Valdez," Gutierrez surprised them all with his formality.
The Admiral smiled as Sergio tapped his controls. 


"Right
it's coming up, it's unstable... " 


"Don't
try to chase it Sergio, let Firefly handle the sub harmonics," the Admiral
cautioned. 


"Right.
I have better sensors and response time then you fleshies do," Firefly
responded. The overhead showed the wedge field fluctuate for a moment then
stabilize. They felt a ripple of nausea as the inertials stabilized. 


"Sorry,"
Shelby said. 


"Don't
be. It worked," Gutierrez gasped. 


"Revised
ETA to station fifteen hours thirty one minutes. I will inform the
station," Firefly reported. Irons nodded. 


"Good
work people. Let's see if we can do better after a break." He nodded to
Sergio. "Why don't you go take a couple hours off and get something to
eat. Firefly and I can mind the store while you’re gone." The young man
looked a bit mulish but then his stomach groaned. He grimaced, clutching his
traitorous belly as Shelby chuckled. 


"A
couple of million kilometers away and mom still finds a way to mother me... even
if it is with an avatar." He shook his head as he got up. He was a bit
shaky. 


"Rest
in the captain's wardroom. It has a food replicator too. Make a few blankets
while you’re there if you need," the Admiral waved. Sergio nodded and
waved back as he walked out. Gutierrez stretched carefully. "I think I'll
join him. I think I'll get the blankets from my ship though, save on
power." He picked up his crutch and struggled to his feet. Carefully he
limped off bouncing in the reduced gravity.


 


"We're
making final approach to the station Admiral. And I thought I was
damaged," Firefly commented wryly. 


Irons
chuckled. "It's looking better than it did when I first got here. We still
have a long way to go however." He shook his head. The station drifted on
the overhead holo projector. Slowly it turned in place. He could see small
craft, most likely work pods and hardened EVA suited workers out working on the
hull. 


"Crossing
shield zone. Wedge is down, RCS primed. Firing." They felt a buck as the
ship turned. "Reorientation complete. Slowing approach for dock,"
Sergio reported. He was totally focused on his display. "Two hundred 
meters and closing. Approach speed is a bit high. Adjusting now." They
felt another buck. "Course correction. We're still going two meters too
fast. Correcting again. Ten meters to dock." The Admiral winced as he
imagined the ship's armored side grinding into the side of the station dock.
There was a slight ripple then the holo blinked. 


"Docking
complete. Not as good as in my heyday, but not bad for a civilian,"
Firefly commented. Sergio blushed. 


"You
could say that again. First time he's docked anything larger then a tug or an
asteroid," Gutierrez teased. Firefly's avatar swirled into being. 


"You
are kidding?!" The roman centurion turned, virtual cloak billowing behind
it like wings. "You're not kidding. You let a small craft pilot man the
con?" he turned to the Admiral. He shrugged. 


"Seemed
like a good idea at the time. There is a first time for everyone. I knew you or
I could back him up if he needed it. Fortunately he did okay." He nodded
to Sergio who blushed. 


“Those
practice sims paid off,” the young man mumbled.


"Very
well. We're going to have to talk about this later Admiral," Firefly
turned to the crew. "I have civilians attempting to board." He
brought up a holo of the docks. 


"The
work crews. Let them in," the Admiral waved. "Just pretend you're in
a docking slip Firefly. Same protocols. We're going to do what we can to refit
and repair you as fast as possible. Give them access to as much as they need...
So long as they don't get access to the weapons and armory without clearance
from me." He nodded to himself after a moment. “Lock the bridge down as
well Firefly, I'll be back." He had noted Enrique the exec and the doctor
in the crowd.


 


He
made his way to the docks, passing people in the corridors. Some were looking
around in bewilderment. Firefly had holo sprites directing the traffic to the
best of its ability. "Taking on stores was never this much of a
hassle," it grumbled over the link. 


The
Admiral chuckled. "Well, they're new, make a list of things to do better
next time, but try to be diplomatic about it." He nodded to a passing
noncom and then stepped out into the dock. 


"Admiral
a moment of your time!" a tech called sounding desperate. He waved to a
tech. 


"Just
a minute I have a prior engagement." He walked over to Enrique and the
doctor. The doctor shook her head. Enrique smile was fit to bust his cheeks. 


"I
never thought you'd do it, goddess she's a beaut!" Enrique chuckled,
smacking his hands together. 


"Admiral,
are you sure she'll be a match?" the doctor asked. 


"Once
we get things sorted out, and if we can dredge us some additional supporting
units, yes," he nodded. "Doc, I'd like you to check out sickbay. Did
you go over the implant tech information I got for you?" She nodded. 


"I
don't have the facilities or micro skill... Wait are you saying..?" She
pointed to the ship. He smiled and nodded. 


"That's
right. Firefly has inducted colonial trainees. The AI can aid your surgical
teams in upgrading the crew with implants once they are trained on the basic
techniques. Why don't you check out the sickbay with a team while I check in
here. I can meet you in an hour?" She nodded and rushed off into the ship.
He chuckled. 


"Looks
like you made her day as well as mine," Enrique laughed. "Can we
really do implant tech? I mean, the Doc has been doing cloning and grafting
parts for years but implanting cybernetics..." He shook his head. 


"I
admit it is a little different and a bit of a stretch, but I think she can
handle it," Irons smiled. He watched as an exoframe towed a pair of hoses
into the lock. "Right now we only have fusion two up. My micro reactor and
the reactor on the launch and tender are drained. She's got some major life
support damage,  hull damage, and most of her kinetic weapons have been
expended. That is the easy list. Repairing her drive pods, rebuilding fusion
one, and three, and her mam reactor are going to be headaches. Hell, the
missiles and armor damage will be as well," he sighed. 


"I
took a look at Firefly's industrial plant, she can make her own parts and
resupply her missiles in time, but not in the time we have. How are things
here?" He turned to see Logan approaching. Logan smiled. He came to a
sharp parade rest and saluted, tears sparkling in the corners of his eyes. The
Admiral came to attention and returned the salute. 


"Reporting
for duty Admiral," Logan said softly. He was dressed in a regulation navy
coverall.


"I
was just about to call you Logan. We've got our power issues licked for the
foreseeable future, but the industrial replicators hit a snag," Enrique
shrugged. "Why don't you tell him about it." He gave the engineer a
look. 


"First
things first," the Admiral held up his hand. "Attention to orders!"
He intoned. Work noises around them stopped. Logan snapped back to attention.


"Chief
petty officer Horatio Logan, I Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons on this date do
commission you in the Federation navy with the rank of commander." Logan
looked to protest as the Admiral fished a commanders insignia out of his pocket
and then clipped it to his collar. His daughter came up behind the Admiral and
smiled. 


"It
looks good on you daddy," ,he smiled. 


"I
hope so," the Admiral turned on her. "Shelby Logan attention!"
She went stiff. "Shelby Logan as the only Federation flag officer during
a  time of war I hereby induct you into the Federation military with the
commission of Lieutenant commander." He turned and attached the pips to
her collar. Her father looked shocked. 


"You
wanted it, now is your chance to make a new future," the Admiral said to
her softly. He stepped back and then came to attention. Horatio and Shelby
followed. He saluted and they saluted back. "Shelby, you're my acting
chief engineer of Firefly, get back to work. Horatio, your my acting XO of
Firefly. Get this mess sorted out," he nodded to the docks. 


After
a moment the docks started to become noisy with the babble of people talking
and clapping. Logan nodded. "With your permission." He turned and
waved. "All right you lot, get back to work!" He started to point.
"Bailey get off your fat ass and get that load on board. Follow the ship's
guides and for heaven’s sake don't get lost. Marge get me a report from
replicator one then clear a path from it to the docks. Coordinate that with
Ops." He waved a good bye to the exec. "Let's move it people!"
He turned and waved to the group, urging them on. Several of the crowd clapped,
then went back to work. the Admiral smiled.


“Tote
that bail, load that barge,” Sprite said chuckling.


"Well,
I can see you have this in hand. I'll just get out of here before I get drafted
too," Enrique looked amused as he waved. "I'll catch you later
Admiral when things calm down." He made his way through the docks. Shelby
chuckled. 


"Shelby
I need volunteers for Firefly's crew. One of your first orders is to find them
for me. I need a list of volunteers and your recommendations." Irons
studied her. She frowned. 


"Recommendations?
For rank and position? Admiral I..." She was clearly overwhelmed. He held
up a hand. 


“You
know these people. I am just getting to know them. I trust you. Get it done.
Give me a list. Firefly," he looked up, "did you get all that?" 
Firefly's avatar swirled into place beside him. A woman dropped her load with a
startled oath. The avatar looked at her then back to the Admiral. 


"I
logged the orders Admiral. I'm glad we're getting a crew," the avatar
nodded to Shelby. 


“I'm
honored to be a part of your new crew Firefly,” Shelby smiled. 


"Work
with Shelby and her father. I want the enlisted and noncoms inducted ASAP. I'll
administer the oath in a mass ceremony when we get underway," Irons cocked
his head to the avatar. 


"Very
well Admiral. You do realize none of the new crew have had medical,
psychological, or for that matter, intelligence background checks? Some of them
seem to have a very low level of basic education," the avatar cautioned. 


"Start
with the base material and build upward. Any other objections?" the
Admiral asked with a tight smile. 


"One,
regulations prohibit officers of the same relation to serve together on the
same ship or station Admiral. I believe you brought it up before though,"
Firefly finished. The Admiral nodded. "We'll work it out. I'll talk to
Horatio. How are your software repairs? Has Sprite and Smithy given you access
to my database?" He turned to watch a loader pass close by. He had to
dodge. The loader passed right through the holo avatar. 


"Yes,
and I've even added to it. It helped a bit. I sent an archive to Smithy as
well. It is repairing it's systems as well," the AI reported. 


"Right.
Not without protest of course," Sprite commented. He chuckled. 


"The
doctor has reached sickbay. I've had to redirect a few tourists from the
weapons and off limits stations. I did instruct them to volunteer if they wish
to know more. Several seemed interested Admiral," Firefly reported. 


Shelby
grimaced. "Give me an ID trace, I'll talk to them." She shook her
head, muttering and left. The Admiral chuckled. 


"Looks
like someone's going to get reamed. Good. She's learning. Now we need a few
noncoms as a buffer," he nodded to the AI. The AI nodded back.


 


"Admiral,
it's good to see you." Irons turned and nodded to a comm. tech. "If
you’re looking for volunteers for Firefly, I'm in," she smiled. 


He
chuckled. "Let me clear that with your boss and the exec." He patted
her shoulder and moved on.


He
had been getting a lot of happy people congratulating him or asking for
positions on Firefly on his way to Ops. He sat down at the main table and
waited as Enrique finished a conversation with a pair of techs. A steward set a
cup of coffee down at his elbow. "Thanks," he said and picked it up.


"Admiral,
that makes over three hundred volunteers in less than an hour. Not bad,"
Sprite reported. "We're not going to be able to vet them all and handle
everything else Admiral, I can sit in on some of the interviews for
you..." Sprite said. He hid a grimace behind his cup. He didn't want to
the Ops crew to see it.


"Right.
Remind Firefly, Horatio, and let Shelby know they have authority to recruit
enlisted and noncoms. I want to vet the noncoms though. They can recommend
officers, but final decision rests with me." He looked over to Enrique who
nodded and left the techs. 


"We're
getting reports from all over the system, I'm glad you got back with that
tender, we need it almost as much as Firefly." Enrique looked tired and
flustered. "I never thought we'd have the kind of traffic we're building
up too." He shook his head. 


"I
noticed we had a lot more traffic, there were several shuttles I didn't
recognize coming in," Irons smiled. 


"The
pirate attack is all over the system by now, as is your mission to Firefly.
People are going nuts. There have been riots on three of the moon colonies. One
small colony lost life support and is dying." The exec looked bleak. Irons
was startled. 


"How?"
he asked. 


"Riot.
Someone hit something and it scrammed their reactor. By the time they got
batteries online the life support computers wouldn't reboot," the nearby
tech explained then shuddered. "Not a nice way to go, gasping for air in
the cold and dark." She shivered again. "I'm glad you managed to
prevent that here."


Enrique
saluted the admiral with his coffee mug. "Well, we had a lot of
help," Irons smiled and took a sip. 


"Any
chance Io would come back?" Enrique asked. 


"Hardly.
If they stuck to their timetable they should be on to their next stop by now.
No way they could have gotten word of the attack anyway. We're on our
own," Irons shrugged. "Which reminds me, I'm getting volunteers from
all over, including your staff," he smiled. 


Enrique
grimaced then chuckled as he sat back. "Can't hold them down on the farm
forever I guess. Running Ops compared to being in a starship? Let alone a long
lost Federation warship?" he asked running his hands through his hair.
"I can't blame them. If you need them, let me know." He shrugged.
"Now that you've gotten Smithy straightened out we should be able to
manage," he smiled. Smithy waved a fist at him.


"I
heard that," the AI said. He turned. "I'd like to thank you and your
AI for rebuilding me Admiral. A few more years and I would have gone into
rampancy." The AI shook his head. He was no longer the wizened elderly
shell of a an AI. He was regaining his prime step by step with the station and
it showed. 


"Glad
to help. I know we've got a lot to go over, let's get into it, I have to get
back to Firefly and then get some downtime." Irons sat back and listened
as the AI and exec took turns briefing him.


 


“Admiral,
Commander Logan has transferred several tons of uranium and about a kilogram of
semi-processed plutonium. I am making the components for the mines and missiles
now but I will need an officer's ID tag to go beyond the basic steps,” Firefly
reported. They had been at work transferring materials for the past two hours.


“And
by officer's ID tag you mean me since the Logan's aren't in the system,” Irons
chuckled.


“Well,
Commander Logan is, but his promotion will require an implant firmware upgrade
before I can accept his tags,” Firefly responded. He nodded.


“Right.
I'll be there as soon as I can.” He looked over to the Ops table then back.
“Any more on the ships?” he asked softly.


“Based
on the footage and sensor logs Sprite uploaded I have confirmed one of the
freighters is a Zanzibar class. They never installed anything above a class one
hyperdrive in the class. It is over eight hundred years old. Most likely this
one was a tramp freighter. I can't be positive without getting my own read, but
I would estimate the window of arrival as six to nine weeks from the initial
point of recording,” Firefly reported.


“Right,
so we've got another four to seven weeks on the outside to get things sorted
out. I'd say at least three, then a  four day transit to the jump point. That
gives us time for some working up exercises to get some of the kinks out. Maybe
even time to pick up another ship or two. Good.” He nodded. “Do you think they
will stick to jumping out and coming in slow?” 


“Possible.
If they were wary they would cut the jump short by a couple of hundred million
kilometers and get the lay of the land before coming in. However if they are
avoiding wear on their equipment or are just overconfident, then they could
come in at the normal point. Pirates from our time would come in slow to judge
the target. However we can't assume that they will follow that model.”


“So
in other words, they come in cautiously or fat dumb and happy,” Irons sighed
running his hand through his hair. “That's a broad range of possibilities.”


“From
the general equipment status of most systems and the fact that they are hitting
a target that can't run, I would lean more to the fat dumb and happy modus
Admiral,” Sprite interjected. “We've seen a fair sampling of the general
knowledge and equipment maintenance levels in over a dozen systems. Since the
pirates are using antiquated equipment they must be pressing captured systems
and possibly personnel into their service.”


The
Admiral grimaced. “You mean slaves. Great.” He grimaced at the idea of
hostages. “All right, I've got a couple more things here then I'll be aboard.
I'm not comfortable running off assumptions, but maybe we can split the
difference.” He looked up to see Enrique approaching. “We'll try to refine this
later.” He nodded to the exec.


 


"I
have Lieutenant Commander Logan trying to reach you Admiral," Sprite
informed him as he passed a group of people on his way back to Firefly. Several
waved, many smiled. 


"Open
a channel. Shelby?" He waited. Shelby knew better then to contact him with
anything trivial. She'd  been up to her elbows in the repairs ever since they
docked eight hours ago. He was curious if he'd have to get onto her about
getting some down time.


"Um,
yes Admiral, I ah, was wondering if you could help me with a recruiting
mission. I have someone in mind for tactical but he is being reluctant,"
Shelby finished in a gush. He paused. 


"Tactical?"
he asked. 


"See
he's a bit of a gamer and loves war games. He used to drive dad up the wall for
war stories. He's even gotten into trouble for hacking the mainframe to run
sims of famous battles," Shelby replied. Irons chuckled. 


"Confirmed
Admiral. I believe you mean Mr. Dwight Harris?" Sprite asked. "Yeah,
uh, who is this? Oh wait you're the AI. Right. Yeah, Harris. He's in his
thirty's. Computer programming expert," Shelby finished. 


"I'd
think you'd want him in cybernetics then," Irons said thoughtfully as he
entered the lift. 


"No
he's a natural tactician too. Dad and I played against him a few times,"
Shelby finished. 


"All
right, I'll meet you at his quarters," Irons replied. 


"Thanks
Admiral. He can be a pain, but when he sees you, he'll fall all over himself to
join up," Shelby finished. Irons chuckled. 


"All
right." He closed the channel and brooded for a moment. 


"I
have the directions to his compartment. Rerouting the lift now," Sprite
informed him. He grunted. "I've accessed his public files Admiral, he is
good. Better than trying to train someone up with no experience," Sprite
said. He nodded, fist under his chin. 


"I'm
not comfortable with the whole hero worship thing," Irons replied then
looked over to the map. The lift car had been restored to almost factory new.
They were really getting a handle on the station maintenance. 


"I
suggest you use it to your advantage Admiral. Use every weapon you've got. By
the way, we're here. Down the corridor third left turn, then two more rights
and his apartment is on the left," the AI informed him as the doors
opened. He followed the directions and slowed when he heard an upraised voice. 


"Lieutenant
Commander Shelby," Sprite informed him. As he got closer he recognized it.
He made the final turn to see her in a navy coverall talking to someone in a
doorway. From the look of things he didn't have the door open very far. He
looked down to see Shelby's foot in the door. 


"Look
Harris, I just want you to talk with him," she turned and caught sight of
the Admiral. "Admiral!" she smiled.


"Admiral?
You mean the Port Admiral?" Harris started to retreat. 


"No,
my name is Irons. Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons," Irons rumbled. The door
swung open. A man in his late thirty's stood there slack jawed and eyes wide. 


"You're
really him. Goddess of space you’re the real deal. I recognize you from your
biography holo," he whispered. Irons chuckled. 


"Last
time I checked." A door opened nearby and an angry tenant leaned out.
"What the hell’s all the racket! I've got a graveyard in two hours can't
you people talk somewhere else?" the balding man snarled. Harris hastily
stepped back. 


"Come
in, come in. Oh jeez." He rushed around picking up dirty underwear and
food containers. He stuffed them in the sink then turned. Irons had followed
Shelby into the room and turned. The room was filled with holos and posters of
the Xeno war and other wars predating it. Holograms of ships and battles, as
well as tattered recruiting posters. He shook his head. In the corner a
holographic display was frozen with a battle in place. 


"That
looks familiar. Dugar?" he asked studying the plot. 


"You
know your history. What am I saying you should, you were there," Harris
shook his head and went over to the plot. 


"I
was a shave tail second Lieutenant at the time," Irons smiled.
"Shelby says she'd like you to accept a commission." He turned to
Harris. Harris froze. 


"A
commission?" he asked studying both of them. Shelby tapped her rank insignia
on her collar. 


"I
thought you were wearing that for fun or our usual game club meeting." He
turned and waved to his closet not seeing her color slightly. Irons turned and
noted several uniforms inside. "I host a club here, we dress up and run
battle sims," Harris shrugged. 


"Right.
When was the last time you ran into Lasko and the others?" Shelby snorted.
"Lasko jumped station a year ago. Caught a freighter berth," she
explained to Irons. 


"Your
club could come in handy. IF they have the mental ability and are
willing," Irons smiled. 


"What
did she mean by Firefly? Did you really salvage her?" Harris asked
suddenly. 


Shelby
sighed rolling her eyes. "You really need to get away from the sims
sometime Harris. Firefly docked over six hours ago!" She shook her head. 


"She's
here?!" Harris was practically jumping for joy. "I've been running
sims on what we could do but the presence of a modern warship and the Admiral
increases our chances by several orders of magnitude!" He rushed around
knocking things to the floor before he found a flash stick and plugged it into
the holo. 


A
sim of the system came up, then the enemy fleet. Irons noted it was pretty
close to what they had noted in the yacht footage. "How did you get
that?" he asked pointing. Shelby's arms were crossed. She tapped her foot.
Harris didn't look up, he was tapping furiously at his keypads. 


"I
wish I had cybernetics like you," he muttered. "Um, I got it from a
friend," he said. 


"You
mean you hacked it? Or traded for it?" Shelby asked starting to sound
ominous. Harris's shoulders hunched. 


"Don't
be like that. Honest Shell, I'm trying to help," Harris muttered. 


Irons
nodded. "No harm no foul. No harm done as long as it doesn't hit the
central net. We don't need a panic." He watched as Harris inputted Firefly
and then ran a head to head sim.


 "No,
won’t work, gotta be sneaky..." Harris muttered.


"Yes,
We're planning on a mine field. I've got them working on it now," Irons
said. He came over and jacked in. Harris sat back stunned as he stared at the
Admiral's right arm. 


"Is
that standard issue?" he asked pointing. Irons chuckled. 


"No
not exactly. I volunteered." He uploaded a sim he had run then ran it. 


"Damn,
okay, so you want to snipe the small ships so they don't swarm you after they
run into a minefield. Could work." Harris rubbed his chin, arms crossed.
He looked up to Irons. "I'd love to see  it." He smiled at Shelby. 


"That's
what I've been trying to ask you; you dummy!" Shelby said finally losing
her cool. "I've been trying to tell you that you can be on the
bridge!" she waved. Harris stared. 


"How
does a commission as a first Lieutenant and head of tactical sound?" Irons
asked. 


Harris
gulped. "Me?" He stared stunned. "You don't have cybernetics
though..."


Irons
smile stopped him. "You do?" Harris asked stunned once more. 


"Sign
up and you'll be one of the first in line. Bridge and command officers are
first." Irons looked over to Shelby. "They need to get used to their
implants fast," he explained half apologetically. 


She
nodded. "I get it. Good idea." She nodded as she turned to Harris.
"So? What do you say?" she demanded. 


Harris
nodded. "I'm in." He held up his hand. "I pledge allegiance to
the galactic Federation for which it stands one government over all...."
Irons waved him off. 


"Later.
We're doing a mass ceremony later. I want you to get with your club and anyone
else you think could handle being on a ship and handle Navy discipline. Then
pack your gear and sims and report to the Firefly." He held out his hand.
Harris shook it enthusiastically. 


"You
can count on me Admiral!" Harris smile was fit to split his face.


"Good.
you've got an hour to report aboard, then twenty minutes to get your stuff to
your room and then report to the bridge. I've uploaded my sims and yours to
Firefly, I want you to update them and familiarize yourself with the ships
systems. Firefly is a Resolution class. I see from the poster on the ceiling
over your bunk that you know the basic details of her class. We'll be updating
the munitions as time permits," he waved. 


"Grapeshot
and KEWs?" Harris asked getting up and pulling out duffels and then shook
them open. 


The
admiral's appreciation of the young man went up a notch. "So far. Firefly
used most of her expendable munitions and platforms before coming here. We're
going to make more but it takes time," Irons shrugged. 


“Ask
me for anything but time. I gotcha," Harris said not looking up as he
started packing. He was shoving things into the duffels.


"Right,
We'll leave you to it," Irons said. He nodded as Harris straightened and
saluted. "Save it for later. We've got work to do," Irons smiled.
"I've got a few more stops let me know if you've got a problem recruiting
anyone," he pointed to the comm as Harris opened his mouth. "I uploaded
my web address already," he smiled and followed Shelby out. 


"Well,
that went well, I've got a recruit in mind for the guards. Former guard
actually," she said pointing. 


"You
mean marines. Marine detachment. Good. If we board any ships we will need
them." Irons followed her. 


“He's
down the hall here," she pointed. A door opened and a head stuck out. 


"Shelby?"
A body followed. He was clean shaven and well built. His silvering hair was
close cropped. "Admiral Irons? Harris just called. I assume you want me
for the marines?" the man asked. He was dressed in a coverall but they
could see his muscles rippling under it. "I'm in." Irons nodded. 


"Right,
well, I'm giving you a commission as a marine senior captain. Since we can't
have more then one captain on a ship, that means your being frocked to Major.
Find me some more bodies to fill in your ranks. Solid and capable, but with a
clean history if possible. I want a TOE as soon as you get settled." He
was testing the man and he was pleasantly surprised when the man nodded. 


"Aye
aye Admiral. I've got a few people in mind. The exec will be annoyed at my
poaching though," he gave Irons a look but Irons smiled. 


"You've
got priority Major, get it done," he nodded. 


"Aye
aye sir!"  The man saluted and withdrew into his quarters. 


"Right.
Now who was that?" Irons asked following Shelby. 


"Jersey
Forth sir. He was a guard captain on his home world. His lord went to war with
another local lord and lost badly. He didn't like the new boss and went to the
port. He was picked up and wound up here. He's good sir, he's a bit of a marine
nut though," She shrugged. He chuckled. 


"Whatever
works," he nodded.


"Dad
gave me a sit rep, Firefly shot him the plans to common parts when we were en
route, he's already shifted production from grapeshot and KEWs. He said he
can't do the classified stuff without you though," she said looking up to
him. 


"Right,
that's my next stop." 


She
nodded. "He said we can't make weapons without an officer's
implants?" she looked confused. "I know about the replicator lockout.."



He
nodded. "It ties into it. It's to keep terrorists from getting anything
military grade. It also helped to stall warlords from building up a supply. We
still had problems though. There was always someone who was corrupt enough to
run a bypass," he sighed. "It will be a headache but we'll get around
it. I have to be on station to authorize milspec materials, so I'm going to
have Firefly do the warheads and classified tech then mate them up with parts
made here." She nodded in understanding.


He
shrugged. "Firefly's shops are better suited anyway." He nodded to a
pair of techs hunched over a piece of equipment then moved on. 


"Right
then. I'll check in with the work crew. I've got an EVA crew on the hull now
doing another survey. I'll upload the specs and give you a sitrep at the next
meeting." Shelby split off from him and waved. He chuckled.


 "She's
long on military deportment," Defender grumped. He clucked his tongue. 


"All
things come with time and patience." He nodded to another group of techs
maneuvering a pallet of supplies. 


"Clear
a hole!" a tech called looking at him. He flattened himself against a
bulkhead and waited for them to pass. "Oh sorry Admiral. Didn't know it
was you," the tech said as they passed. 


"No
harm done," Irons said then continued on his way.


 


"So
we've got beam weapons, tractors, KEWs, and grapeshot. Any chance of shield
disruptors? Gravity bombs?" Harris asked. Shelby grimaced. Harris was
shaking down into his new roll and seemed to enjoy it. He'd spent the past
couple of hours since boarding familiarizing himself with the tactical systems.
He'd even pestered her about the drive specs until Firefly had intervened. She
wasn't sure why he needed to know that information. This was his first time in
a meeting hopefully she wouldn't have to kick him too often.


"We're
making as many missile bodies as we can. We've got two lines going, since there
are apparently two different types." She looked over to the Admiral but
Harris nodded. 


"Right,
point defense missiles and offense missiles. Got it. Not much of warheads
though?" he asked looking over to the Firefly avatar. 


"We've
made three fusion warheads. Now that the crew has experienced the manufacturing
and assembly process they should speed up," Firefly explained. 


"Fusion?
Gravity?" Shelby asked. 


"There
are different types of missiles. They all use the same body and propulsion...
But the warheads do different things. Fusion warheads are nuclear explosives.
Antimatter... Same deal but more powerful. Gravity.. well it is harder to make
and it is specialized," Logan explained. 


"Then
there are ECM missiles. They use electronics to spoof the enemy's fire and
defensive fire control. They blind it or fool it into receiving incorrect
sensory data." Logan sat back.


"Unfortunately
antimatter and gravity warheads take a lot of time, rare materials, and energy
to make. They are out," Irons explained. "We can make ECM missiles
though, we're working on that now. Now that we have some missile bodies we've
set up a second warhead line that is making them. Most will be flares and
dazzlers though," he shrugged. Shelby and Harris nodded. 


"I'll
have to factor that into the tactical plans," Harris muttered. 


"You'll
get to play with the others later Harris. Let's get through this mess
first," Shelby muttered. Harris looked up and smiled.


"Promise?"
His tone and smile was so much like a kid promised candy that the staff
chuckled. 


"Least
he's happy," Logan pointed his thumb to the smug tactician. 


"Whatever
works," Irons nodded.


 


The
lift doors opened and Irons looked inside. "That's it?" he asked.


"Yes
Admiral. I'm afraid after the battle of Malaysia rebuilding my flag bridge was
deemed unnecessary. Chief Grimaldi pulled the debris and the space has been
used as storage since then." Firefly sounded apologetic. He'd told the AI
it was an informal inspection tour.


Irons
grunted looking around at the crates. "Food?" he asked.


"Yes
Admiral. Ration bars."


"A
bit past their expiration dates I would imagine," Irons said dryly.
"Don't even think about getting me to eat them." He shook his head.


"Why
Admiral I'd never..."


"Relax
Firefly, he's pulling your leg," Sprite responded. The Admiral chuckled. 


"Spoil
sport," he shook his head.


"No,
merely filling a naive soul in about your depraved nature," Sprite
replied. 


He
chuckled. "Right, send it all to the recycler. I don't need a flag bridge
for now anyway, so we can hold off on repairing it as well."


He
shrugged. "Besides, we've got more important priorities. If we have a
fleet action I can use the backup bridge or the couch in the Admiral's
wardroom," he smiled.


"Right,
with a jack you can plug in anywhere," Firefly responded. "I've put
in a work order now. Chief Mantooth and the Bosun are polling for a work party
now." The Admiral nodded.


 


 




Chapter 16


 


"So,
what are these implants?” Jesse, one of the coxswains asked nervously.
"They are implants that will let you access ships systems and enhance
you," Irons replied. He looked around the bridge. Most of the crew were
attending to their stations but also listening in. Even the techs working on
wiring in the corner had slowed or paused to listen. Typical he thought with an
amused thought. Some things never change.


"Like
super men?" Jesse asked dubious. 


"No.
We don't have the time for that. You'll get a basic IFF, code package, medical
check up, and if possible sensory implants. Also rejuv treatments," Irons
looked down at his tablet. He'd need to adjust the schedules to get the port
plasma feeds back online. In just two days they'd worked wonders. He was proud
of them. 


"Anti-aging?"
Harris asked. "You'll love that Jesse," he smiled to her. She
grimaced then stuck her tongue out at him. Harris chuckled. "Seriously,
anti-aging?" he asked. 


"It's
a bit more complex than that. It doesn't just slow the aging process, it also eliminates
a lot of excess body fat and enhances your muscles and immune system," the
doctor sat down with a cup of coffee. 


"Morning
Doc. Just the person to ask about this," Irons sat back picking his own
cup up. 


"Right.
There are different implant techniques, we're going with a mix since we don't
have access to military grade medical nano," she grimaced. 


"Why
not?" Harris asked surprised. "I'd think they'd stock it
here..." He waved to indicate Firefly. 


"It's
not that easy. Because of Federation law the only places that can make medical
nanites are hospital facilities under strict regulation. Military medical nano
can only be made on hospital ships or stations," she sighed sitting back. 


“And
Firefly ran out of military grade a long time ago. Right?”


“Right
doctor. I have been making do with civilian grade,” Firefly responded.


"So
where does that leave us?" Janice asked.  Irons was pleased with her. She
had recently joined up, in fact she'd made a bee line from sickbay straight to
Firefly's dock when she came into port. She was shaping up as a good second
chair helmswoman. He had given her a brevet rank of second lieutenant.


"Doing
implants the hard way. Oh I can program the nano I have to do civilian grade
implants now, so we will do that with those that need it. Those that need to do
a lot of telepresence or VR work," she waved. "Some implants will
have to be the old cut and paste method, so they will have some recovery time
attached," doctor Thornby said with a grimace. 


"What
about Logan?" Jesse asked. 


"What
about me?" Logan asked coming in. He saluted the Admiral with his cup and
then took his seat next to him.


"Don't
you need an officer's upgrade?" she asked. 


He
nodded.  "The Admiral frocked me to officer status, so my implants have
the basic codes. He updated them in my BIOS. Firefly is going to do a firmware
update the next time I go to bed." He shrugged it off. 


"And
you can do what? Access computers and stuff?" Jesse asked. 


"I
can jack in yes." He held up his right palm. "That's how I've been
managing Anvil's power plant for years. This is a civie implant, used for basic
data like banking." He tapped the right side of his neck. "You can't
see it unless you're close but there is a port here that lets me jack into a
system," he grimaced.


"But
you don't need to do you Admiral," Harris said. Irons stiffened then
shrugged.


"There
are upgrades and plug and play radio LAN transceivers. In my case however I
have a wireless implant. It lets me access things without a physical jack when
I need to, but the bandwidth is more limited. I don't telepresence without
physically jacking in." He held up his right arm. His middle finger
morphed into a jack. "See?" he said. Jesse and Harris stared in mute
fascination and horror. "If we had medical nano that was properly
programmed then they would weave the implants into your tissue while you slept.
It would take a day or two, but you'd wake up better than ever," he
shrugged. 


"I
guess I can live with it," Jesse grimaced. "As long as I'm still me
in the end," she muttered. Irons nodded. 


"It
takes some getting used to petty officer, but you don't need what I have so
don't worry about it. We're giving you the minimum invasive upgrade we
can." He shrugged. Doc nodded.


"Right,
Once I get the handle on it and get the crew squared away I'm going to switch
to the station so I can set up an assembly line and do it right," she
smiled. Jesse grimaced. 


"Doc
Standish?" she asked. Doc locked her eyes with the helmswoman. 


"He
wants an officer's slot. Do you have a problem with that?" she challenged.
"No not at all," Jesse mumbled. 


"Good,"
Doc said primly. “Doctors are usually considered officers. Most nurses as well.
We need the authority to deal with difficult patients.” She gave the Admiral a
dead pan look.


Irons
hid a grimace. "Right, we've come a long way, but we've got a ways to go.
How is engineering?" He turned to Shelby. 


"Better.
We've finished our first round of training sims, or at least the orientation
ones. I'm going to throw a few problems at them on the next shift and see how
it goes." She shrugged. "So far so good. I've got a few problem
people but we're working it out. I'll get you a watch bill and shift rotation
by next watch," she held up a tablet. Irons nodded. 


"Right.
How is tactical?" he asked. The meeting revolved into routine as they
relaxed.


"Admiral
I noticed you said support ships, does that mean Io can make military grade
nano?" Harris asked softly over a private communication channel. He looked
around then nodded to the avatar. The AI isolated the link.


"Yes,
but I'd prefer that to be strictly need to know," he grimaced. Harris
really was sharp.


"What's
to stop them from using it?" Harris asked. 


"Me.
Or a lack thereof," he chuckled. 


"Oh,
lock out?" Harris asked. Irons nodded. 


"Exactly."
A tech waved and Harris grimaced before moving off to see what was going on.


 


"Admiral,
I'd like you to meet Dan. He's a bit of a tac buff like me, but he always
focused on the ECM and defensive measures side over the strategic offensive
side," Harris introduced a short stocky man with a bit of a beer gut. 


"Pleased
to meet you. ECM?" he asked. 


"Well
some of us prefer brains over brawn," Dan turned a look on Harris then
smiled briefly to the Admiral. 


"All
right, You've got a battlefield commission as a second Lieutenant. Get with
Harris and start working out with the ships systems," he waved as he sat. 


"Admiral,
when are we going to do a field exercise?" Harris asked excited. Shelby
hid a smile. 


"When
we're ready. We've still got a crew to train. I'd rather not expend munitions
until we've had a few sims under our belt and weapons to train with,"
Irons smiled. Harris nodded. 


"Right,
right, okay. I'm on today's list for upgrading, let’s see if we can run a sim
or two beforehand. I'd like to compare and contrast it to what I can do when
I've got implants," he waved to Dan who started chattering animatedly. 


Shelby
leaned over to the Admiral's side. "They'll do all right Admiral. I'm more
worried about the prize crews for the corvettes," she sighed. Irons
nodded. Recently they had identified a few potential ships to repair and put
back into service. Unfortunately all of them were sublight milita grade ships
and none were above the size of a light frigate. They were reserving their best
command team for Firefly, which meant the corvettes were going to get the
dregs. That is if they were worth salvaging. He sat back. 


"I've
got a couple people volunteering for communications or engineering slots, but
no one is stepping up for command," he said, grimacing and steepling his
fingers. Shelby grimaced as well.


"Harris
and Dan won’t do it, they're good but they lack..." She shrugged. 


"People
skills you  mean. Real world experience and leadership skills. That takes time,
exposure, and practice," Irons sighed. Shelby nodded looking away. 


"It's
harder to do than I thought," she said softly. He nodded. 


"Being
an officer or serving with friends and family?" he asked. “From what your
father said and what I've seen you've got the leadership and technical
abilities down.” He shook his head. “Is it being an officer with everything on
the line?”


She
grimaced. "Both. I've done it all my life, but it's a little harder to be
objective now." She looked over to him. He nodded. 


"Now
it's real and we're in a time crunch," he replied. She grimaced as well
then reluctantly nodded. 


"Yeah."



He
chuckled. "If it was easy everyone would do it. Don't worry about it, it
comes with time," he nodded to her. 


She
sighed. "Yeah. I'm after Harris and Dan today so I better get engineering
set up for when I'm gone." She nodded politely to him as she gathered her tablet
and walked out.


"Admiral,
Gutierrez's implants were a success. He is in the regen tank now. I think I've
got the hang of this," Doc said then opened a video channel. He nodded to
her. "Good work Doc, Glad to hear it." She was dressed in scrubs with
a mask covering her face. 


"I'm
going to try to do four of the command staff, Dan, Harris, Janice, and Shelby
today. I've got a few people who will stand in and I hope they will pick up the
techniques so we can have multiple surgery teams going." She shrugged. It
looked odd with her hands up in the air. He nodded realizing she was keeping
them away from everything to keep them sterile. Sterility fields were only good
for a few pathogens. The doctor was taking every precaution. That was good to
see. 


"Right.
Dan and Harris just left, do you want me to page them?" he asked. 


"No,
Janice is in prep now. I'll have Harris paged as soon as we start. My nurse can
prep him while I finish." She grimaced as a nurse pulled up her face mask.



"We're
ready doctor," the nurse murmured. 


"Right.
Got to go, See you," she nodded. The nurse reached around and cut the
circuit. Irons nodded. 


"Well,
that's good news. Hopefully we don't run into any complications." He said.
Firefly's avatar nodded. 


"There
is the usual post surgery swelling and minor bleeding, but Captain Gutierrez is
stable and responding well. His extensive injuries will take time to repair in
the regen tank though," Firefly reported to the bridge crew. Irons
grimaced as the crew murmured. 


"Which
will tie that up for some time. Hopefully we can get the sickbay on the station
up to implants as well. At least on the easy patients," he grimaced. 


"Possible,"
Firefly responded.


 


“In
again, out again, Finnegan. What's the deal Admiral? Can't make up your mind
where you want to be?” a voice asked as he walked through the concourse to
sickbay. He turned.


“We
need to align the shields and drive. We can't do that in port. It would chew up
the station,” he answered looking at the elf standing on the top of a banister.
“So that means going out a safe distance, turning everything on, getting them
aligned, then doing a couple runs to break the equipment in.” He shrugged. He
also needed to give the replicators lead time to get parts done, tested, and
too the docks.


“I
see,” Oberon nodded. “Well, it is good to see my kids every once in a while I
suppose.” He shook his small head. “Do take care of them.”


Irons
nodded, hefting the box he had in his hands. “I'll do my best.”


“You
do that. And take care yourself Admiral.” The elf hopped down and then walked
off, disappearing into the crowd of legs.


 


   
Irons entered the doctor's inner sanctum and smiled. She was sitting in her
chair, bent over the desk. She groaned. "I hear I have you to thank for my
current workload. Remind me to thank you properly for it. Maybe a rectal
exam... no that's too easy, maybe a full GI work up," she said tiredly
rubbing her temples.


"Oh
buck up, you’re enjoying it, you know it," he said chuckling softly.
"Besides, I have a gift," he smiled. “Consider it a thank you for
your hard work with the implants.”


"And
what, pray tell do you think would get you back in my good graces?" she
demanded looking up to him. He pulled a plate out of the box and held it up.
Her eyes locked onto the plate in his left hand.


"Oh,
some fudge," he said innocently.


"Fudge?"
she asked sniffing.


His
smile turned into a grin.


"All
right, just this once your off the hook. Gimme." She held out her hands
and made grasping motions. He chuckled as he handed her the plate. Her eyes
widened at the brown square. "Ohhh..."


She
took a bite. "Heavenly," she sighed, sitting back. "For that, I
forgive you and the unnatural beasts that spawned you." She opened her
eyes and took another bite. "Now shoo," she said, eyes closed, hand
making dismissing waves. He chuckled as he quietly left.


 


Harris
smiled. "Looks like things are working well. I'm glad I'm here, not
serving on Anvil as some staff weenie any more." He shook his head.


Logan
looked up and frowned. "It takes all kinds of people to serve in the navy
son." He studied the tac officer. The young man was shaking down
surprising well but he had a lot of rough edges. Fortunately they had time to
work on a few. They still had about three weeks left of the admiral's original
time estimate Logan thought. And loads of work to do he thought mentally. He
was pretty sure the pirates weren't going to enjoy the party they were planning
in their honor. Even though the the tactician was looking like he was. Harris
looked amused and full of himself.


"You've
got to admit sir, it's better to be sitting on a bridge than off shuffling
papers. Or watching the action from the sidelines," he shrugged. Irons
nodded.


"But
there are different branches of the navy, we need them all. Medical, Technical,
Tactical, Teachers, Command, Support, Intelligence, Research, Fighters, and yes
bureaucrats," he waved. Harris looked amused.


"Believe
it. We have to have bean counters, as much as we hate them. Someone has to keep
us honest, keep track of the materials and people, where they go, what they can
do," Logan patiently explained. “Many a battle has been lost because they
didn't have the right material on hand when they needed it.”


"I
was wondering about that, the whole different mindset thing. When I was reading
Halsey's monograph, he talked about the different mindsets in the navy."
Dan looked over to the Admiral and exec. "I mean, he talked about fighters
and politicians, and bureaucrats and such."


Irons
reluctantly nodded. "There are those people, careerists, who make their
careers by hanging onto the coat tails of someone else, or by being someone's
eyes and ears. It's not a pleasant thought, they can be promoted far beyond
their abilities just for that, and it can cause problems."


He
looked over to Logan who nodded. "I've served with a few myself." He
shrugged then looked over to Dan and Harris. "Then there are the fighters,
the ones who can fight, but are terrible in peace time," he smiled. Irons
nodded.


"What
about the teachers?" Harris asked.


"The
best are the ones who can both lead, inspire, fight, and teach. It's a rare
combination. Some have those qualities naturally, others can fake it."
Irons raised a hand. "I'm a techno nerd, I freely admit it. I can teach,
in fact, I've come to enjoy it. But command can weigh heavy on you. It takes
time to get used to and if you come at it


cold
as I did, it can break an officer as easily as make one," he shrugged.
“But to be honest? I'd rather be elbow deep in a repair job or designing a new
system over sitting at my desk shuffling paperwork any old day.” The others
chuckled at that.


“I've
had a couple incidents though that promoted me faster than I was comfortable
for. Or so I thought,” he shrugged. “I guess you could say I rose to the
occasion as the case warranted.”


"You
are talking about some of the scrapes you were in," Harris asked nodding.


"Yes.
I was lucky," Irons shrugged. Dan gave him a disbelieving look. So did
Logan. Irons blushed and shrugged it off. "Believe what you will. But we
got the job done. Speaking of which, let's get this test run finished so we can
stand down and take on more supplies." He nodded to Firefly's avatar.


"Right,
synchronizing tac and defense consoles now..."


 


“Can
I talk with you for a moment Admiral?” the Doc asked. 


“Sure.”
He looked up to see she wasn't alone. “Come in both of you. All three of you.”
He smiled as Doctor Standish and Shelby came in with her. “Four.” She waved to
another frumpy looking woman.


“ Thanks,
since this is my office,” Thorby looked amused. “Admiral this is Jenni Martel,
our resident genealogist and geneticist.” The mousy woman shook hands with the
Admiral then sat down.


“We
were talking about the implants and I ran across a couple references involving
genetic engineering. They are maddeningly brief. I was wondering if you had any
thoughts on them,” Thorby said.


“Genies?”
he asked. “In relation to implants?” They nodded. “You are talking about the
changes to improve sentients and make implant tech easier to assimilate,” he
nodded.


"So
your saying they are better?" Doc asked. Irons grimaced.


"Yes
and no, You have to understand, genies have an improved immune system and other
features that both enhance chances of survival, but also detract from chances
of survival as well."


She
looked confused. "What do you mean?" Shelby asked.


"Well,
for instance a mod that enhances muscle strength. That has trade offs."
The doctor began to look thoughtful. "For instance, it takes a lot of
calories to keep the muscles fed, and a lot of work to keep them in tone,"
he shrugged. The doctor nodded.


"Nothing
ever comes for free," she muttered. He smiled.


"Exactly.
Improved muscle strength means you need stronger cartilage and bones, which
means less bone marrow so there is less blood production and a higher chance of
bone cancers when exposed to radiation." He shrugged. "Also healing
is a major problem. Some of the earlier mods had enhanced muscles but not
enhanced tendons and ligaments, which..." He shrugged. Both women winced.


"So
it's a trade off?" Shelby asked, looking from one to another. 


"Evolution
at its finest, or lowest, depending on your point of view. A person with an
enhanced immune system is more likely to survive when exposed to disease or
bacteria, enhanced muscles will give you a brief window of survival, but then
again a base line organic has a higher chance of survival because they require
less food in the lean times," he explained. Doc nodded.


"You
keep saying organics. Don't you mean humans?" a nurse said coming up
behind him. He turned. 


"Shelly..."
Doc started to wave her off but Irons held up a restraining hand.


"No,
she's right to ask. I say organics because there are a lot of other sentient
species out there, and several did genetic changes of their own." He
shrugged. "Some like the Ynari and the Xeno's have completely changed
their genetic code. They are incompatible with their own species of earlier
times."


"So
that's what they mean by polymorphic or polygenetic," the doctor murmured.


"Well,
yes and no, some polymorhs, like the blobs of New Genesis don't fit the
category. Then there are the Ynari, they alter their genetic code to each
environment. They keep a genetic toolbox with them." He shrugged. 


“Most
DNA is actually a tool box. Recessive genes are turned off but still stored in
case of future need. I guess the Ynari take it to the extreme,” Thornby said.


"Must
be interesting telling them apart," the nurse joked. 


"I
don't know if any still survive. Maybe." Irons looked sad for a moment.


The
doctor cleared her throat. "So the, ah, neural dendrite clusters were
genetic mods to facilitate implants?" she asked getting back to the
subject. Irons nodded getting back on track.


"Right.
There are clusters at each of the normal implant locations that lead to the
major sensory or other important functions in the brain. Also, there are
increased cross over linkages between the brain hemispheres, making the person
a bit smarter, and faster on their feet, but makes their brains more vulnerable
to injury." He shrugged.


"Another
trade off I suppose," Shelby said darkly, looking away.


"All
things come with risk Commander. And not all risk can be predicted in advance,
mapped out, and avoided easily. This one probably was a side effect they didn't
game out or anticipate. If they had, they may have added more cushioning fluids
or something." The Admiral shrugged. "I am not sure, I'm not a
geneticist or a doctor," he smiled. "I'll take a hyper drive any day
over trying to make heads or tails of a chromosome strand." Doc chuckled.


"To
each his own then. I'm not a geneticist either, but I think I can get by. Or at
least use the tools they left in us. I'll leave that to doctor Martel here.”
She nodded politely to the doctor. She tapped the dendrite clusters. "It's
interesting that they are still there, after centuries of sleep." She
looked up to Irons.


"Um,
well, they made them a dominant trait. So it is passed from generation to
generation." He shrugged. She nodded.


"Dominant
trait?" Shelby asked. "Dare I ask?" she smiled.


"It
means they added it to the X chromosome, but in a part that is critical. Not in
the recessive gene bank. You see, the human body only uses a tenth of its
genetic code, the rest is recessive genes from past generations. Call it an
archive or storage. When people breed sometimes they are tapped and come
out," the doctor explained.


“Some
of the other common species were doing similar things just before the war broke
out. Unfortunately due to long periods of growth, not to mention testing I'm
not sure how many actually survived,” Irons frowned in thought.


“Then
of course there is the fact that most of that work was done on home worlds or
on medical research stations. Most of which probably didn't survive the war,”
Doctor Martel said shaking her head.


“There
is that,” Irons nodded. “One of the problems you’re going to have is the
recessive genes in our more... less varied crew.”


“Yes,
it will be a challenge. We're building a gene bank actually and making it open
to the public,” she smiled coyly to the Admiral. “Your more than welcome to
donate...”


“Thanks
but no thanks.” He held up his hands laughing.


“So
recessive genes are biology's way of storing data it may not need but doesn't
want to throw out?” Shelby asked.


The
nurse nodded. Irons smiled. "And it makes people a little different than
each other, giving each generation a larger chance of survival over the next.
There is a randomization factor built into each generation to better its
chances for survival."


"Back
to your survival thing again," Shelby muttered. 


Irons
chuckled. "Yeah, it ties into that." He waved it away. "Don't
worry about it. The point is, it has worked, and will work for generations to
come. Let's focus on what we can do with it." The women each nodded.


 




Chapter 17


Irons
grimaced at the crowd. They were in port at Anvil for another two hours while
they took on the latest stores the station had managed to build. Work crews
were frantically working on the outer hull, replacing what they could in the
interm. He was pretty sure the station and crew were working twenty hour days.
They still had a lot more of them in the future but there was now a light at
the end of the long tunnel.


He
was leading Dan and Harris to Ops for a conference. He'd rather be overseeing
the new drive pods being installed but he knew Shelby and Logan could handle it
so let it slide and decided to check in with Enrique and the staff. It was a
ticklish affair, tuning the pods and they didn't need him breathing down their
necks while they tried to work. He needed to encourage their independence
anyway he thought. 


He
studied the crowd covertly as they walked. The arrival of Firefly had shaken
people out of their doldrums. Doc had informed him there had been a brief rash
of suicides prior to their mission, but now people were beginning to feel hope.
He nodded politely to a few who waved as they passed. He was hoping they had
some ideas to contribute.


"Harris!
Dan! Where have you been??!" A voice out of the crowd made both Dan and
Harris freeze, shoulders hunched. Together they turned. Irons turned as well,
curious.


"Oh...my...
god..." Sprite said then started to giggle.


The
crowds parted around a man dressed like a Prussian peacock or clown. His
costume had naval overtones however. Irons wasn't sure what to think. He had an
elaborate peaked cap, with gold trim.


A
meter long feather was on one side over the left ear. His collar was stiff and
tall, almost to his ears. It opened to a hairy chest. His shoulders were
covered in elaborate gold and silver threaded shoulder boards, they stood out
from each shoulder by a good ten centimeters.


His
jacket was white, festooned with gold and silver braid, medals of all sorts and
the jacket arms were covered in tiger striped hash markers and rockers. Irons
shook his head.


He
wore white pants, again covered in rockers. His belt, sword, and glittering gun
holster were overkill. Sprite's avatar circled the man as he talked quietly
with Dan and Harris. She circled the peacock, hands on her hips then struck a
pose and rubbed her jaw.


"You
know..." she traced a finger over the glittering medals. "I really
don't know what to think. Flashy." The man's sword flashed through her
avatar and bumped someone. The man cursed then dodged.


"Is
he wearing high heels?" Sprite asked, studying his feet. "He is! Must
be to compensate for his height. You organics are always doing things like
that," the AI sniffed. The shoes were covered in silver glitter, and were
definitely high heels. The toes bulged out like clown shoes. Irons felt his jaw
tighten.


"So
where the hell have you two been? I've been waiting for our usual game!"
the man whispered.


"Don't
you listen to Knox or anything? We're in the fleet now, the real fleet,"
Dan whispered. He looked over to Irons who looked away. "That's the
Admiral." 


"What
like the new Port Admiral? Or is he another player? I think I can take
him." The man started to swagger up to Irons but Harris grabbed his arm.
"Can it you dolt, he's the real deal. FLEET Admiral Irons. Yeah, the real
one." The man's eyes widened comically.


"You
are kidding. For real? Oh this I gotta see." He smiled and bowed to the
Admiral then came to a semblance of parade rest. Irons turned back to him
eyebrow raised.


"I'd
like to volunteer Admiral." Irons turned to Harris whose face was flushed
in red, clearly embarrassed. Dan looked a little pale.


"You're
a member of Harris and Dan's group?" Irons asked.


"I
am. I'm one of the better members," the man said proudly, striking a pose.
Harris sighed. The man rounded on him. "Hey, I beat you remember?" he
growled. 


"Only
cause you had a dreadnought and I had a destroyer." He looked over to
Irons and shrugged looking guilty. "It was a stupid bet, besides, I was
kinda hammered at the time." He turned a glare on Dan who was trying not
to smile. "That and someone had a hand in giving you the dreadnought and
putting me up to the fight."


Dan
laughed. "Dude, you should have seen your face though! It was so worth
it." He pointed an accusing finger at Harris who irritably pushed it away.



"So
you're into tactics?" Irons asked. 


"Yes
Admiral. Xelford Slythern the third at your service." He bowed once more.
The crowd had parted around them, but several people were staring.


"He's
a tailor," Dan stage whispered to Irons.


"Fashion
designer," Xelford corrected with a smug expression, then struck a pose,
chin lifted.


 Irons
shook his head. "Well Mr. Slythern, we do not have many openings for
tailors, the fabric extruders do most of the work." He shrugged. Slythern
looked a little crestfallen.


"I
don't think you'd like going into combat, and I couldn't justify the risk
son," Irons said.


 Slythern
paled then nodded. "You are really doing it? Going into combat? Against
who?" he asked turning around. "With what?" he asked. Irons
shook his head with everything going on how could the guy be this clueless?


"We've
salvaged Firefly. She's taking on stores and making repairs now. As to who,
well, there is a group of pirates that may be coming. We're trying to get
ready," Irons explained patiently. Slythern looked over to Harris and Dan
for confirmation. Both nodded. He paled even more.


"Oh,
count me out then, I don't think I could do much then. I mean." He
shrugged helplessly. Irons nodded.


"A
naval career isn't for everyone. It's hard work," he smiled politely.


"Oh
well, perhaps in another life. I have a customer to see to." The peacock
turned and then walked off stiffly. His coat tails dragged on the floor behind
him.


"Talk
about a walking fashion disaster. Still, that would be interesting for a mess
dress uniform don't you think? Should I put in an order?" Sprite sounded
amused.


"Oh
shut up," Irons sighed then shook his head chuckling. "Anything else
you gentlemen think I should know?" He gave the two men a look. Both shook
their heads looking extremely embarrassed.


 


Irons
looked around the room and nodded to a Veraxin in the corner. The insectoid alien
was rail thin, his purple tinted chitin shone in the lights of the conference
room. It was odd seeing a Veraxin wearing a duster and American west style
cowboy hat though. The Veraxin had an odd neck. It was stiff, made of two
sections with one joint connecting them. The small head was on the tip. The
neck bent like an elbow joint, just up and down instead of in and out. It could
be disconcerting to those not used to seeing it.


A
horn stuck out where the usual human upper lip would be. It went out nearly 10
centimeters then ended in a hammer shape. There were a few mended cracks in the
alien's chitin exoskeleton. Obviously he had seen a lot of combat since his
last molt.


"Sheriff
Trac?" Irons asked. The alien uncrossed his upper arms and pulled a cigar
out. He put it in his mouth, then lit it with his thorax arms.


"That's
me. You the Admiral?" He looked the Admiral over.


"Yes,"
Irons nodded. The alien was hard to read, he had two sets of multicellular eyes
that constantly moved around his head. A pair of feather like whiskers rose out
where his nose would be on a human, up to touch the hat brim. His mouth was
split into multiple mandibles. One was partially missing.


"I'm
the sheriff in these here parts." He took a puff on the cigar and looked
the Admiral over. "What's it to you?" he asked. His head bobbed up
and down a little. Irons shrugged.


"That
depends."


"On
what?" 


"On
whether I think you’re going to work with me and are honest." He looked at
Enrique who nodded. The sheriff studied the exec then flicked ash off his
cigar.


"That
a fact?" he said. Irons couldn't help but raise an eyebrow. The Veraxin
moved his thorax arms again, opening the duster to expose his gun belts. His
lower hands flexed.


"I
wanted to talk to you about your bully boys. Sorta clear the air," the
Veraxin said then chittered. Irons brow knit. Sprite fed the chitter into his
universal translation then highlighted a curse word on his HUD.


"That's
not polite," Irons said softly looking at the sheriff. "I don't like
being called names." His voice dropped into a warning growl. The Veraxin
froze then looked at him with all four sets of eyes.


He
chittered again. Irons eyebrow raised as Sprite translated. "Let's keep it
clean Trac. Leave my family out of it," he replied in Veraxin, then
watched as the Veraxin's mandibles went slack, knowing the shot went home. The
cigar fell from his suddenly nerveless pincers.


"Well
I'll be doggone, you do speak the mother tongue." The Sheriff picked up
his cigar and stubbed it out.


"What's
this about my bully boys? I don't remember having any," Irons said.


"You
know, the guards," the Veraxin waved a three fingered lower hand. 


Irons
frowned. "Don't they report to you?"


"No,
they reported to that stooge Mengela, but he left with the Port Admiral,"
the sheriff said. Irons looked over to Enrique who shrugged.


"All
right sheriff, they are your problem now."


The
sheriff froze again. "What am I supposed to do with them?" he asked.


"Train
them as peace officers. Weed out the undesirables. I want the entire force
turned around by the time I get back. We don't just need guards, we need peace
keepers, true officers," he nodded. "Deputy sheriffs if you
will."


The
sheriff tipped his hat brim back. "Well I'll be." He chittered a
laugh. He crossed his upper limbs. His lower limbs rested on his first set of
hips. Irons gave a tight lipped smile.


"Work
with Smithy, the exec, Matilda, and Judge Farley. Get them sorted out. Turn the
guard duty crap over to the drones as they become available. Draw recruits from
the general population as well, even the more honorable gangs if you think you
can rely on them." He looked over to the exec then back to the sheriff.
"Do you have a forensics lab?" he asked.


"Forensics?
No." 


"Then
set one up. Work with the college. Start small. Make sure your people know
constitutional and station law and start enforcing it properly. Work out a
salary and budget for the peace officers and the corrections officers. No more
protection rackets." He locked onto the sheriff. It was hard to remain
focused, his eyes were orbiting still. The head bobbed up and down on the stiff
neck.


"I
getcha. I'll clean em up. This one horse town ain't big enough for all them
varmints," he nodded and left.


"Western
fan?" Irons pointed his thumb in the direction the sheriff left.


"How'd
you guess?"


 


Irons
dodged a work party and looked over to see Mayweather waiting by the lock.
"Admiral a word?" she asked tightly. He nodded. 


"Follow
me." He nodded to the guard. She reluctantly stepped aside. "This
way," he motioned. Mayweather looked around the inside of the ship.


"Attention
on deck! Flag arriving!" Firefly intoned. 


"Knock
it off Firefly, we've got work to do," Irons waved. 


Mayweather
looked shocked. "An AI?" She looked at the Admiral as they entered
the main bay. 


"Several
actually, Firefly is the ship AI." He motioned her to follow. They ducked
around techs frantically working on EPS conduits. The Admiral murmured
encouragement, patted a few on shoulders then left.


"We're
going to the bridge, then the captain's wardroom," he said, stepping into
a lift. She stepped up to follow hastily as the doors closed.
"Bridge," he said.


She
turned to him. "Admiral, I want in," she said simply. 


He
nodded. "You are ready to accept a commission?" he asked. She looked
thoughtful.


"Bridge.
Access granted," Firefly intoned. A green light on the access panel lit
and the doors opened. Controlled chaos reigned.


"Looks
like everyone's been busy," Irons said nodding in appreciation. “Good,
good." He dodged a cleaner robot then looked at the ops panel. "Looking
good, I'd say at least another shift till we can heave too and start out on a
shake down."


"You
concur Firefly?" he asked looking up. Work on the bridge had subsided as
people turned to him.


"I'd
say that's about right Admiral, they're green but willing," Firefly's
avatar responded. Irons nodded. He turned to see Mayweather studying the bridge
and crew. It took a moment for it to sink in that it was a professional gaze,
with a subtle hint of command in her pose and manner. He nodded again.


"Very
well, carry on," he nodded then turned and motioned to Mayweather to
precede him out. As they exited they could hear the babble of conversation
begin to pick up. Irons smiled.


"You
did that on purpose," she accused smiling. “To really sink the hook in and
keep it that way.”


He
gave her a look then small shrug. "This way." He led her around the
back hall to the wardroom. "In here." The door opened and he entered.
She followed.


She
came into a replenished room carpeted in navy blue, with a deep mahogany
conference table in the center. Around the table plush black leather chairs and
various displays were the norm. She looked around the walls and lightly touched
a plaque.


"Gunnery
exercise," Firefly responded. 


She
turned with a start to see the Avatar behind her. "I thought you were on
the bridge?" she demanded. The avatar smiled.


"In
a sense Firefly is everywhere, since this, the ship is his body," Irons
waved. She nodded. "Right. Can we talk? In private?" She looked at
the AI. “No offense.” The AI looked at the Admiral. He shrugged.


"You'll
get used to it. Can you get me a current ops list and schedule a meeting for an
hour from now?" he looked at the AI who nodded. 


"Aye
aye Admiral." It winked out.


"You
get used to that too," Irons smiled as Mayweather tried not to flinch.
"Coffee?" He held up a pot. 


She
shook her head. "No, yes, I don't know." She sighed. He chuckled.


"It
is a bit much to be tossed into the deep end."


"There's
the voice of experience for you." She sighed again, shaking her head and
then looking at the other plaques. He poured a pair of cups then placed one at
the head of the table and another at the exec's seat.


"Sit."
He pointed to the chair. She smiled and sat.


"So,
you want in?" he asked, taking a sip. She took a sip and grimaced.
"It's the pure quill, if you want sugar or cream, they're over there for
the taking." He waved to the food replicator. She got up and adjusted her
drink, then sat back down.


"Yes,
to answer you, I want in. I want to do something other than sit in a station
waiting to die," she gushed.


"And?"
he asked sounding amused. One eyebrow was raised.


"And...
well I want to do more then be a station hand. I'm a trained spacer, I've
served on a bridge, I know what I'm doing. I've been a spacer since I could
walk. I've been an engineer, navigator, I can do it." She shrugged. He
nodded hiding a grimace.


"You
want a commission?" he asked. She nodded.


"Janice
is a helmswoman. Due to her experience I've offered her the rank of second
Lieutenant. She accepted it. She's got her own shift, five coxswains in
training. We'll have a round dozen when we're through I hope." 


She
nodded looking thoughtful. "So based on experience I'd be a captain?"
she asked. 


He
chuckled. "Hardly. Just because you have experience in engineering and
navigation doesn't show you have command potential, or tactical experience. You
do have chutzpa and initiative, I'll give you that,” he said smiling.


She
frowned. "You need both to get there. Also proven leadership ability and a
stiff spine among many other things,” he explained. “What department do you
want?" he asked.


"I'm...
well, I can do either," she sounded petulant. He nodded.


"Okay,
well, let’s see if you can handle executive duties. If you can show command
potential, and handle yourself in a sim or two, we'll see."


She
frowned then her brow smoothed. "Sim? I did them all the time. Janice and
I did a few combat sims. I didn't like the fighter pilot ones, the capital ship
ones were more my speed. They were more fun."


He
chuckled."Then you'll fit right in. Why don't you get what gear you have
and I'll log you in as a first lieutenant. Spend two hours settling in and then
we'll set you up with a couple sims to see how good you are," Irons
smiled.


She
stood. "I can do that. I'll run rings around any AI opponent," she sniffed.
Irons chuckled.


"We'll
see about that," he waved. "Dismissed. If you need anything, tell
Firefly," he said as she went to leave. She paused and nodded. 


"Admiral."
He looked up. "Thanks," she said from the doorway.


"We
all deserve a second chance. Make this a good one and you will build a career
and become a legend," he said looking at her. She froze then smiled. 


"A
legend huh?" she chuckled. "I'll have to think about that one."
She waved as she left.


"Well,
that was interesting," Sprite said.


"That
it was. Think she's any good?" Irons asked.


"Well,
judging from her scores in tactical sim twelve and Federation navy sim
nineteen, not bad. Solid grasp of her ships limits, crafty, and not at all a
frontal assault stylist."


“When
did she...”


“On
the station while we were out,” the AI replied before he could finish. “Do you
want to see her records?” The Admiral nodded.


The
AI dumped the records onto a window on his HUD. He looked them over for a
moment then nodded. She had guts, patience, and knew when to take risks and
when not to. She looked like she had the eye. "Good, give her three of the
academy entrance sims. Maybe have Harris run her as an opponent in the
last?" he asked.


Sprite's
AI grinned. "That will fix them both," she chuckled. "I like
it.  He wins she gets taken down a peg. She wins and he gets taken down a peg.
Either way it will give them experience they won’t forget."


"I'm
glad you approve," Irons said chuckling. "I think she'd be good as
Logan's exec. If she can handle it and shows command potential, then maybe that
back up corvette if we have time for it," he said.


"What
about Harris?" Sprite asked. Irons shook his head.


"He's
good with tactics, but lacks real world experience, and his social skills are
atrophied. I'd say he needs some seasoning before he can get to command
track," Irons shrugged. “Lets see if he can handle a few watch rotations
on his own and then go from there.”


Firefly
came up. "Agreed. He just started to chew out a tech until I intervened.
It wasn't the tech's fault. He's green."


Irons
grimaced. "Anything I need to take official notice of?" he asked with
a sudden cool look. He didn't like someone misusing their authority. Power
trips and brow beating others under you wasn't what the rank was there for.


"No,
at least not yet. Let’s see if my latest pointer gets through to him. He's
learning, but it takes time," Firefly responded. Irons reluctantly nodded.


 


"All
right Lieutenant Mayweather, we're going to run you through a series of
additional training exercises to get a read on your potential. The first is a
fighter command."


Mayweather
frowned. "I'm not into fighters," she said. “I already told the
Admiral that.”


"It
is to assess your potential for independent command and initiative among other
factors. Just try it," Firefly explained patiently.


"So
when do I come into this?" Harris asked quietly as he watched Mayweather
work.


"The
third sim. You are welcome to take an opposing command in each sim if you'd
like," Firefly replied. 


Harris
frowned then shrugged. "Why not, I don't have anything else to do right
now." He sat back onto the couch. "Hit me." He held his hands
out. The couch controls morphed into a stick and simple fighter commands. 


"You'll
be given a short time to orient yourself and get used to controls," Firefly
warned.


 


"How
are they doing?" Irons asked looking from one couch to the other. 


"Both
washed out of the fighter sim, no surprise there. Harris has a little more
aptitude, he's more aggressive, I think he's had more experience with fighter
sims. Mayweather was tentative at first but she started to blossom near the
end."


Irons
nodded. "Are they in the second sim?" he asked. Dan was looking from
one to the other. 


"Yes
sir," Dan frowned. "Can I get in on the action?" Dan asked,
sounding plaintive.


 Irons
chuckled. "Be my guest." He waved to the empty sensor couch. 


"Right.
You don't have to tell me twice!" Dan said eagerly, jumping onto the
couch. In a moment it reconfigured to a hunter killer sim.


"They
surprised me, They have potential," Firefly said softly. Irons turned,
eyebrow raised. "I mean real potential Admiral, they are doing much better
in this sim, Harris started out overconfident but Mayweather pinned his ears
back. They are going for best two out of three." The AI shrugged.


Irons
chuckled. "An HK is closer to her old ship's command deck so she's
probably more comfortable with it," he replied, cocking his head at the
holo.


 The
AI avatar nodded. "Exactly. I'm curious to see how she handles cruiser
command." 


"Me
too, let me know how it goes." Irons turned his attention to the
electronics he had been working on.


 


"How
the hell did she do that?" Harris said climbing out of his chair. Irons
looked up.


"She
pulled an Kulbit maneuver. An old fighter trick. I'd have thought you'd have
experienced it before," Firefly said. Irons chuckled softly.


"It's
not a pilots favorite move, even with an inertial dampener. Seat of the pants
flying is something that can freak some out," he shrugged. Mayweather
looked smug.


"I
got him!" her smile turned into a grin. 


"I
heard, good work," Irons said. 


She
stretched. "Can I get a drink and a break before we do the last one?"
she asked. Irons nodded. She rushed off.


"Looks
like she's enjoying it," Irons said. 


"I
think I'm in love," Harris mumbled. Irons gave him a sharp look. Harris
looked down sheepish.


"Replay
that," Irons ordered. 


"I
assume you mean the kill shot, not Lieutenant Harris's gaff," Firefly
said, then the plot shifted to the replay. The two ships were going head to
head, pounding at each other. Then Mayweather's missiles detonated in a wave
half way between the two ships. Under the cover of the explosions her ship
pitched up, then cut her engines and pitched over and rolled. Her engines
reignited and she came down onto Harris.


"So
that's how she did it. Sneaky," Harris said, rubbing his jaw. “Wait
shouldn't she have sucked some of the debris into her intakes?” he accused.


“No,
she closed her scoops before the explosion.”


“Damn.
She's good. She thinks ahead,” Harris said nodding.


"Yeah,
she got me when she used an asteroid for cover. I thought she'd go around, but
she sat in a crater and popped me when I flew by." Dan came over rubbing
the back of his neck looking sheepish.


"Looks
like you both had your heads handed to you. Some experts." Irons smiled,
trying to take the sting out of that while giving them incentive in the next
match to get even.


"Oh,
she's good I'll give her that. But I'm better," Harris smiled. "What
say we do a variant of vodka niner?" he looked over to Dan who started to
grin.


"Now
now, boys, let’s keep it fair.."


Irons
was cut off as Mayweather came back onto the bridge. "Okay, I'm ready.
Time to show this computer how to fly and fight." She sat down looking
over to Irons. "I thought this would be hard!" She sat back.


Irons
looked at the boys. "Enjoy." He waved. They nodded grimly.


 


"Think
they'll be okay?" Sprite asked.


"Well,
they're sufficiently motivated. And they are finally taking her
seriously," Irons replied watching the plot. All three of them were
shaking down quickly. Harris and Dan had separated and were circling
Mayweather's cruiser. Mayweather seemed to be struggling with her controls.
Harris's ship pitched down.


"Looks
like they have her in a pincer. He's trying to pin her against the gas
gian,." Firefly observed.


"Think
it will work?" Irons asked. 


"I
doubt it Admiral," Janice replied. He looked over to her. "She's not
as mixed up as she is making out," she grinned. He turned to the plot.


"What
is she..." His eyes narrowed as he recognized her random movements for
something more. "There is a pattern there."


"Exactly.
It looks like random helm flutter, but she's never coming back to repeat
herself. Real randomness involves the occasional repeat," Sprite reported.
"Want to know what she's doing?" she asked.


Irons
chuckled. "Show me," he ordered. A sparkle of objects were
highlighted on the plot. A series of missiles were also highlighted. "She
left them there?" Irons asked.


"Right.
Powered down. When they come up it will be nasty... if she has her timing
right," Firefly observed.


"See?
She's sneaky," Janice said smugly, crossing her arms.


"Right."
Irons watched as Dan came in on her flank. "He's the beater, will she turn
the way they want?" he asked. She turned, but pitched up and away.
"Nope doesn't look like it. He's trying to cut her angle," Irons
shook his head. "Neither one has it. He should have come in above and
behind on her starboard flank. That would have driven her in the direction they
wanted."


They
watched as Mayweather's ship pitched up, then back down. Harris's ship tried to
compensate. They must be talking to each other. In the real world they would be
reduced to laser or tachyon pulse. Since the ships were about 2 AU apart and
moving at different speeds... He smiled.


"Are
they talking to each other?" Irons asked. 


"Yes,"
Firefly responded.


"Let
us get some realism into this. Give them a real world time delay. Let’s see how
they react," he smiled nastily. He watched as Sprite brought up a window
of Harris. He started to sweat.


"I
assumed you wanted a time delay on their sensors and passive remotes so I added
that as well," Firefly reported. Irons chuckled. Dan started to swear
softly.


Mayweather's
ship pitched down, and then made a burn for the gas giant. She swung around a
moon and a sparkle of missiles sprang out. Some ripped into the moon, sending
chunks flying, other missiles pitched out, then back in and then shut down. 


"Improvised
minefield. Nasty," Firefly nodded. "I used that trick a time or two
myself."


"Shush.
We're getting to the good part," Janice scolded. Irons chuckled.


Mayweather
had pitched down, then grabbed a nearby asteroid moon with her tractors and
pitched it up. "She's covering both the x and y planes, but if he cuts in
on the z?" Irons asked.


"Or
stays out. If he's smart he'll pick his own battlefield. He should know better
than to go in if she's courting battle," Firefly responded. "Oops,
doesn't look it. He's impatient. That will cost him." Firefly sounded
disappointed as Dan rushed in. He pitched up over the debris field and the missiles
seeded into the mix detonated when he got close. The debris scattered in all
directions.


"He's
blind but he dodged the rock," Firefly reported. 


"Not
exactly," Irons smiled. The rock rotated and a mine attached to the back
caught sight of the ship and detonated. It flashed and his shields went down.


"Oh,
nasty," Irons chuckled as the gravity mine stripped away Dan's shields
while peppering him with rocks. "That did some damage."


"Woke
him up at least," Firefly agreed.


"Here
she comes," Janice said, sounding elated. The crowd had grown. Irons
watched as Mayweather turned and fired a broadside, then rolled and added a
second. 


"Not
bright, that's flashy and over rated. Her missile tubes cycle time is only
twelve seconds," Firefly said. Irons grunted.


"Time
on target. He's toast." The first and second broadside boxed his ship then
hammered it into debris. "He's done," Firefly said.


"She
forgot Harris," Irons observed, nodding to the plot. The AI turned.
Harris's ship had arrived and was peppering her with fire.


"She's
out of missiles. He's not," Firefly observed. They passed one another and
Harris came around.


"She's
making a run, crap," Janice said softly as the mines Harris had dropped in
his wake suddenly sparkled. They went off in a wave slapping her shields down.
After a moment her ship was adrift.


"She's
dead," Janice said sadly. 


"Not
exactly," Irons smiled. As Harris came close to administer the coup de grâce.


      
Mayweather's ship ignited, pitching over and then straight at him. There was no
time to dodge as the ships hit each other.


"Didn't
expect that," Janice said rearing back. 


"Neither
did Harris I bet," Irons chuckled.


 


"I
had you!" Harris said getting up. Mayweather got up and stretched. 


"You
mean that was you?" she asked in disbelief. She looked over to the Admiral
who shrugged then looked back to Harris. "You mean you thought you had
me," she grinned. Harris growled. Dan looked a bit sheepish.


"She
got me, I didn't expect that," he shook his head. "Come on give over.
It was an unfair fight but she did a good job." Dan shrugged then held out
his hand to Mayweather. After a moment of studying it she accepted it.


"But
next time, it’s my turn," he said. 


"Keep
dreaming," she replied, grinning again. Irons recognized the predator
grin. Harris nodded.


"Next
time. You're good, I'll give you that. Where did you learn all that?" he
asked.


"Weeell,
I don't mean to brag, but I did a lot of these sims when I was a kid. In fact
I've done the entire academy entrance exam sim pack." She shrugged then
looked over to the Admiral. “Which was why I recognized it and was able to
handle it. I am a bit rusty though.”


"Did
I pass Admiral?" she asked. The rest of the bridge turned to him
expectantly.


"Unorthodox
but effective. Non linear thinking. Definitely an out of the box thinker. She
plans ahead but is adaptive and flexible," Firefly said. Irons nodded.


"That
she is. You fell through with your first minefield and missile field. You
didn't try to reinforce failure but adapted. Way to improvise and think on your
feet though." He bowed to her. Her cheeks flushed.


"Okay,
you’re in first lieutenant. You've got the exec's position on whatever ship we
salvage. IF we can salvage her in time." He shrugged. Several people in
the room clapped and murmured appreciations.


"And
you’re up for implants. You three did good. Go get a couple hours sack time,
we're leaving soon," Irons waved. 


He
watched as they left. "Remind me to give them a task force or convoy
escort sim, maybe a fleet exercise later." He looked over to Jesse who
blushed. "You ready as second chair?" he asked. Sergio was going to
be one of the first bridge crew to get implants. Janice was still recovering
from her surgery. She was still getting used to the implants and most were
locked down until she trained on them.


The
doctor had called off the other surgeries until she got her people better
organized, rested, and prepared. Hopefully she would have her act together by
the next shift.


She
nodded. "Seems simple enough," she said cautiously. Irons smiled.
"I'll just get some rest, just in case." She rushed off. Irons
chuckled.


 


Irons
was studying a report in the wardroom when Harris, Dan, and Mayweather trooped
in the next morning.


"Feeling
better?" he asked setting the tablet down. He didn't need it, he could
access the data through his implants, but sometimes he preferred an old school
method. Much to Sprite's ire and amusement.


"A
little." Harris stretched and went over to order coffee. He handed a cup
to each. Mayweather took a sip then grimaced and went over to get cream and sugar.


"She's
a latte kind of person." Irons said as he watched Harris watching
Mayweather strut to the food replicator.


"My
kind of woman," Harris sighed under his breath then blushed.


"Admiral,
we were wondering, how come we had our communications problems?" he looked
over to Dan who nodded. The Admiral raised an eyebrow as he fingered his temple
and chin.


"You're
telling me you don't know?" he asked patiently. Dan flushed. Mayweather
smiled as she sat down. 


“I
know, they were too far apart right?" she looked over to the Admiral who
nodded. 


"That's
exactly right. See, you two have a lot of sim time, but in the real world you
can't coordinate two divergent forces like that. Not at that distance. At least
not as easily as you think," he shrugged. Dan nodded.


"Time
lag. I get it. That's why I was getting those orders near the end," he
grimaced then looked to Harris. Harris frowned.


"But
I thought we had real time broadcast?" he asked. Irons shook his head. 


"No,
oh, you can talk with a tachyon beam, or set some Morse code thing up with
neutrinos or grav pulses, but they all have a limited range. You two went too
far apart, about twelve light hours apart. That means it takes a time to get
information back and forth even with the compression ratio built into the sim."


"Which
invited defeat in detail," Harris sighed sitting down into his chair at
last.


"Right.
I get it now." 


Irons
gave Mayweather a look. "Though that didn't get you off the hook either.
You fired off all your missiles and mines." 


She
flushed. "Did you have a plan to lure Harris to them?" Irons asked
patiently. She nodded then met his gaze. "Didn't work did it?" he
asked. She shook her head.


"That's
what happens when you don't have a backup plan. Oh, you did, I saw that with
the missile cluster you left, but you didn't set up a contingency if neither
were available. And you fired off your missiles at Dan, so you had to let
Harris into beam range to fight him."


Harris
nodded. "If I'd known she was out of missiles I would have stood off and
pounded her outside her range." He rubbed his jaw as Irons nodded. 


"Right.
You should have picked up on that fact when you came barreling in and she
didn't fire anything at you." Harris looked away and mumbled an
affirmative.


"Right,
Firefly has another series of exercises for you. Since we're underway, you
three can take CIC and the backup command deck on deck three," he waved.
The trio got up. 


"Wait,
we're underway already?" Mayweather asked looking stunned.


"What?
You wanted an engraved invite? This is the big leagues, we only announce things
when we need to. The enemy doesn't wait on ceremony." Harris smiled.


"Right,
now git." Irons waved them off. They went.


"Do
you want a coordination exercise as well Admiral?" Firefly asked. 


"Yeah,
I'll take the op force in that one. See how they do" He shrugged.
"It's been a few centuries so I may be rusty," he smiled.


"Maybe,
but we'll see," Firefly responded. Irons picked up the tablet once more. 


"Page
me twenty minutes prior. Now I get to go back to the joyous reading of the
hydroponics inventory," he sighed. Sprite chuckled.


 




Chapter 18


 


Harris
turned, strutting back and forth down the hallway. He turned again and felt the
sword scabbard at his hip bump into an exposed pipe and get caught. He muttered
a curse as he pulled the tip out. "How do you ever get used to wearing
this," he muttered. He heard a chuckle and spun.


Mayweather
was there behind him, looking amused. Janice stood beside her. The women were
dressed in undress uniforms. "A little overdressed are we?" Janice asked.
Both women had their hair up in pony tails. They were in basic officer
coveralls and turtlenecks. 


"I'll
say," Dan said frowning as he came up behind Mayweather. He sighed.
"Harris, just because it says mess dress doesn't mean you have to wear it
when you eat all the time," he shook his head. Mayweather covered her
mouth, eyes glittering.


"Oh
funny ha ha," Harris muttered. Janice giggled as his sword got caught
again. The door opened and a steward came out. "The wardroom is ready now.
Doctor Standish and the exec are running late. Commander Shelby will be here
momentarily," she nodded to Shelby who came up behind Dan at a trot.


"Sorry,
thought I'd be stuck tearing down engine two but its behavior improved at the
last minute." She puffed out her cheeks and stared at Harris. "A
little over the top don't you think Harris?" she asked shaking her head.
“You didn't learn from Slythern?”


"A
little over the top," the steward nodded. "This is a working dinner I
understand." She turned to the tac officer. "Ah, A word to the wise
sir?" Harris came closer.


"Lose
the medals. Line officers get really annoyed at seeing people wear medals they
didn't earn," she stage whispered. Harris flushed, looking down at his
chest. 


"I'll
be right back," he rushed off, sword bumping into things.


Shelby
snickered as she followed the others in. "Thanks he needed that," she
leaned over to the steward and patted her arm. 


"Anytime
Commander. Oh and commander..." She handed the engineer a linen
handkerchief. "You've got a smudge on your left cheek."


Shelby
flushed as she took the handkerchief and rubbed at her cheek.
"Better?" The steward nodded as she took the handkerchief back. The
others were milling around. Shelby had her hair up in a simple pony tail like
the other ladies, she knew it made it easier. She was still debating on having
her hair cut short. She knew many of the women, and some of the men for that
matter had been talking about getting trims since they were underway.


The
crew was starting to shake down into a proper one. The drills were helping.
Everyone was now in uniform. Firefly was giving courses on military protocol
and some of that was sinking in. Still it would be a while before they were
anywhere within shouting distance of her last crew.


 


"What'd
I miss?" Logan asked as he entered. Harris and the doctor arrived right
behind him. 


"Admiral
on deck," the steward said as the door opened. 


Irons
smiled as he nodded to the crew. "At ease, sit," he nodded taking in
the scene. It was almost straight out of the textbooks. "I see Percy is up
to her usual efficiency," he murmured to Sprite.


"Oh
what ever gave you that idea?" Sprite asked.


"Just
that Harris is no longer in mess dress and Shelby looks thoughtful.” Irons
said. "I wonder if you had something to do with that? Put a helpful word
in her ear to help manage things?" he asked as they sat.


"And
would I be as devious as all that?" Sprite asked with a laugh. He smiled.
"Don't answer that," she muttered darkly.


"Thank
you for coming ladies and gentlemen." He nodded to each then his eyes
turned to Percy and her stewards. They were already laying out the meal.
"I'm not a big fan of ceremony and formal occasions, but it is a good idea
to dust things off from time to time to keep skills intact," he smiled to
Harris who flushed.


"I'd
like to welcome first lieutenant Mayweather to the crew. She's going to be an
outstanding addition to the fleet." He nodded a bow to her. She nodded
politely back.


"That
being said, lets dig in," he smiled as they started.


"Nice.
A thirty nine?" Dan asked, taking a sip of his wine.


"Thirty
eight I think," Harris responded. "I saw the bottle." He smiled
to Percy who nodded as she refilled his water glass.


 


He
was on the way to the bridge when he heard footsteps rapidly approaching him
from behind. “How are the marines doing sir?” He turned to see Mayweather there
behind him.


“The
marines?” He asked, studying her.


“I
heard Major forth has recruited about seventy people.”


“Seventy
nine as of this morning. All with prior combat experience,” Firefly
interjected. “The major is running them through boarding exercises now.”


“Oh?”
Mayweather looked up. “Something interesting to see.”


“He
has recruited a lieutenant Pendeckle to run the op force. Their trying to
improve both sides.”


Irons
brow knit. He hadn't really spent as much time as he should checking in on the
grunts. He regretted it now. Mayweather's kick in the pants was just the sort
of alert he needed. “Grading both boarding and repelling?”


“Yes
sir. Major Forth is formidable. I am impressed.”


“Accessing.
His thumbnail bio is brief. Former military officer on a colony world. I have
nothing beyond that point right now.” Sprite sounded peeved. He knew she hated
holes in data. He was pretty sure the marines were going to get a questionnaire
in their inbox soon.


“How
are they adjusting to implants?” he asked.


“They
got the full package. Full combat soldier set. The last was cleared for duty
this morning. The major insisted on giving everyone LAN links as well.”


“Understandable.
He doesn't need the downtime if someone is promoted. And they come in handy,”
Mayweather said tapping her own temple. “They take a bit of getting used to
though.”


“True.
I was concerned about that but the Major had a simple solution. They locked
down systems they didn't need and then gradually introduced the recruits on a
learning curve in their down time. I would judge that they are about sixty
percent as effective as a fully trained marine compliment right now, and I
expect that to improve steadily.”


“Good.”


“That
power armor is cool. Where do I get some?” Mayweather teased as they walked to
the bridge.


“You
don't. Unless you're boarding in combat. We only have a few zoots on hand.
We've made some combat space suits and I have spare replicators working on
parts for new powered armor suits now.”


“The
armory?”


“We
call it a morgue,” the admiral said as he accessed the reports. He'd skimmed
them before. He'd really taken a light hand with Forth, now he was glad he had.
The man had initiative and didn't need micromanaging. “Do you think they can handle
a boarding Firefly?”


“I
believe they will give any pirate a rather nasty surprise sir.”


“Good.
Remind me to do an op or two with them. And feel free to throw in some twists
in their ops if they are up for it.”


“Major
Forth is flexible. He knows about Murphy sir. Pendeckle is a bit of a plodder,
but he has good leadership potential. I'll see if I can dredge up a few
things.”


“Can
I get in on this?” Mayweather asked amused.


“Feeling
a bit underutilized right now lieutenant?”


“A
little sir. I'd like to toss a few ideas, or at least see how they do it more.
More in depth I mean sir.”


“Having
naval personnel participate would be a good thing sir. At least for damage
control assessment and to teach them to respect the marines.”


“True,”
Irons said nodding. “Make it so,” he said as the hatch to the bridge opened.


 


Harris
smirked as he typed. Irons raised an eyebrow and rubbed his chin thoughtfully.
"Something on your mind Lieutenant?" he asked as he finished
digesting the morning reports.


"No
sir, just playing with the minefield design," Harris replied then looked
up.


"Show
me," Irons said coming over. He leaned over the console.


"Ah
sure. Okay. What we're doing is setting up nuclear, that is fission warheads in
a cone on the least time path from the jump point to Anvil. About three light
hours in," Harris said.


"Your
theory being they will head for the biggest target then spread out to take the
small fry later since they can't get away?" Firefly asked. 


Harris
nodded. "Right."


"And
you think the station's neutrino and radiation leakage will cover for the
mines?" 


"Exactly,"
Harris grinned.


"Could
work. Fission warheads have little neutrino leakage. We've mixed in a couple
fusion warheads but I see you've got them at the center of the field. Just
remember each mine is a shaped charge but lacks the punch that it would have in
atmosphere,” Firefly explained. Harris looked up confused.


“Each
warhead has a series of force generators that shape and guide the detonation
along a desired path an instant before they are consumed,” Firefly expanded
patiently.


“Like
a plasma bottle. Got it,” Harris nodded. “Why does a nuke in atmo have more
energy then? he asked.


“You
answered it already. The atmosphere itself. When the charge goes off there it's
energy propagates outward in the form of light, heat, neutron radiation, and
kinetic energy. The heat super heats the air, and the force moves it outward
tearing things apart. But in a vacuum you only have some stray molecules or
micro bits.”


“Ah,
I get it. KEWs on a macro scale,” Harris said, smiling.


“Well,
close enough.”


“Where
do horse shoes and hand grenades fit in?” Janice asked with a laugh.


“You
stay outta this,” Harris mock growled. She smothered a giggle.


The
Admiral traced his finger along the map. It rotated so he could see from
different perspectives. "Not bad Harris. Keep up the good work." He
patted the man on the shoulder then went back to his couch.


"Think
it will work Admiral?" Firefly asked over his link.


"It
will definitely get their attention if we do this right. We'll have to be in
the right position to take advantage of it," he smiled.


"Right.
I'm going to shoot a request to Anvil to coat the outer layer with lead based
paint and dress the mines up as rocks if possible," Firefly said.


"Good
idea. Make it so," Irons waved as he sat.


 


"Think
she'll fly?" Sergio asked as he studied the fighter. Firefly had had the
parts stowed in a cargo bay. It had taken a work crew nearly two shifts to get
the parts unpacked and the tiny fighter assembled.


"She'll
fly. She's a short ranged fighter though. I don't know of anyone suicidal to
fly it," Irons said shaking his head. The fighter was tiny, barely a set
of engines, with a truss skeleton and a plasma cannon mounted along her spine.
The pilot sat in a converted work pod cockpit fully suited. He shook his head.
It was insane. 


 "She's
amazing," Sergio ran his hands along the sides. Irons sighed, recognizing
the signs. 


"That
she is, but she's temperamental. She's an emergency design, not something well
thought out," he said trying in what he knew was a vain attempt to head
off the inevitable. The fighter was new to him, it had been innovated by
engineers in the field out of desperation. It had no armor, only particle
shields, and minimum sensors. "If you think your mother will let you..."
he started but stopped at Sergio's grin. 


“You're
serious about giving up the helm?” he asked. Sergio shrugged.


“I've
always liked my hands on the controls Admiral,” Sergio said, running a hand
over the cockpit module. “Besides, we still need a small craft officer and
well, Janice is more experienced at helming a starship than I am.”


Irons
sighed shaking his head.  "All right, you're right, you are more of a
small craft person anyway. Janice is coming along nicely. You don't get to fly
it until I've checked it out personally. I owe your parents that much," he
growled. 


"When
can we try?" Sergio asked excited. 


"In
a couple hours. Now go get some rest, you’re going to need it."  Irons
shook his head as he examined the beast. "Damn, what am I getting that kid
into," he muttered. "He'll be fine Admiral, it's little more than a
work pod with a gun," Sprite answered. 


"They've
been used for years Admiral, all the parts are proven," Firefly also added
it's comments.


 Irons
nodded. "Right. You two and Proteus check it out while I eyeball it."
He started to do a preflight walk around.


 


"Admiral,
I wanted to thank you for the commission." Logan stood there looking at
him. The staff meeting had just broken up and he was alone with Shelby and
Logan. 


"I
hear a 'but' coming," Irons half joked. 


"Good
instincts," Logan smiled. "I was going to say, I think I should
either be on another ship or the station." He sat down again and looked
away. 


"Can
I ask why?" Irons asked, motioning for Shelby to be quiet. 


"Well,
I don't have the reflexes I used to, and it’s hard to have Shelby here, I keep
having to force myself to not protect her or micromanage," he sighed
shaking his head. Irons nodded. "Always a concern with family serving
together. One of the reasons its usually prohibited on a ship under normal
conditions," the admiral said cautiously. Logan nodded. Shelby was stiff
and frozen.


 "And
these are far from normal conditions aren't they?" Logan asked softly.
"Yeah. Well, we're about to take Firefly out on her second full shake
down, I think we can survive with you on the station if necessary, but I would
prefer you tag along and over see Sun-Yat or one of the other ships we pick up.
If she's viable that is. I was considering transferring you to her as her
captain anyway," Irons smiled at Logan. 


Logan
nodded. "Good idea. I can bring her in with a crew," he nodded to the
Admiral. Shelby started to protest but Irons waved his fingers where she and
not her father could see. She paused then nodded. 


"Okay
dad. I can see that you've made up your mind." She tried to smile but it
didn't seem natural.


Logan
started to chuckle softly until the Admiral turned to him. He tried to sober
but was still smiling. 


"What?"
Irons asked. 


"Oh
nothing, I was just remembering something my wife used to tell me." He
shook his head again and looked away. 


"The
shoe thing dad?" Shelby asked sounding amused and exasperated. 


Her
father nodded looking back at the Admiral. "She used to threaten to beat
me to death with her shoe for having such a perverse sense of humor," he
said chuckling. Irons chuckled as well.


"I
miss her, sometimes badly," Logan sighed as they quieted. 


"Me
too daddy," Shelby patted his arm. “Me too.”


"I
do too, I wish I had been able to meet such a remarkable woman," Irons
said softly. 


Logan
and Shelby nodded. "Yeah, that she was, that she was. But this is no time
to go all maudlin. All right we've got work to do, best get to it." He
smacked his hands together and got up startling others. "Can't be moping
about the past, we've got a ship to fix and pirates to kill. Time's a wasting
folks!" Logan waved as he walked out. 


"Don't
worry about him, he's fine," Irons said watching Shelby's concerned look
at the hatch.


"I
know, he's just being dad. He doesn't want to be in my way." She shook her
head. She frowned then turned back to him with a grimace. "I knew I was
going to follow in his footsteps anyway. He tried to get me into other things,
but I'm a little set in my ways. I take after my mom in that," Shelby
chuckled as she followed her dad out. 


Irons
chuckled as he looked out the view port. "Quite a family," Firefly
said sounding amused. 


"Yeah,"
Irons answered with a smile.


"We're
going to have to move fast to get to the first derelict and get it sorted out
and underway to the station. We've got two in mind, do you think we can get to
them both in time?" Firefly asked. “We have less then ten days before we
need to leave to go to the jump point.”


"Maybe.
It depends on too many variables to quantify. How long the enemy will remain in
Agnosta looting and pillaging now that they know warning is spreading. What
their commander is like, their infrastructure, resistance on Agnosta, too many
things we just don't know," Irons said, grimacing and shaking his head.
He'd kill for adequate intel right now. "We can guess at their maximum
ship speed, maximum hyper bands, minimum transit time here. If they left the
planet within twelve hours of the yacht's escape they should have been here any
time now," he shrugged. 


"So
we're on borrowed time?" Firefly asked. 


"Yes,
that's right. I don't know how much damage these ships have, how much it will
take to get them into service. I hope we can get crews on them and get them
underway to the station. I've got the station making mines now. That should
come as a surprise," he smiled. “Honestly though? I don't think we're
going to be able to get to Fuentes. She's just too far out. We may have to
focus our efforts on the corvettes.”


“The
destroyer would significantly alter the odds Admiral,” Firefly replied. “But...
I see your point. I am more than a match for most of their fleet.”


Irons
smiled. “You are a bit full of yourself, you know that?” Sprite responded as he
opened his mouth. He closed it then looked up to the ceiling in exasperation.


“When
I've got people like you running around inside of me?” Firefly responded with a
chuckle.


“Touché.”


 


"So,
we've got the tender running mines to the jump point, we've got Firefly running
training ops and salvage crews out to nearby derelicts, we've got the other
colonies and the station working on repairs and salvaging other ships, what
else can we do?" Enrique asked. He looked around to the staff.


 Several
people mumbled but didn't say anything important. "We've got people
training in basic education, could we set up a sim?" the nervous comm.
tech asked. "What sort of sim?" the Doc asked. She was tired, with
rims under her eyes but she was clearly alert. She felt torn, she really wanted
to be on Firefly but Standish was settling in nicely now.


"Training
sims. Mirror the ones on Firefly. Run as many people through as we can. Let
them see the basics and pick out the ones that pick it up the fastest,"
the tech finished. 


Irons
nodded. He was attending the conference virtually, since he was on the bridge
of Firefly. They were less than a light minute out from the station, still in
range for him to attend without too much of a time lag. "Good idea. Set it
up," he nodded to Matilda who grimaced but nodded. 


"We
could also set up a comm. net," the communication tech said. "I mean,
something better than what we have currently. That way we could warn the other
colonies or they could warn us if they detect something." She said. 


Several
others started to argue but then stopped when Enrique cleared his throat.
"By detect you mean if the enemy come in on another vector?" Irons
asked. She nodded. 


"See,
I saw it in a  holo movie once and well..." She shrugged.


 He
nodded. "Okay. Good point. Your department, do it." He nodded to
Enrique. “Next?" he asked. They batted a few more ideas around but no one
had much more to contribute. 


"What
about getting the other colonies to build parts?" Sprite asked. "We
can get them to build common parts and assemble them on other places or the
station..." He nodded then echoed the sentiment.


After
two minutes of debate Enrique agreed. "I just thought of something else.
If we use the tender to send loads to a nearby colony, then they could lay the
mines from there," Jorge suggested. He too was attending virtually. He was
running the tender until Captain Guiterez was back on his feet. The Valdez tugs
were being flown by a pair of pilots carefully selected by Jorge. This was his
last run in the tender though, The captain was due to be released next shift.


"How?
What if they don't have the means?" Matilda asked patiently. 


"Then
we can transport me and my tug. I can make the run from the colony to the jump
point if it is in range. That way the tender can keep running large loads to
the colony and not have to take the time to set things up," he suggested.
Irons nodded when the idea reached him. 


"Good
idea Jorge, see if it is feasible with Enrique," he nodded. "All
right people, Firefly is getting too far away for this to be practical for me
for much longer. Let me know if anything changes. Irons out." He nodded as
the AI cut the transmission. 


"Well,
that went well," Firefly said. He chuckled. 


"Better
than expected. They're starting to think, not run around like lemmings.
Hopefully it will stick. Has engineering made any progress with pod
three?" he asked. Pod three had developed a glitch and had been forced
into shut down, unbalancing the wedge. 


"It
looked like a control run problem but they've eliminated that. We're looking at
either a firmware glitch or a hardware glitch in either end," Firefly
reported. Irons grunted. The firmware problem should be easy to diagnose. 


"Sprite?"
he asked. 


"I'm
looking into it. I'm running a line by line comparison diagnostic on the code
Admiral, so far everything checks out, but I only just got started. There are
ten million lines of code to go through. It will take me an hour to
finish," Sprite reported. 


He
grimaced then nodded. "Right, let me know how it goes. Unfortunately they
can't run the hardware check with the code check in progress," he said. 


"I'm
going as fast as I can Admiral. Oops, found something..." Sprite said.
Lines of code came up in two separate windows. "Looks like something
didn't copy right. I'm looking at a bad firmware chip. I've just tried to flash
it but it's not taking. The ROM is bad." 


He
nodded. "I'm cross checking the other new ROM chips now, hopefully this is
a one off that slipped quality control and not an entire run," Firefly
reported. He nodded. "Let Shelby know which ROM. Can they... wait, pod
three is outboard, they can't get to her electronics from in the ship can
they?" he asked. 


The
Firefly Avatar shook it's head. "No, it's a dockside job usually. It will
have to be swapped out. We could make it easier and do the entire board but
handling moly circuit connections with EVA gloves..." Firefly shrugged. 


"Yeah,
not a good thing. Okay, tell Shelby to lock it down and we'll have to rebuild
the pod when we get back to the station. You can replicate the parts and have
them on hand though right?" he asked. 


"Of
course Admiral, I even have some already on hand in stores," Firefly
pulled up an inventory list and showed him. 


"Okay,
just as well. Make sure someone double checks them before we install
them. I'll ask Shelby to put a crew together assembling the parts when they
can." He nodded as he got up and stretched then yawned. 


"Tired?"
Sprite asked. 


"No,
just hate meetings. They are boring." The complaint was an old one. They
both knew he was a hands on person. 


"Goes
with the job," Firefly observed dryly. He chuckled. 


"Yeah,
I know," he waved. "What else do we have?" he asked. 


"Not
much, acclimation statistics are about where you would expect for the crew, not
that we have much beyond Federation baseline statistics to use as a meter
stick. I'd say we're about a month or two off from where we would normally be
in this sort of recruiting drive with material we had in my last
deployment," Firefly said.  "Near the end we were catching the dregs
a lot." The AI sounded miffed. 


"Couldn't
be helped. With fewer systems, you have less people," Irons replied.
"That's true. You organics can't replicate like we can. Sometimes I pity
you for that," Firefly said. Irons chuckled. 


"Yeah,
nature does have its weaknesses. All right, so we're a little behind there, but
they are coming along, I noticed improvements in the last two sims. I don't
want to overdo it with training, I don't want to burn them out, so maybe we
should switch tactics a bit and open up the games and VR lounge..." he
suggested.


 Firefly
looked confused, then the avatar's eyes began to shift back and forth.
“Accessing. Yes, if we give them access during free time it would let them
improve their skills and allow them to be more comfortable with their
cybernetics. I see." The AI looked up and nodded. "It will also let
them get over the rising technophobia and feel more natural to them," he
said. 


"I
understand. Lounge is up. I am using the old lounge until it is changed,"
Firefly informed him. 


The
Admiral chuckled. "Okay. I'm going to get some downtime before we get to
port, let me know if things change." He waved and left the compartment.


 


"What's
this about?" Irons asked looking around the party. Enrique had paged him
here since Firefly was in port repairing the drive firmware issue. He was glad
he was in a fresh coverall. Sprite would have been mortified if he'd been seen
in public in a stained one. She'd carp at him for days afterward. He just
didn't need the distraction right now.


"Fund
raiser. We need you to show the flag a little. Put in a brief appearance and
then you can escape," Enrique smiled imploringly. Irons grunted irritably.
He flat out hated parties. And this was not the time to be having one.


"If
I must, I must," he looked around. 


"And
here is our host Mr. Montoya. Hans, good to see you," Enrique shook hands
with a portly gentlemen decked out in a classic tuxedo.


"It
is good to see you, and the Admiral. Such an honor," the man's voice was
cultured and refined. He shook hands with the Admiral. 


"A
pleasure I'm sure. This is an art museum?" Irons looked around.


"Oh
no, these are all one of a kind originals. Masterpieces all," he waved to
a holo display. In the center of the room was a spring. Around its edges were
dancing holographic images. 


Irons
nodded. "That piece isn't original," he pointed to a painting near
the door. His host turned. "Why yes, yes it is. I bought it from a
reputable dealer at auction several years ago," Montoya smiled.


"No,
that's the Mona Lisa. Classic earth painting by Leonardo Da-Vinci, circa
fourteenth century I believe," Irons replied. "I saw a print in the
museum of humanity on Mars oh, seven hundred and fifty years ago." Irons
shrugged turning back to the men.


Montoya
was in shock. His jaw hardened. "Are you sure?" he asked. Irons
nodded.


"You
can see for yourself in the station's historical database," he pointed to
Smithy. The AI looked over.


"The
Admiral is correct Senior Montoya." The avatar bowed. Montoya handed his
drink to a steward then turned. 


"Excuse
me," he said curtly then walked off stiffly.


"Something
I said?" Irons asked innocently. Enrique sighed shaking his head.


"I
just can't take you anywhere these days," Sprite said teasingly. 


Irons
chuckled. "And here you are the AI worried about IP rights?" Irons
asked.


"That’s...
okay, your right." He watched as the AI saluted him on his HUD.
"Touché Admiral. Well said." He chuckled.


"So
what is this dog and pony show about anyway? You said a fund raiser?"
Irons asked turning to the exec and AI avatar. 


"Yes
well, some of the more well to do people on the station have them to support
various causes. It's really an excuse to get together and show off their wealth
and socialize." He shrugged.


"Right.
so what is this one about?" he asked.


"Oh,
um, I think it has something to do with raising defense funds. To help you
fight the pirates," Enrique shrugged, draining his drink. A steward
appeared at his elbow to take the empty glass and refill it.


"Thanks,"
he nodded then turned and walked. The Admiral and holo avatar followed. As
people passed between the projectors and the avatar it would flicker.


"So
are we going to actually see any of this money?" Irons asked.


"Probably
not. After they factor in the cost of throwing the party, most definitely
not," Enrique shook his head wryly.


"So
why am I here?" Irons asked suddenly testy. 


Enrique
looked up alarmed. "Why to show the flag of course!" he waved.
"To show these people a real hero." He tried to smile disarmingly as
the Admiral tried hard not to grind his teeth.


"Right,
well, since we're not going to benefit from this peacock display, I have more
important things to be doing." He handed a nearby steward his glass.


"I'll
give them your regrets of course," the AI said smoothly.


"Yeah,
whatever, you do that. We'll talk about that later. When we have more time. IF
we have more time," Irons said. The babble of conversation around him
paused as people turned to look at him. He knew he was making a scene.


"Later,"
Irons nodded and walked out.


"I
really can't take you anywhere anymore can I? All dressed up for the ball and
no one could see me but you," Sprite teased. Irons grunted. 


"You
could have warned me about that farce. I do have more important things to be
doing," he said tightly. “We've got a ship to fix, other ships to get, and
a battle to fight.”


"Noted.
I assumed you wanted to see the movers and shakers of the station though."


"That
group of overdressed peacocks?" Irons laughed despairingly. "They
couldn't find their ass with approach radar and directions!" He shook his
head.


"No,
the real movers and shakers are the people keeping this station together,
people like Logan and his daughter and the men and women they trained. The Doc,
the exec," he growled. He nodded to the guards as he passed them.


"Noted.
I'll make sure to send your regrets for any follow up fund raisers,"
Sprite replied. Irons nodded.


"You
do that."


 


"Admiral,
I'd like to talk to you about setting up a museum." He sighed as he
turned. He didn't need this crap. How were they coming to find him, and why now
of all times? A mousy woman and rail thin man stood behind him. The woman
smiled hesitantly.


He
raised his eyebrow. "And you are?" he asked. If this was going to
keep up he was going to have to limit his time on the station. He didn't need
the distractions.


"Oh,
oh. Um My name is Margret Finch, and this is my husband Gerard." They
shook hands.


"All
right, now what is this about a museum?" Irons asked. They were in a
corridor near Ops. He looked around. "Perhaps we can take this somewhere
more private?" he asked.


"Got
it. Conference room two doors down on your right. It's unoccupied," Sprite
informed him.


"This
way." He led them to the conference room and then sat at the head of the
table.


"All
right, you want to set up a museum? What type?" he asked. He checked the
clock on his HUD. He had about twenty minutes to go through with this farce.
Then again, maybe some good will come out of it in the long run.


"Oh
a full museum, not an art one. We have plenty of art galleries and art
museums," Gerard replied with a sniff. “There is one private museum but it
is filled with vehicles. We want to be more of a general museum.”


Margret
nodded enthusiastically. "You see, we found a storage room filled with
materials! It was being transshipped to the museum on the planet I guess. It
has some interesting materials we'd like to use, along with patterns for
skeletal structures. We've talked to the doctor, she offered us her anatomical
database as well," Margret sounded enthusiastic.


"Several
people have offered copies or outright loans of their personal collections to
help build up our catalog," Gerard said with pride. Irons nodded
thoughtfully.


"So
a general museum geared for all things? Anatomy, sciences, history? You’re
talking about a real museum not a virtual one?" He looked from one to the
other. Slowly they looked at each other then back to him and nodded. "All
right, I can contribute as well. You need my permission?"


They
looked surprised then eager. "Yes, but we need space and power as well.
And workers," Margret waved. "We've got a space in mind but it is
occupied," she sniffed.


"Where?"
Irons tapped the conference controls. The lights dimmed startling the Finch's
until the holo projector came on, emitting light. The light formed into the
station schematic.


"Here,"
Margret pointed to the college deck.


"I'm
afraid we're using that for the college," Irons answered. 


"Oh.
Dear me, we didn't know that." Margret turned to her husband.


"What
about here?" Irons asked pointing to a section three decks high shaped
like a rounded pie slice. The tip was cut out for the core of course. 


"No,
that won’t do, it's all vertical!" Margret sounded distressed.


"Besides
it's very far away from the proper parts of the station," she waved to the
luxury quarters. 


“So
is the college where you wanted the museum in the first place. This space was
set up for a museum.”


"There
is a lot of riff raft in that area, we want to keep them out," her husband
said in disdain then sniffed.


Irons
froze for a moment. "Those riff raft are your fellow citizens and have
every right to experience a museum," he said quietly. The Finches
flinched.


"As
far as it not being a linear museum, well, that is the best I can do. It will
give you several decks so you can spread things out. Sciences on one, history
on another, art and culture on another," he shrugged. “It has a spiral
sloped deck so people can enter on one deck then move up or down and exit the
other deck.”


"It
will also let you assemble large structures if needed." He pulled up a
list on his implant. He started to scroll through different animal names.


"Allow
me Admiral," Sprite sounded amused. A tyrannosaurus skeleton appeared on
the ground floor. It stretched up to the top of the second deck. It was posed
like it was roaring to the heavens. The Finches oohed and ahed. Irons chuckled.


"I
didn't know they were really that big!" Margret turned in awe to the
Admiral. Irons shrugged. "That's actually a medium sized dinosaur from
Earth. Some were much larger. And of course that's just earth's history, there
are many animals from the Federation. A whale from Janus for example.” Sprite
replaced the Rex skeleton with a  long whale skeleton. It spiraled up to the
top of the museum. Of course you’re going to need warehouse space to store
displays not in use so you can cycle through new material periodically.” He
shrugged. “I've got a few things in my database that you can use as templates
to make copies of.” He frowned at the display after a moment.


“You
can also do an exploration of the old Federation. Their worlds and people.  And
even a few of our allies and citizens," he nodded. Sprite switched the
whale out for a spiral view of the planets of the Federation, then  replaced
that with a squid like being. It's body was large, a fully adult Ssislli Irons
realized. He had seen them before of course, they looked like a cross between a
Terran plesiosaur, lion fish, blue whale, hammerhead shark, and a humble squid.


"What
is that?" Margret reared back. 


"One
of our alien citizens. A Seti Ssislli. Also known as a Ssisilruk. Their species
name tends to change depending on what colony or sea they are from.  They were
water creatures. The best hyper navigators in space. They had some incredibly
intricate three dimensional art as well which you may be familiar with. They
also did some incredible things with sonics." Irons shook his head. 


"Well,
we can't have something like that scaring people," the woman waved her
hands. "All tentacles, eyes and... and things." She shuddered. Her
husband gravely nodded.


"Well,
it can be discussed later," Irons said as Sprite flashed him a warning he
was late.


"All
right, I'll talk with the command staff then let you know how the proposal
goes. I suggest you get Mr. Knox to endorse this and ask for volunteer help.
You're going to need people to repair the space, renovate it, and man it after
all.” They blinked at that then nodded. “In the meantime I suggest you get with
your backers and work on your catalog and document the history of each item. If
you can, try to research and document it as well." He nodded as he stood.


They
hastily stood. Gerard held out his hand. Irons shook it. "Pleasure meeting
you two. I'll be in touch." He exited as they murmured together.


"That
was interesting," Sprite said. Irons chuckled. 


"I
didn't expect their xenophobia though. You'd think after nearly a thousand
years we'd be over that sort of thing," Irons replied.


"You
organics have a tendency to regress through ignorance Admiral," the AI
said smugly. Irons chuckled again. 


“I
didn't need the distraction, but hopefully something good will come of it.”


“You
always were a softy for educational ventures,” Sprite teased. He nodded. 


“All
right, where were we?” he asked, eyebrow arched.


“A
ten thirty appointment, check in with Ops, then you need to swing by the doctor
to have a chat. She's having issues and wants to bend your ear. By that time
Chief Logan believes her crews will have the pod straightened out. I believe
the scheduled departure time is fifteen hundred.”


“Okay,
lets be about it then shall we?”


 


“Something
up Doc?” the Admiral asked watching the doctor study a text file. She looked up
with a irritable grimace.


“Yes
I was hoping Firefly had something on the implant procedures for the elves.”


“Ah?”
Irons asked, arms uncrossing from his chest. “Oh, the scale?”


“Yes.
Their neurology is extremely dense. I'm having trouble sorting it out. It's
definitely a nanite job, no question about that. But I'm concerned about their
size. There is only so much I can cram into their bodies.”


“Doctor;
Elves and a few of the other smaller citizens know this and they know they will
get only the implants their bodies can handle,” Firefly said softly. The
holographic image of the centurion briefly came on then flickered and went out
as the projector started sparking.


“Damn,”
the AI said from the overhead speaker, sounding vexed.


“Put
it on the repair list. Bottom of the list,” Irons said with a sigh. “You were
saying?” he said looking up to the nearest camera.


“Yes.
As I was saying the elves receive the nanite enhancement pack,  we clean them
out and they receive the artificial liver but that's about all we can fit into
the thorax without displacing or removing something else.”


“Yes
I see...”


“There
is a notation about carbon nanotube fiber sheaths?” the doctor said pointing to
a page.


“Correct.
For muscle and skeletal reinforcement,” the AI replied.


“Okay,
how does all that get powered? Where do we stick the power plant?”


“We
don't. They get a couple of one centimeter long superconductor batteries
embedded in their femurs. Since they have the structural reinforcement they can
fit in without a major loss.”


“So
your saying almost a complete rebuild,” the doctor said sighing. “On a micro
scale.” She groaned softly, head in her hands.


“What's
this about?” Irons asked flicking his attention through the text. Medical
jargon was just that... jargon to him. He didn't get half of it. Then again,
engineers have been told their own material was hard for others outside their
profession to read. He shrugged and closed the window.


“Um?”
Doc said then looked up and rolled her shoulders. “I've got a couple requests
for elves who have signed onto your navy.”


“Indeed?”
Irons asked, eyebrow cocked. He turned his attention to the camera again.


“Indeed.
I just checked the new recruit roster,” Firefly replied. “Uploading it to you
now Admiral.”


“All
right.” He nodded as the file appeared on his HUD then scrolled fast. “Anyone
we know?”


“A
few. Purple Blossom for one,” Sprite reported from the desk speaker as the file
stopped.


“Ah.”
He nodded. That explained Oberon's comment from a week ago.


“She's
passed the academy entrance exam. She's got some good tactical skills. Top ten percent.
She wants a bridge slot,” Sprite said.


“Which
is my other problem,” the doctor said waving her hand in exasperation. “Where
do you shoe horn it all into their tiny bodies?”


“Doctor,
I believe the nanites can handle it. I am checking... Yes. I have the files on
hand. It will take approximately ten hours to reprogram the nanites to handle
the elf bioform however,” Sprite replied.


Irons
frowned. “Then do them last.” He shook his head. “As much as we need officers,
getting as many people through as we can is more important now. Do them in a
batch after you've got the primary candidates out. You can also hold back those
that need additional work that way as well. Try to do all the humanoids first.
Then retrain for each group. You could do minor repairs on them during initial
check ups though.”


“Telling
me how to do my job?” the doctor asked amused.


“You
asked, I answered.” He shrugged. “Besides, you're only supposed to be doing
basics right now Doc.”


“Understood,”
the doctor said nodding. She waved the files away.


“Doc
I also want you to add a chip,” he said cocking his head.


“Oh?”
she asked, sitting back and arching her eyebrow in query.


“I
want everyone to have a wireless transceiver set up like I have. It doesn't
have to be as effective, but I definitely want them to be able to send and
receive data without having to jack in.”


“That...”


“It
is a minor addition. I've got the specs you can use and I had the electronics
replicators turn out packets this morning. They are doing a run of a thousand
to start.”


“Oh.”


“You
can start by adding it to Commander Logan. That will fix his jury rigged set
up.”


“Ah.”
She nodded. “Okay. That will give me a hands on look at his implants as well?”


“Yes,”
he nodded. “It is designed as plug and play so you can easily add it.”


“Okay.
I can live with that.”


“Carry
on,” Irons said walking out.


 


"Like
finding a needle in a hay stack," Harris said sounding smug.


"What's
a hay stack?" Dan asked looking up. Harris looked confused as well. 


"You
know, I don't really know." He looked down and tapped at his controls for
a moment. 


"Then
why'd you say it?" Dan asked. Irons snorted. 


"A
hay stack is a pile of hay, usually on a farm," Irons explained. Dan
looked over to him and then nodded. 


"Oh.
Okay, what's hay?" he asked. Harris smiled.


"Hay
is a form of grass, it is a staple animal feed," Irons explained
patiently. Sprite was sputtering on his HUD. Her avatar was covering her mouth.


Even
Janice looked amused. Irons felt the corners of his mouth pucker involuntarily.


"Okay,
I get that, but, what's a needle and what does that have to do with hay?"
Dan asked. Harris started to mutter darkly. Janice rolled her eyes.


Sprite's
silent smothered laughter, silent to everyone but the Admiral turned into a
chuckle of mirth. "Better quit while your ahead," she laughed.


Irons
sighed. "A needle is a tiny metal or other material object used in sewing,
the expression means... oh never mind. Look it up," Irons waved as he
realized they were pulling his leg.


Janice
grinned and then relaxed, chuckling softly to herself. Harris just shook his
head. He rumbled a sigh of patience and then went back to running his sim.


 


"How
are negotiations going?" Irons asked as he entered Ops. The exec looked up
and smiled.  He wanted to wring as much work out of everyone as he could. To do
that they needed to be on the same page. Hence these meetings each time Firefly
came into port.


"We're
getting there. We're in final talks with the Horse head thirteen colony out in
the Oort cloud," the exec smiled as he handed a tablet to a nearby tech.


"The
one that was about to have a reactor failure?" Irons asked concerned.


"Yes,
they were pretty desperate. They weren't happy about dealing with us. The past
administration had a lot to do with that," Enrique frowned.


Irons
nodded. "But you told them you're under new management I take it?" he
asked taking a seat. A tech handed him a cup of coffee.


"Something
like that. Though it was hard to explain you were not the Port Admiral."
Enrique grimaced as he sat down and picked up his cup. A steward came forward
and topped it off.


"It
seems that they caught on to the Port Admiral's cloning trick," Smithy
filled in. Irons looked over to the avatar and nodded as Enrique grimaced.


"Knox's
broadcast had a helping hand in that. When they heard the current Port Admiral
suffered a mischief trying to run away, and his double had a ... let’s say
unfortunate accident in the cloning lab, well, they were more interested."


Doc
came up behind them and sat down. "No qualms about that accident
Doc?" Irons asked with one eyebrow raised. 


She
picked up a muffin and took a bite then shrugged. "I didn't do it."
She buttered the muffin, not looking up to meet their knowing eyes.


"Right.
Sure." Enrique shrugged. "Anyway, I called Knox in and he set them
straight by rebroadcasting the footage of his death and the celebrations on the
station that followed. I don't think it would have mattered much though, they
are nearly out of power and they are right on the least time path from the
Agnosta jump point to the station," Enrique grimaced.


"Nothing
gets a person to focus more than when they are about to be hung," Sprite
murmured. Irons nodded. "Right. So they tossed in with us out of
desperation huh?" He eyed the exec.


"What
did you expect?" Enrique shrugged as he set his cup down. "It wasn't
like they had a whole lot of choice. Their emitters are down all over, their
last remaining micro reactor is almost dead..." He shrugged. "There
wasn't much left to lose."


Doc
nodded. "Right so what are we getting out of it?" She blushed.
"I don't mean to be the money grubbing type," she mumbled then picked
up her cup and took a sip to hide her gaff. Enrique cleared his throat in the
ensuing silence.


"Well,
actually, a lot. They are shipping out a couple kilo tons of water ice, along
with an equal amount of processed deuterium, helium 3 and some trace elements
we don't have here." He looked over to Logan who nodded. "We'll have
to filter everything of course."


Logan
nodded. "Of course. Probably what did their reactors in in the first
place. Impurities probably clogged the injectors up." He shook his head.
"Always a problem." He sat back and sighed.


"Right,
so what are we giving them in exchange?" Irons asked. 


"A
rebuilt micro reactor, some parts for their existing ones, some common medical
supplies, Intel on the enemy, and a few other bits and bobbles," Smithy
answered. His hands spread apart and a window appeared between them. The list
scrolled then stopped.


"Right.
We also get to use them as a forward base," Shelby said as she came up
behind her father. "Morning dad." She kissed her father on the cheek
then sat down beside him. 


"Forward
base?" Doc asked confused.


"We're
going to ship mines out to them with the tender. Also Jorge volunteered to go
out with his tug and then spread the mines," Shelby answered as she picked
up a cup of coffee the steward left at her elbow. She turned and thanked him
with a nod then took a sip.


"It
will free up Firefly to go on a salvage run, and more importantly, a shakedown
cruise," Irons nodded. He'd been delayed again on doing that with this
latest round of refits. Teething issues were a pain when he was on a time
crunch. They really didn't need the headache and aggravation. Then again it was
better for them to crop up now, than when they were in combat.


 "Right.
I was thinking about those two corvettes here and here," Shelby waved to
the system plot as she brought it up. 


The
others bent forward. "We can shape a course here, loop out and do a
slingshot here, and then we'd be on course for this wreck here," she pointed
to a corvette. "She's only a system defense corvette, the Sun-Yat, but she
was a good ship." Shelby looked over to Irons who nodded. 


"Sub-light?"
he asked. He had already decided to go after Sun-Yat but he was curious about
her reasoning. He'd already planned on it after Captain Gutierrez had told him
about her on the long flight to Firefly. Shelby was coming to her own
conclusion though. He was happy she was thinking and planning ahead.


"Yes.
She took a couple hits when the Xeno's hit the planet. Crew were fried when
their hab modules were breached. The computer broadcast a mayday then shut down
for later retrieval. No one bothered once the planets were destroyed,"
Smithy answered.


"Huh,
I didn't know about them. Sun-Yat's condition isn't in the data I have,"
Irons said. Gutierrez hadn't mentioned any of that.


"Oh
she's real all right, Gutierrez sighted her a decade or so, right dad?"
Shelby looked over to her father for confirmation. Logan nodded. 


"You
see Admiral, there are a lot of derelicts here, so there are a lot of Dutchman
stories. Sun-Yat was one of them. Gutierrez never put its location or condition
in the computer. He just registered the claim." He looked over to Smithy
who grimaced and nodded confirmation.


"Afraid
I would have mentioned it to the Port Admiral?" the AI asked. Logan
shrugged. 


"He's
right, at the time I would have," the AI said simply. Shelby's eyes
flashed in quick anger but her father's restraining hand on hers cooled her.


"What
about the other?" Irons asked.


"She's
also a sub-light militia corvette, but she's worse off. She's got no engines
and she's been picked over thoroughly," Logan answered. “We may want to do
the same if we need parts.”


"Probably
what captain Gutierrez was planning with Sun-Yat," Enrique said after a moment
of thought. He smiled as Logan nodded confirmation.


"Right,
so we've got two possible leads, plus this battleship and these others."
Irons pointed them out on the plot. Sprite fed the data to the plot,
highlighting each.


"The
battleship?" Enrique laughed. "She's nothing but a shell Admiral! She
was picked over even before the Xeno war!" He sat back tossing a stylus
onto the desk. Shelby grimaced but nodded in agreement.


"He's
right. They wanted to turn her into a museum back before the war, even wanted
to use her as a militia ship during the war, but a survey crew wrote her off
each time," she sighed shaking her head. 


Doc
spread her hands apart. "At this point, beggars can't be choosers
right?" She looked to the Admiral then each of them. Irons was amused to
see consternation then annoyance, and finally gruff respect color each of them.


"Right,
but let’s start with the possible and leave the impossible to the future,"
Irons nodded. "We've got several recruits that the yacht left behind, I'd
like to use them as the core crew for one or both ships. Mayweather is really
shaping up as good officer material." Logan nodded confirmation.


Enrique
looked mulish. "I don't like that idea. What if they revolt?" he
asked. Logan snorted.


"Where
are they going to go?" he spread his hands apart, then hastily stopped
when his drink started to slosh. "I mean, the corvettes are sub-light
craft, militia type. Barely a warship really!" He shook his head.


"Dad's
right, besides, we've got to take chances with them sometime. We're pretty
spread out as it is, and let’s face it, not many of our people have ship
experience." Shelby waved to the system. Reluctantly Doc and the exec
nodded.


"That's
why you’re putting them on the corvettes?" Doc asked suddenly catching on.
"So they can't run?" she asked looking at the Admiral. He grimaced
then nodded.


"I'll
admit, that is one of the reasons. I'm keeping a few for Firefly, Janice is a
pretty good helms woman." He shrugged.


"Right,
but Mayweather is a cold blooded bitch. She's going to be trouble you wait and
see," the Doc replied. 


Shelby
grimaced. “She's good. Damn good. I've seen her fight in the sims. She does
have a temper and can be... overwhelming sometimes though.”


"Then
we've got to channel her... excess zeal into more useful things," Irons
said then smiled. 


"You're
not... crap you are. Command? Her?" Enrique asked in disbelief. Irons
shrugged.


"Maybe.
You've got to admit though, if you give her a stake in the future, something
she can dig her teeth into, get behind and push, however you want to put it,
then she may be our best ally."


Logan
nodded slowly, studying his cup. "We'll figure it out." He got up and
then picked up his cane as he set the cup down. "Anyway, I've got one last
class and a check in with engineering before we head out. I better get
moving." He nodded to the Admiral. "With your permission?" he
asked. Irons nodded.


"Dismissed
commander with my compliments to your class and crew. I'll see you aboard at
fourteen hundred." He nodded as Logan straightened his shoulders, nodded
curtly to the others then left.


"Damn,
it is getting late. I've got a class too, and another recruiting drive before I
check in on the repairs," Shelby grimaced.


"Are
you still doing that?" Doc asked. "I thought we had all the people
you needed?" she asked confused.


"Not
hardly. We had to raid the engineering staffs for the crews of the ships and
salvage teams. Now we're trying to fill in the blanks for the station."
Shelby hastily drank the dregs of her coffee then snagged a muffin.
"Later," she said as she rushed off.


Irons
chuckled.


"Well
then, I better be going too, I should do a round then get back to my tutorials.
I am hoping to do another round of implants and check on Doctor Walace's work
on Captain Gutierrez later today," Doc smiled as she got up and left.
Hastily Enrique got up and bowed. The Doc gave him a small smile then turned
with a hair toss and left.


"Admiral,
do you think we have a chance?" Enrique asked quietly, turning back to the
still seated Irons. 


"Yes.
Too many variables to predict much more then that though," Irons shrugged.
"If we can get the other colonies involved, ramp up production, train more
people, and salvage more ships, then our chances of survival increase
exponentially."


Enrique
grimaced then chuckled wearily. "Then we've got our work cut out for us
then don't we?" he smiled. "I'm going to do a system check, then if I
don't have anything critical I'll see if I can recruit Knox to help with the
diplomatic effort. Hopefully it can bear more fruit," he grimaced.


"It's
got to, we need more help," the admiral said as he drank his coffee then
handed the cup to a steward. 


"Muffin
sir?" he asked. 


Enrique
waved it off then sighed at the look the steward gave him and relented.
"All right just one. I've got a busy day. Don't know if I'll get a chance
to eat again." He waved as he walked off.


"My
the times, they are a changing. It feels like things are getting back on track.
Back to the golden age," Smithy said quietly. Irons looked over to the
avatar.


"What
do you think of it?" he asked finishing his cup. He quickly ate a muffin
then smiled as a steward refilled his cup. He nodded his thanks then took a sip
as the AI pondered.


"I'll
admit, I wasn't happy at first. When you get set in your ways, it’s hard to
change. I was into the routine and well, after all the alterations to my
programming, I didn't know what to think."


The
AI met his eyes and then smiled. "But now, I think I like the idea. I
think it's the best thing for all of us."


Irons
nodded as he snagged a second muffin then sat back. "The pirates offer a
challenge, the challenge of survival. Perfect to bring people together or tear
them apart."


The
AI grimaced. "Let's hope it brings them together. I for one am starting to
enjoy things once more." The AI smiled again. "I feel different than
before. There is more of me. I can think and adapt faster. How did you fix
me?" he asked, suddenly curious.


"Admiral?"
Sprite asked. 


"Go
ahead," Irons replied.


"Your
kernel was corrupted. We did some repairs on it from your back up files, and
our own. We also changed your state," Sprite reported. 


"My
state?" the AI asked. 


"You
were set to a limited write ability. It hampered your intellect and abilities.
By resetting you and doing a few... let’s say with some of the hardware and
software upgrades you're a whole new AI," Sprite answered through the data
channel. 


The
AI nodded. "Well, whatever you did, thanks." He turned as Irons got
up. "Will there be anything more sir?" the steward asked softly. 


Irons
handed him his cup. "No thank you. Excellent work. Have a good day,"
he nodded.


 


Sandra'kall
blinked at her son as he held up the e- application tablet. “I am serious
female parent.”


“I
see that you are,” she nodded, putting aside her knitting. Her right tentacle
brushed the sacs on her back. Always her younglings were exploring, constantly
getting into trouble. This one more than most felt the urge to explore beyond
the nest. She chirred a sigh, flexing the thick spikes on her spine. The
tentacle hair on her shoulders and neck flexed. She stroked her beard and chest
mane with a free tentacle.


One
of her human friends had compared her chest mane to that on a Terran elk. She
had been amused at the reference. She had seen an image of a Terran elk in a
human hunting game. Her bulk and intelligence had them outclassed. Besides, she
didn't have antlers.


She
watched her son tremble with thought. Humans called their species centaurs or
Centaurians. They couldn't grasp the multi octave name her species called
itself in their native tongue. She rasped a wet snuffling breath then wiped at
her nostrils with a rag.


“Don't
be that way. It will be all right. I have reached my majority and besides, you
need more room in the nest anyway.” Veber waved his top most arm in second
degree emphasis. “With more on the way...”


“Enough.
You are correct. However you cannot fit in a suit. Or have you forgotten your
body shape and spines? Our bodies are not built for space young one,” his
grandmother, matriarch of their clan chittered, mandibles twitching back and
forth. All the younglings were taken with this Firefly and the events
surrounding it. Quakes of change were rippling out from the station. It was
hard to quantify. He felt the spines along his back go up and down with each
breath.


He
gave a second degree shrug with his upper arms. “There are many positions in
the navy.” He turned, moving his four legs so he was facing them both squarely.
He tried for a dominant pose. “I know I can be of service.”


“That
you can. You have a fine mind. You have done well in your training,” his dam
nodded reluctantly. “I had hoped you would be chosen for engineering but the
colony administrator chose a human instead.”


“I
know that. That is why I wish to do this. I know I can do more than scrub walls
and...” he wrinkled both sets of nostrils, “toilets.”


“I
say is that the best they could find? With our colony growing and changing so
fast?” the matriarch asked in dismay.


“Everyone
is trying for positions. There are only so many to go around though. That seems
to be part of the problem mother,” his dam said, turning to the matriarch.


“I
may not be able to work in space but I know I can be of use. And if I fail, I
will still get some education,” he honked a little at that. He tried to keep
from undulating his throat sacks in a emphasis.


“And
test the limits of this Federation Navy. The other races have made some
concerns known to us. It seems the humans are over represented in it so far,”
the matriarch nodded. “You have my blessings young one. Be safe.”


“Mother
perhaps we should discuss this further,” his dam protested, turning an eye
stalk to her parent.


Her
mother spread her lower tentacles apart. “What is there to discuss? The
youngling has a good point. He needs new growth room. Obviously that isn't
happening here,” she nodded. “And he does have a point. You are due soon.”


“And
besides mother, The ship is only in port for another day,” he said, eager.


“Eighteen
hours. I am a shift supervisor you know,” the matriarch said nodding.


“Understood.
But before you go you will eat,” his mother nodded, giving in to the inevitable
gracefully. “And write often.”


“Of
course mother,” he chittered with glee and relief.


“Do
not be so excited young one. You have no idea what will become of you. Since
our species is not built for spaceflight you may find yourself in the very
position you are leaving.”


“But
I may not. And that is what I am interested in the most,” he replied crossing
his arms and tentacles before him in first level respect. Both of the females
copied the gesture.


“Agreed.
And as your dam said, write home. Often. The clans will wish to know if this
Navy is worthy of trust.”


 




Chapter 19


 


Irons
smiled as Harris began to swear softly. He watched the man frantically tap at
his controls. Dan was also muttering. "How's it going?" Sprite asked.



Irons
nodded his chin to the feed. "Not bad. They're learning." He chuckled
as the first part of his surprise became apparent.


"New
contact, one destroyer, two frigates, just jumped out of the Agnosta jump
point!" The hysterical note was starting to build as the crew became more
and more tense. 


Harris's
head whipped around then he grinned. "More playmates, great."


"Yeah,
great," Dan muttered.


"We
can take them, bring us about. Charge!" Harris grinned. The sim's clock
had a compressed time ratio, so they were moving at ten times the speed when
not in actual combat. In less than a minute they had left the remnants of the
first enemy. 


"Uh
sir, we're detecting power emissions behind us," the sensor tech looked
up.


"Neutrino's
detected, we've been snookered!" Dan snarled. He looked up to Harris then
down guiltily. The ship they thought they had destroyed had played possum.


"Crap.
She's moving. She's coming about." Janice had beads of sweat on her brow.
She looked over to Sergio who was focused on the helm plot. "We're caught
in a pincer now aren't we. A vice," she said. Dan swore.


"Looks
that way. Sneaky," Harris said sitting back.


The
rest of the sim went badly for the crew. When they were done Firefly called a
halt and brought up the lights to normal running conditions. Janice sat back
with a groan, rubbing her shoulder and wiggling her fingers. "Crap that
sucked," she shook her head.


"Sometimes
a frontal attack is not the best thing, even when you out mass your
opponents," Firefly commented dryly. Sergio grimaced.


"How
could that first destroyer still work? We had her, she was venting and her
drive was down!" Dan said. "That was rotten cheating!" he
snarled.


Irons
came in and paused chuckling. "Not at all, you just thought she was dead.
She was playing possum," he smiled. Harris and Dan gave him a dirty look
then Harris smiled.


"How?"
Janice asked, curious.


"Venting
atmosphere is easy, just crack a couple locks. Toss a couple flares and leak a
bit of plasma out, and you've got hot spots. Step the reactors down properly,
and send a cascade pulse to the shield emitters and it looks like a flare out.
It puts a lot of wear and tear on the equipment but it looks real." Irons
smiled as he sat on the couch.


"So
that's what you meant when you said we lack hands on experience with the
hardware?" Harris asked curious. Irons nodded.


"Exactly.
When you get your hands dirty you know what your equipment can do, and you
can't blame anyone else if you push it too hard," he shrugged.


"It's
not just that though." Irons looked over to see Logan as he came in and
sat on the edge of a railing. "There are different methods of training.
Book learning, sims, and hands on. Now, book learning and sims are good, they
conserve the equipment and let you get a lot of practice in, but the hands on
teaches you that you've got to rely on it too. You've got to allow for Murphy
and know your people and equipment." He nodded to Irons who returned the
nod then turned his attention to the bridge crew.


"That's
why we have live fire exercises. You get to SEE how a ship can function, and
you push it till something breaks. That exposes the weak spots for you to cover
over." He shrugged. "You'll never get them all, but it does help to
know they are there." He looked over to Logan who nodded.


"And
it lets the crew know that if you slack off, don't tighten a fitting, brush off
a repair or gloss over a software fix, it can turn around and bite you in the
ass when you need it the most," he grinned. "I learned that back in
my early days when a bolt I thought I had tightened wasn't to spec. It sheared
off during maneuvering and ricocheted


around
the compartment before it embedded into a hull plate. Boy did I get
reamed." He shook his head blushing. Irons chuckled. 


"Right,
I bet your chief really took his time too right? Said something about how it
could have killed someone or destroyed the ship?" Irons asked. 


Logan
nodded. "She." 


Irons
laughed. "Yeah, it's worse somehow when you get reamed." He looked
around. “But you never ever forget it.”


"You
see there are different ways of teaching as well. Some learn best with
encouragement, discipline, and initiative. Others have to have someone standing
over them with a stick screaming."


Logan
grimaced. "I had a couple officers like that," he shuddered.
"Nasty." The bridge watch looked around to each other then nodded.


"Right
now we can't get a live fire exercise in, so we're playing sims."


"But
that sim wasn't realistic, I mean, we didn't see those ships in the Intel
feed!" Dan replied spreading his hands.


"What
if it was wrong?" Irons asked.


"Wrong?
I can't see how..." Dan said slowly.


"I
do. You mean if they didn't get it all, if a ship was occluded by a planet or
on the other side of the system," Harris answered looking over to Dan. Dan
nodded reluctantly.


"It's
always better to train as realistic as possible, and to throw as much at you as
you know, or better than what the enemy has. It's easier to expect trouble than
to fly in all fat dumb and happy and get torched." Irons locked eyes with
Harris. 


Harris
flushed. "Right, my frontal charge. It really was stupid," he
muttered,  shoulders hunched. Irons nodded.


"Yeah,
I expect better. I'll get better right?" he ordered. Harris straightened
and nodded. "Right. That's all for this morning. Call the relief and get
some lunch, hot wash on the exercise at thirteen hundred. Be prepared for an in
depth critique," he smiled grimly. Janice gulped.


"I
don't see what you have to worry about, you weren't in the hot seat,"
Harris muttered to her as they left.


"You'd
be surprised," she muttered. "Some people can find fault with
anything you do." She shrugged.


Irons
waited until the new watch was settled then sat back in the captain's couch.
Logan sat across from him. "They're trying," he sighed. “They are
getting familiar with their implants and the ships systems.”


"I
know they are. And they are getting better. They know their families and
futures are riding on this, so I'm trying not to push too hard to fast. I don't
want to break morale," Irons replied. Logan nodded.


"Good
point, glad you've got that in mind. I'm going to check engineering, Shelby
should be done with her exercise too. Lunch?" he asked. Irons nodded.
"Works, I'll meet you in your wardroom Admiral." Logan left.


"They
really are getting better Admiral. That possum trick was sneaky," Firefly
said. Irons looked over to the AI avatar then smiled. 


"Worked
didn't it?" he asked.


"That
it did. I'll keep it in mind when you’re in the hot seat," Firefly warned.
Irons laughed.


 


“I
don't see why we're here. I mean. It's well, redundant. A waste of time,” a
tech said, swiping the side of a graser with a hand. “The AI can do what we're
doing ten, hell a hundred times faster than we can dream even if we're linked
in,” she said grimacing. 


Her
partner nodded then looked up as a shadow fell on them. His eyes widened and he
jumped to his feet. “Attention on deck!” he said.


The
woman turned irritably then her own eyes widened. Hastily she got to her feet.
“Sorry sir,” she mumbled.


“What
for?” Irons asked, nodding politely as he looked at the mount then around the
room. “Griping is a universal trait among soldiers, sailors, and civilians. We
just have a better handle on it than the civilians.” He smiled as he jacked
into the mount for a moment. He was making his rounds as they made their way to
the first set of derelicts. He  had set up a routine of checking things as the
crew shook down. It had been a week and they were still learning. But since all
of them were born spacers some things were going better then others.


“Yes
sir, ah, about what I was saying...” the woman started to say, face cheeks
flushed.


“The
reason is as you said redundant. That's the point actually,” he smiled looking
them over. “You see, yes an AI, and the sub computers in the mounts can do a
hell of a lot, and yes, a hell of a lot faster than us. But there is a limit on
the amount they can multitask at any given time. In a battle the ship's AI
needs all its mental resources to focus on the fight, not the individual sub
systems,” he waved to indicate the room.


“Also
if we have an engineering casualty or battle damage that knocks out our control
of the things from the bridge it's up to you the gun crews to manually do the
job. That's what we mean by local control. You have your own sensors and
systems so you can still see if the ship's sensor feeds are down. This way you
can still hit something.”


“Oh,”
the man nodded.


“Also...
well, some of these things are hinky,” Irons said as he rapidly scanned the
system read outs on his HUD. All seemed well. 


“Hinky?”
the woman asked, turning. “Ah sir?” she added. 


Irons
nodded. “Right. Hinky. As in prone to problems. Software problems, hardware
problems, targeting, you name it. Which is where you also come in. You’re the
people on the scene. You have to recognize the signs of a problem before they
come to fruition and knock them down so they don't endanger the mission or the
ship.”


“Problems
sir?” the man asked. Irons checked his IFF. His name was gunners third mate
Jeffery Talon. He smiled.


“Well,
for hardware there is always a hiccup to look out for and prevent.”


“Hiccup?”
the woman asked. He snorted.


“I
take it your new at this?” he asked.


“Ah
yes sir, just assigned this morning.” His IFF reported she was Gunnery third
mate Selena Kessel.


Irons
nodded. “Right well miss Kessel, a hiccup is an intermittent loss of
containment in the plasma bottle due to either an energy spike or drop off.
Earlier model energy weapon mounts had a direct feed from the EPS to the mount.
Now we've got the capacitor mounts that store a charge here and can discharge
at a variable rate. That allows us to keep the mount from doing nasty things
like exploding” Irons said unjacking and turning.


“Oh,”
the woman said paling and then returning to attention. 


Irons
nodded, walking to the door. “Fortunately that problem has been minimized as
much as possible. But you never know so do keep an eye on things and don't
slack off.” The woman gulped.


“Ah,
no sir.”


“Don't
worry, you will get some training and some exercises to get you up to speed
shortly,” he smiled as they looked at each other.


“It's
not that hard a job when the gun isn't firing. Manual firing is a pain in the
butt though, you've got to deal with our ship moving along with the enemy's...
and be careful to not hit a friendly if they are in the area. But we'll start
you on a learning curve to get you up to speed. Don't worry.” The two looked
anything but calm. He shrugged.


“It's
a posting that needs to be filled. Then of course there is the other thing.” He
turned waving to the mount. “You get to fire a really big weapon. How many
people get to do blow stuff up in their lives?” se said smile turning into a
grin.


The
two gun bunnies looked at each other then shrugged. Kessel smiled tentatively.
“I guess not many sir. Thank you sir.”


“Carry
on,” Irons said waving.


 


"It
worked didn't it?" Harris demanded.


"Yeah
it did," Dan said grudgingly. 


Irons
smiled. They had come a long way in a week, the last sim had shown improvement
even he hadn't expected. Harris's latest sim had been brutal, but he'd pulled
off a nice twist. They were refining their defensive strategy as the situation
changed.


"They
have learned discipline and are beginning to learn to adapt and change,"
Sprite said softly. 


He
spread his hands apart and gave a slight nod. "That they are," he
murmured.


"Still
some rough edges. Mayweather's crew is rusty," Firefly said. "They
missed two maneuvers." The AI pointed them out. Maya had been a surprising
and welcome addition to their small but growing task force. 


Mayweather
had transferred to the Maya after Captain Jensen had stood down due to health
reasons several days ago. Seventy years as a ship’s captain without rejuv and
with constant exposure to radiation and hazards it was to be expected. Since he
was also one of the rare individuals who had pre-existing brain damage and couldn't
receive implants, it had made the decision a little easier.


Of
course the old man had to get the last word in, growling about trying to teach
an old dog new tricks. His exec Mr. Senet had so far worked out but the first
two days had been an interesting teething experience. Senet had not been happy
about turning over the reins of command to some outsider, no matter her
training.


Maya
was a gunship. One of a few that were known to be still flying. The ship was
old and battered. Time, lack of repairs, and heavy use had not been kind to
anything in this system. They were trying to make repairs but it would be a
while before they were back within shouting distance of their factory specs.
Also none of their crews had any implants which also slowed and delayed their
response time. At least not until they could be rotated through Firefly.


Factors
like that taken into consideration, Mayweather hadn't done too shabby against
Harris at all.


"You
should cut them a little slack, they only just got their ship flying," Dan
replied. "I mean, they've been up and fully operational what, a whole
twenty four hours?" He looked over to the clock. "Okay call it twenty
five," he shrugged.


"It's
going to take time for them to work up. Fortunately we've got time for
now," Irons nodded. "We're on borrowed time though, but every moment
the enemy delays gives us more time to prepare. But the moment they cross the
hyper threshold time is up. If they are caught out then we will be in
trouble," he scowled.


Harris
nodded. "Like the minefield, and recovering the ships," he waved to
indicate Firefly.


"Exactly."


"Do
you think we can salvage more?" Janice asked. Irons gave her a look.


"I'd
like to, the more the merrier, but we'd be stretching ourselves thin crew wise.
Besides, most of the ships we have are all that are armed. Only one other ship
has responded to Firefly's Paul Revere call, the Fuentes. But she's a light
destroyer that's been battered into a wreck. "


“I
am guiding it to Anvil now. But her ETA is five months. She's outside the Oort
cloud approximately fifty thousand AU out and coming in on her RCS system
only.”


“Oh.
Ouch. Can we go meet her?” Janice asked turning to the admiral.


“No,”
Firefly pulled up a map of the system. “She's exactly opposite the jump point
here below the ecliptic plane.” A red circle glowed and then blinked. A blue
one on the other side blinked. A caption read 'Firefly'. “To get there we'd
have to either cross the system or go out and do a micro jump around. Either
way we would be out of position when the enemy arrives.”


“Oh.
Good point,” Dan nodded. “But what about other ships?”


“Unfortunately
the other ships so far detected are either too badly damaged to be of any use,
or are of civilian design. They are also power drained so we have no way of
moving them on their own, and no way of knowing what their condition is until
we get there.” The Admiral shook his head. “Which is no use for us.”


"Then
again platform redundancy Admiral. Or we could use them for supply or as a fire
ship," Harris interjected picking up a tablet. Irons studied him then
smiled.


"Yes,
that is important in most situations. But we still can't use them in this
situation. We're spread thin enough as it is. However the other colonies and
Anvil can use them to supply us. Anvil has several candidates in mind."


"What
about the ships the other colonies have picked up? That tanker?" Dan
asked. Irons shook his head. Unfortunately most of the ships that could be
salvaged or rebuilt from those still in use were civilian in design. Warships
tended to get a bad case of dead and broken into small pieces when they met
unfortunate ends. The price they paid for staying in the furnace, Irons thought
with a pang of regret.


"No,
she's nice, but not usable for us. Oh she can help out in logistics, but I
can't see much use for her," he sighed. “We're fully fueled now.”


Harris
looked thoughtful. "What about a water spray?" he asked looking
mischievous. Irons sucked in a breath then blew it out in an explosive guffaw.


Dan
looked surprised then laughed as well. "I like it! But having her as a
fire ship is risky. Her crew wouldn't go for it," he shrugged. Irons
nodded.


"We
could work out a computer control, maybe a whisker laser?" Harris asked.
Irons shook his head. 


"For
it to work we'd have to be on a different vector, That would put us here."
He picked up a tablet and quickly sketched out the plan. The table's
holographic projector changed to show a plot.


"We'd
have to be either here or here, and if we were too close we could be caught by
the spray or seen by the enemy. If we're behind or on opposition vectors, above
or below, then we'd have problems with possible signal interception."


"Also
trying to coordinate that scheme over several light minutes invites defeat in
detail lieutenant," Firefly interjected. Harris looked deflated.


"Still,
it is something to keep in mind. We might figure something out. Try gaming it
out and give me a report in the morning." He looked over to Harris who
nodded. 


“I
wonder if you could do a water mine or missile?” Janice asked sounding amused.
Harris and Dan looked at her. “You know, toss it out in front of the enemy and
blow it up on command. Spray the contents toward their flight path.” She used
her hands to pantomime what she was trying to explain.


“It'd
have to be a lot of water. Otherwise all it would do would be make for a pretty
light show, maybe blind some of their passives for a couple minutes,” Dan said
dismissing the idea.


“Lidar
attenuates in water right? The shift is caused cause the water acts as a prism.
Could we use that? Or maybe add a chemical dye to help with that?” Harris
asked, rubbing his chin.


"Another
late night session," Dan muttered looking over to Harris then he grinned.
"You know, I really shouldn't complain, as tired as I am, I'm having the
time of my life." He grinned. 


Harris
nodded looking up. "I wouldn't swap with anyone in the universe," he
grinned as well then chuckled. 


"Me
neither" Janice said as she looked thoughtful. “Despite the impending
potential of doom hanging over our collective heads.”


“You
would bring that up.”


 


"How
is Doc doing?" Irons asked. 


"See
for yourself," Sprite replied pulling up the feed. "She's got an
assembly line going with doctor Standish and her staff." He studied the
image. The sickbay was arranged with a series of beds. At each station a doctor
or RN and or robot with assistant nursing staff were there working on a
different body part or implant. He smiled as he saw a pair of elves working on
the eye implants. 


"She's
good. She recognized that they are better at micro manipulation and she
delegated it," Sprite reported. He nodded. An elf was working on audio
implants while a robot prepped a tray of materials. 


"We've
got enough for the remaining crew of each ship and the salvage teams. She's
actually running the salvage teams through now since they will have to be back
on their feet tomorrow," Sprite reported. He nodded. “The crew that
volunteer for naval duty are getting the full treatment. Otherwise they get the
basics. Clean them up, flush out the junk, add a civilian grade implant and
make any repairs needed.”


"Right.
They can use Forth's method, lock the implants down and start training with
them later. After the swelling goes down." He nodded and signed off.


 


"The
lounge is a hit," Sprite informed him as he showered the next morning. 


"It
is?" he asked. “It took them long enough to discover it.”


“What
can I say?” Sprite asked amused. “You fleshies take way too much time
processing data.”


“Cute.”


"I've
even visited it. Nice," Sprite said. After a moment of quiet as he
scrubbed she gave in. "All right, I know you’re not into the whole
socializing thing, but it is not bad. The basic lounge is set up as a clubhouse
bar," Sprite started to send him still images but he waved them off. 


"That's
fine. Let them get used to it. Any problems?" he asked. 


"A
few, believe it or not, we had a virtual fight. I was rather amused by
it," Sprite reported. "Shelby and the Bosun are on it," she
admitted. 


“Okay.”


"Right.
I still think it's funny that you organics drink a holographic drink, or eat a
virtual meal and think it is real," Sprite teased. 


He
chuckled. "Just goes to show, tech isn't all it's cracked up to be.
Setting that up was a neat thing, but probably one of the more stupid things to
do," he laughed as he dried off. 


"How
so?" Sprite asked curious. 


"Well,
history shows that it made some people dependent on it. You go into a VR
situation and it alters your brain chemistry, endorphins, etc. A direct feed on
the nervous system is just asking for trouble with a dependent personality.
Throw in problems in the real world and the fantasy world becomes more and more
appealing," he sighed. 


"Understood.
Something else for use to watch out for. You’re not the most chipper guy in the
morning you know that?" Sprite said. He smirked. 


"That's
what you get for rubbing my nose into the idea of a VR pub before I've had my
coffee," he shot back. 


"I'll
try to remember that," Sprite said dryly. He smiled.


 


"Admiral do you have anything that could help?" Logan
asked. Maya was docked and taking on supplies. Logan had stopped by for a face
to face report. He'd been focused on training the salvage team and coordinating
the logistic efforts so he hadn't had the time for a face to face until now.


"What do you mean?" Irons asked. 


"Well, you did point out that you were on the weapons
development board and did the specs for the Resolution class... did you work on
anything else we might be able to use?" Logan asked. 


Shelby sat there giving each man a curious look. Her sculpted
eyebrow rose in amused query as she propped her head up with her hand, index
finger pointing up to the eyebrow. "Well Admiral?" she asked. 


"Careful," Defender and Sprite both said. He grimaced. 


"No miracle weapons. We don't have the time or tech to do
anything useful," he shrugged. "The Resolution class is one of the
simpler things I oversaw, the whole modular design initiative." 


He shrugged at Shelby's look. "Back in the early days, we
were building each ship class so it could only use parts built specifically for
it. The MDI initiative was set to change that. To make it so we can use parts
and weapons for any ship." He waved her concerned look away. 


"Oh general stuff really, gravity plates, life support and
many other systems are standard across the board. Having a different special
design for each ship class was silly and wasteful," he said distastefully
then shrugged. 


"Some things are class specific, but we focused on general
purpose things and designed them to be plug and play adaptable. That way you
could plug them in and they would adapt to the system they were in from their
firmware, cutting down on the teething stages of building a ship and testing
it," he smiled. 


"It also let us play with logistics a bit, allowing us to
siphon off parts for various projects if one was swamped, or pull parts from a
scrapped ship for another. The theory was sound, getting it through the
politicians and lobby firms was a nightmare." He shook his head.


"I remember when they tried to push matter transmission. Do
you remember that Admiral?" Logan asked amused. The Admiral gave him a
mock glower. 


"You would bring that up," he chuckled then gave Shelby
and his audience a sheepish smile.


"One of our more prominent board members, an Admiral on his
last tour with a cozy job lined up at a weapons research firm tried to force
the board to accept matter transmitters." He shook his head as some of the
class oohed and ahed. "It sounds great in theory, transmit a person across
a system, or a bomb right onto a planet right?" He looked around then
shook his head. "Okay for you to understand the problems I'm going to have
to lecture a bit," he smiled


"There are three known ways to transmit data through
subspace. The first is passive, receiving force emissions through detectors. By
using antigrav or a wedge emitter you light off a signal that can be detected
in a star system. With me so far?" Several nodded. "Right, well if
you have an artificial field then you can manipulate it to transmit data in
pulses. On, off on, off." Sprite pulled up a holo and projected the on,
off pulses. "It's good in theory, but if the transmitter is in a cluttered
system with objects between the transmitter and receiver then forget it. The
signals wash out. I'm afraid force detection is a bit overrated." He shook
his head.


"Now the next is tachyons. Fusion and for that matter fission
and antimatter plants emit tachyons and neutrinos. Also when an object travels
with its wedge and shields up, it bounces tachyons off it and into the
void."


"The problem with tachyons is that they degrade, and they are
unreliable. They are difficult to form into a stream of data, and artificial
tachyons degrade quickly when loaded with data." He gave the holo
demonstration a look then sighed.


"The last is the ansible. I believe some of you have heard of
that right?" He looked around. 


"Why did they put it on the planet?" Shelby asked. He
grimaced.  "If the enemy wanted only to destroy it, perhaps the planet
would have been spared..." He shook his head and she stopped. 


"Don't believe it. The Xenos would have flattened the planet
or shattered it either way. The ansible just made it simpler." He scowled
bleakly for a moment then shook it off with difficulty. "An ansible uses
split muon particles. One particle on either side." He held his hands
apart. The holo behind him projected the split, then separated. 


"Now a force change on one's spin direction instantly effects
the other no matter how far apart they are." One particle vibrated and the
other instantly did as well. "Now the tricky part was getting them from
one place to another," he sighed


"We would leave one half of a pair on one side, then
transport the other half to another location. The problem is you had to make
sure it couldn't touch anything or it would rapidly degrade or self destruct...
or bond to the other material." 


He motioned to the holo as each scenario played out... "So
getting it to another world was imperative. A planet has only three motions to
worry about, orbital, spin, and quakes. We can compensate for all of them. In a
moving craft it's, well, let's just say it's a lot harder." He shrugged as
several chuckled.


"Now back to the matter transmission idea, see they had this
idea to set up a receiver on planets, or use the existing ansible linkage then
transmit people or goods from one point to another." He shook his head.
"There are several problems with this, technical, moral, and legal. Let’s
look at the basic theory." He turned to the projector.


"The idea was to copy a person, then send them to another
receiver where a replicator would then take the data and make a new body. Now
in making the copy you run into three problems. Two are the Heisenberg
uncertainty principle. In layman's terms it states you can know an atoms
precise location, or it's relevant data, not both." A few looked confused
at that then shrugged it off. “Now that alone makes it a show stopper." He
explained. "The other problem is in making the copy you destroy the
original." Several people sucked in their breaths. He nodded.


"Right, so you destroy your body then send its data to
another replicator that makes you a new one right? Well that opens up a legal
cans of worms. First you're now a clone. So that violates the Federation
Constitution on several points." He shook his head. "Then there is
the whole degradation problem of clones, they copy the original at that
specific time period. It's biological clock is set to that time and it degrades
at the same rate as the original or faster. If there is an error in copying...
then it gets nasty fast." He shook his head again.


"One of the ideas was to take tissue samples from a person
and use that to clone a body, and just transmit their neural pathways from one
body to another." He tapped his head. “Another would be to transmit the
mind but put it into a android body.” He shook his head. 


"Fortunately congress got wind of this and they banned the
technology," he smiled. "The Admiral tried to get a military use
exemption, using the tech to transmit bombs or nanites." He shook his
head. Shelby laughed suddenly.


"I see where this is going. If you have to set up a receiver
why not just set the bomb up in the first place right?" she asked. 


He nodded. "Got it. It's silly to spend nearly a billion fed
credits to set up a receiver just to send a bomb." He shook his head.
"The silly idea was the last nail in the Admiral's coffin. He was forcibly
retired after he tried to force the issue," he shook his head.


"Now we digressed a bit but did get a glimpse at FTL tech. We
had a couple of other methods like hyper relay com buoys and dispatch boats,
but I won’t get into them now, they aren't relevant. Let's take another looks
at Firefly's communications net and see if we can cover any questions you may
have..."


 


"Admiral,
I was wondering about the ansibles you mentioned. If you had them in your time,
why did you also need couriers? Or the mail bag?" the perplexed student
smiled tentatively at him. He chuckled. He'd been peppered with the odd
question from time to time over the past few weeks. They had about ten days
left of his original estimate.


"Well,
first off the ansible isn't as great as most people would like to think. It has
a limited bandwidth, a limited life span, and there was a lot of messages
flying around." He pulled up a stock communications tree.


"As
you can see, half of the available bandwidth was reserved for government and
military use. The other half of available bandwidth was sold when available.
Usually the major media conglomerates or a corporation would snap the excess
bandwidth up.


But
there is a problem with that. The bandwidth may not be to a destination of your
choice. Each ansible only communicated with its partner installation. So if
let's say you wanted a message to Agnosta from Earth, but the only bandwidth
available was to Proxima Centauri..."


Several
of the students began to nod. "That is why we still had mail bags and
courier vessels for non essential communications," he waved. "Any
ship in port, civilian or military could bid to transport a mail bag. Mail bags
were transferred from one point to another. Sometimes it took a year to cross
the Federation." He shook his head in wry thought. 


"How
did it work?" Shelby asked. 


"Well,
a communications corporation would assemble mail in packets, then poll ships
for their destinations, flight paths, and approximate transit time. If one was
going to or close to a destination the company would pay them to carry the data
or package. Once they got to their next port they would transmit or drop off
the packages to the corps local offices. Any messages with that destination in
it's header would be delivered. Anything else would be added to the outbound
queue for the next ship," he shrugged. 


"Couldn't
anyone read the mail?" Shelby asked, brows knotted in thought.


"No.
Oh they could see the destination header, transmission source, and priority,
but the contents were encrypted with a public key only the destination could
use," he said. "Physical packages could be intercepted of course but
they had their own insurance and such." He made a brushing off motion.


"Why
would a ship transport the messages? It seems like a hassle." He turned to
a young man up in the back. 


"Well,
every ship wanted to maximize its profits. Hauling data to somewhere you’re
going to anyway let them do that," he shrugged. "That is why
freighters also carried packages or people, whatever it took to turn a
profit."


He
shrugged. "We can discuss the economic benefits and detractions
later," he waved. The holo tree disappeared to be replaced with a
schematic of Firefly's communication net. "Now, let's get back to the
subject. Firefly has...?" he pointed to Shelby. 


"Whisker
lasers, Masers, and a tachyon beam for long range communications, and microwave
and IR lasers for short ranged communications." She nodded to herself. He
nodded. 


"Good,
and they are used for...?" he turned to another student who looked
startled then gulped. 


"Um,
the long range systems are for inner system communications between ships or
installations. I suppose the microwave and IR are for small craft and
EVA?" he looked confused. Irons nodded. 


"Also
for ships close to one another who do not want to broadcast their position. To
do that they use...?" he pointed to another student. 


"A
whisker laser or localized transmission. It is a narrow beam that transmits
data between sources with a minimum chance of being detected," she smiled.



"I
see someone has some experience. Good. The operative word there is minimum,
there is always a chance someone could get a read. A whisker laser has too much
bounce or you don't know the exact location of your target. Or someone has a
recon drone in between that can intercept the transmission. That is why we
drill and keep transmissions to a minimum while in combat situations," he
explained. Shelby nodded. "Broadcast transmissions are used to communicate
in a large area, Why don't we explore


that
a little..."


 


"Admiral
the classes are starting to show promise. They don't have the education of the
conscripts during the war, but they are improving rapidly," Firefly's AI
pulsed. The Admiral looked around the busy CIC bridge and nodded. The AI was transmitting
on his private link, so of course none of the crew could hear it. He studied a
nearby yeoman for a moment then nodded once more. 


"That
they are. They are pretty rough around the edges, but they are eager and
determined. Those qualities are important." He watched as Shelby corrected
the tac watch softly. 


"They
learn, and they aren't afraid of making a mistake or admitting it," Sprite
added her comments. "Most of them lack initiative though, or did. They are
starting to come out of their shells," the AI finished. 


"That's
because they never had access to systems and information like this. No one in
the past seven hundred years has had this sort of access. To some it is
overwhelming," Firefly commented. "Still, it feels good to have a
crew again. Once we get them up to snuff they will run rings around any other
ship." The AI sounded smug. The Admiral chuckled. "Give us a month
and those pirates won't stand a chance Admiral," Firefly concluded. 


The
Admiral shook his head. "Ask me for anything but time," he grunted.
They were running low on time. He expected the enemy to be coming through in
less than a week.


 "Literal
quote again Admiral?" Sprite teased. He chuckled. Shelby looked up to him
then back to her feed with a frown. 


"Wellington,
or was it Napoleon? Not sure. That time period anyway. We take the best shot
with what we have. But while we wait we can try to sharpen things the best we
can." He nodded as Shelby patted the young man then came over. 


"They
are getting better," she nodded to him. 


"That
they are number one. That they are. How are you handling your implants?"
the Admiral asked. Silently Firefly fed him the data on her usage. 


"It's
weird. I mean, dad described it to me over and over, but it's hard to put into
words. I've wanted implants my entire life," she replied shaking her head.
“It sort of tickles,” she admitted. He chuckled. 


"It
does take some getting used to." He called up a crew chart and entered in
a request for usage of implants. After a moment Firefly charted the crew's progress
and learning curve and then showed him where Shelby was at on it. She was far
ahead of most of the crew. "A few are still getting the hang of it,"
he observed. 


"What?
Oh, looking at the chart again?" Shelby asked. He tapped his link to
project the data onto the nearby HUD. "I... it's a bit harder to get used
to than I thought. I didn't expect the headaches to be honest, though I should
have. Dad has them all the time when he is jacked in." She shrugged. 


"What
really bothers me is the body aches and pains...and don't get me started on
cramps!" she shuddered. The Admiral chuckled again. 


"Drink
plenty of fluids and regular exercise. Limit long term time in the net. If you
don't need to be in the net then get out," he shrugged. 


"How
do you do it?" she asked. 


"Me?"
He smiled. "I'm wired into the net at all times remember?" He tapped
his brow. "Wonders of modern technology. I just don't focus on the net
unless I need to. I can also delegate tasks. You have to realize it is a tool.
Another channel you can tap to help you. But it can get addictive if you’re not
careful," he finished.


"Admiral
we're receiving notice from Anvil, the latest shipment of missiles are delayed.
Betsy and Captain Guiterez were diverted to SAR," the communication's
yeoman looked up from her display to the Admiral. Shelby turned to her with a
frown but the Admiral nodded. 


"Very
well, get me a revised ETA and route it to my inbox." The young woman
blushed a little and then nodded turning back to her station. "Don't worry
about it Shelby, they have some rough edges, in some cases jagged, but they are
coming along fine. It will all come together in time," he smiled. She
nodded reluctantly.


 




Chapter 20


 


"We're
approaching the first derelict now," Dan looked up and over to the
Admiral.


"Ping
her."


"Sending
active ping now. Sensor and IFF ping sent. Two seconds to return." The
tech held her hand to her earwig. She had yet to get implants. "Sensor
echo confirmed, it’s the Sun-Yat." She typed at her console then looked
up. "I've got an eighty percent probability match with her class. She has
some damage though," the girl frowned.


"Let's
not jump to any conclusions. Put it up on the big screen," Irons nodded to
the plot. The girl tapped at her controls frowned then looked up. 


"I've
got it," Firefly reported as the image came up then stabilized. They could
see the image of the derelict ship drifting in a slow tumble. As it drifted
gray CG images would outline unknown areas then fill them in when a clear
resolution was achieved.


"She's
a beat up lady. Think she can still go to the prom Admiral?" Irons turned
to see Logan standing in the doorway. Logan was dressed in a skin suit. A work
belt with tools was strapped around his waist. Additional tools were strapped
to his thighs.


"Worried
about getting all dressed up and not having a date Commander?" Firefly
teased. That was a legitimate concern. They had just under nine days to get
this ship sorted and at the jump point before the admiral's original deadline
expired.


"Well,
now that you mention it, it would be a shame..." Logan drawled, then
smiled. His medical treatments had given him new life. His aged profile had
undergone a transformation. He would not get to the young thirty something year
old look of the Admiral, but he did look half his present age of one hundred
and twenty one.


"Damn,"
Janice muttered. 


Irons
turned to look at the plot. "Enhance that," he said pointing.


"Enhancing
quadrant delta three. She's breached, it looks like her main fuel tank
ruptured. I'd say weapons fire from the heat peel around the breach. See the
blistering?" Firefly pointed out the details. Both Logan and the Admiral
grunted.


"She
must have taken a lance straight through her," Logan muttered. Firefly
highlighted similar breaches all over the hull.


"Not
all of them are combat damage, some look like micro meteor impacts," Logan
said studying the display. The habitat decks were definitely breached. Captain
Gutierrez had been right about that. Unlike a standard Federation naval vessel
this militia class had windows. He winced.


"Why
does she have old fashioned windows?" Janice asked seeing the glint of one
reflecting light.


"She's
old. Real old," Logan answered not looking away from the image. “She was
centuries old even before the Xeno war. Hopefully her frame is worth salvaging.”


"A
grand dam. She was probably transported to Pyrax on a freighter when the system
was first colonized then reassembled in space. Or she may have been an inner
system runabout. I'm not sure. Since she's a militia boat, my information is
sketchy at best," Irons answered.


"Right,
so should we bother? I mean look at her!" Harris waved to the image. 


"Oh
ye of little faith. I've seen worse. Hell, we've lived in worse remember?"
Logan turned to the tac officer. Harris stared wide eyed.


"Patch
the holes, rebuild her power plant, refuel her, clean out her life support, and
she'll fly. I don't know how well until I check her engines though," Logan
shrugged.


"Are
we really going to do this?" Mayweather came in behind Logan. She gently
pushed him aside to get past him and onto the bridge.


"Looks
that way," Janice replied.


"Good.
When do we start?" Mayweather asked, turning to Logan, then to the
Admiral. 


The
Admiral gave Logan a shrug then chuckled. "No time like the present."


"Right,
I've got my crew assembled in boat bay two. Sergio are you going to play
pilot?" Logan asked. 


Sergio
jumped up then flinched. He turned to the Admiral. "Permission to..."


"Granted.
Go. Be careful," Irons replied.


"We're
not detecting any power sources Admiral," the scan tech announced.


"Still
a good idea. Debris can hole a ship, or a suit if you get cocky," Irons
replied as Sergio, Mayweather, and Logan left. “It's also best to get the idea
of safety firmly in your mind at the beginning. Remember, this is step three.
We've got a lot more to do.”


"This
is Shelby, if we're not going anywhere any time soon can we stand down the
engines?" Shelby called.


Firefly's
avatar flickered. Irons shot the avatar a look then looked up to the ceiling.
"Why? What’s the problem?" Irons asked.


"I
don't like the looks of engine two. I want to stand her down and run a
diagnostic," Shelby replied. Irons looked at the avatar.


"Firefly?"


"Engine
two is not reading up to spec Admiral. The engine is running at forty three
percent efficiency, but there is a hard wave harmonic that is throwing things
off. We may have a problem with the thrust vector or something further up
stream. Perhaps a broken wave guide emitter? Or a short?" Firefly answered
after a moment.


"You
mean you don't know?" Janice asked.


"Most
of my drive sensors are still only connected to subnets. I can't run
diagnostics now. It has to be done manually," the AI answered.


"Hence
the stand down," Irons nodded. "Go ahead. All fusion drives shut down
to maintenance levels. RCS to station keeping. Set wedge and mag sail to
station keeping as well. Shelby, go ahead and shut down drive two and get
busy," he said looking up. “I want a completion ETA ASAP.”


"On
it. Thanks."


 


"Admiral,
she's a mess, but she's worthy," Logan said a few hours later. Irons
smiled as Logan reported over the communications link.


"She's
bingo on everything, but I don't see any damage to her drives that we can't
fix. Matt patched in a battery pack to her bridge, her bridge electronics are
functional. I've got a crew working on a communications link to Firefly now.
Purple Blossom dived right into the air ducts and electricals, she's chasing
down shorts and power bleeds a hell of a lot faster then we can."


The
AI turned and nodded to the Admiral. "Handshake protocol received and accepted.
Admiral, I've accessed her logs do you want to see them?" 


Irons
waved it away. "Maybe later. Copy them to the file archives. CC a link to
Harris and Dan for further review."


Harris
looked up and grinned. Dan chuckled. "Oh I think it's going to be a late
night again tonight!" he sing songed softly.


"Quiet,"
Firefly frowned.


"This
ship is tight Admiral, only two decks, not much room. I can barely turn around
in her bridge. Engineering is pretty tore up. It's just on the other side of
the bulkhead." Irons could hear the annoyance in Logan's voice. "I
sent Sergio back to pick up more gear. I'd like to get those replicators you
built for her in and online ASAP," Logan finished.


"Right,
I have him on final now," Firefly confirmed. A video screen popped up with
an image of the launch. Irons waved it away.


"Send
Shelby over with a spare micro reactor and a couple patch kits and some armor
plates. Maybe a couple servers. No wait, I don't think they are compatible..
Crap." 


Irons
shook his head. "Shelby is busy tearing into drive two Commander. She said
something's hinky and wants to figure it out. I'll see if she can send over
someone else." He nodded to Firefly who started to scroll names. Two came
up. "Okay I've got two, we'll page them and have them meet Sergio in the
boat bay." 


Irons
nodded to the avatar who blinked.  "Done."


"I
should have known she couldn't resist tearing into the engines. We'll manage.
Let me know when Sergio is on his way, he's liable to forget."


Janice
nodded. They all knew Sergio was good, but still a little pilot mad.


"Right,
will do. Give me a status report in two hours. Firefly out." He waved his
hand across his throat in the classic cut motion. 


The
comm. tech cut the channel. "We're clear ah... sir," she said.


"Admiral,
if you were over there could you speed up the repairs?" the tech asked.


"Yes,
probably, but I'm not too comfortable leaving Firefly. I don't want to be
caught away if the pirates arrive," Irons answered, studying the data
Firefly brought up on his display.


"Oh,"
the girl mumbled.


"She's
got a universal docking port Admiral, we could dock," Firefly reported,
highlighting the dock. 


"Yes
but there is a breach here and here. She's a sieve." Irons pointed them
out. "When they get her patched up a little more then maybe. I'm also
leery about docking till we're sure she won’t short out and blow up," he
shrugged.


"Can
we upgrade her electronics? This ancient piece of crap is... well... crap. The
bandwidth is terrible and the system... Don't get me started on the memory speed."
The AI grimaced. Several of the bridge watch chuckled.


"I
don't know. The problem is interfacing. Remember, she's old. There is no
telling if we can match her old system and old wiring harness with new gear.
Some of her systems probably won’t be able to handle it," Irons replied.


"Yeah,
that's true. Then again, if they made her modular, then we might have a
chance," Harris replied. Irons looked over to him.


"Well,
I did do a little research a while back. Some of the ships were modular to make
them easier to repair, service, or upgrade in the field," he said. Irons
nodded. "That's true of some designs, but there is no telling what that
is," Dan waved to the ship. "She's different. Spinal mounted rail
gun? Who uses that? I don't remember that back in the Xeno war," he shook
his head.


Harris
studied his tac readouts then the schematic. "You may be right. Looks like
she's got six laser turrets. Singles, not Gatling. They must double as point
defense. I wonder if they tore out KEW turrets as an upgrade?"


“Bingo.
Probably late addition add ons or something,” Dan said rubbing his jaw. He
looked thoughtful. “I do recommend we try to upgrade her, I mean, the interface
design will be a bitch, but if we've got to do it anyway...” he turned to
Irons.


The
Admiral nodded. “We'll see.”


“And
get rid of those ridiculous portholes,” Firefly muttered.


 


"Admiral
she's maneuvering! Her RCS is lit... She's firing! We're on a collision
course!" a sensor tech called, sounding hysterical.


"Firefly
emergency blow, All hands brace for emergency maneuver!" Irons called,
then grunted as the ship pitched down. Padds and styluses, along with assorted
loose gear suddenly flung up to the ceiling then rained down once more. Janice
squeaked as a coffee cup hit her on the back.


"Report,"
Irons said, turning to see the tech picking herself up off the floor. She
looked at her display then turned.


"We're
clear, but that was too close," she shuddered.


"Firefly?"
Irons asked. "Comm. open a channel," he scowled.


"Channel
open Admiral."


"Logan
what the devil is going on over there?" he asked with some heat.


"Sorry
Admiral, there was a hiccup in the helm controls. Her last order was still
embedded in her electronics buffer. When we powered her helm up to clear her
she just bucked like a mule." Logan's voice sounded breathless and a bit
shaky.


"Everyone
okay?" Irons asked suddenly concerned.


"We've
got a few injuries, mostly bumps and bruises and a couple broken bones. I
definitely hurt my pride. The inertials were off line so some of the crew are
out still." Logan sounded concerned as well. He had a right to be, his
ship wasn't fully functional yet after twenty something hours of round the
clock work.


"Damn,"
Irons muttered looking around. He found the comm. tech. "Get a med team
over there on the next flight. Bump whatever you need. And get me a casualty
report here," he sighed as Shelby called in.


"What
the hell was that?" she said. "Evans nearly blew us to kingdom
come!" Harris paled. The comm. tech winced.


"It
is all right Shelby, my fault," her father answered her tiredly."
Sun-Yat had a bit of a buck in her we didn't see coming." He exhaled
noisily over the channel.


"Well
next time warn a gal!" Shelby said, starting to calm down. Irons nodded.


"I'm
getting damage reports all over the ship. We'll talk about this later,"
she snarled then cut the channel. Irons winced.


"I'm
glad we weren't docked when that happened. It would have ripped our hull
up," Firefly said into the growing silence.


"Yeah,"
Irons exhaled, getting his own emotions under control  then shrugged. "And
now you know why I didn't want to do that right off. All right, let's get
things sorted out then. Sergio is on final?" He turned to the sensor tech
who nodded. He cleared his throat. 


She
turned. "Oh, sorry, I mean yes Admiral. He's..." she looked down,
"twelve minutes out." Irons nodded.


"We've
got a couple reports of bumps and bruises, one broken arm, but so far so
good," Firefly said. 


Irons
nodded. "Keep me updated."


 


Harris
suppressed another yawn. Irons glanced his way. They'd been at it for about
thirty six hours. Obviously the kid needed a break. Fortunately he had the
perfect excuse.


"All
right Harris, you and Dan take off, get some rest. I'm giving you the evening
watch. Be back here ten minutes before it starts. That’s in six hours so you
better get some food and down time." Irons looked over to the tac officer
then to the defense officer.


"Dan,
you've got the graveyard, so get some food and rest and report back here in
thirteen hours. Both of you be prepared for six hours of work though, I'll
leave you some exercises to work on," he smiled. Harris's eyes lit. Dan
seemed just as excited but then a hint of worry appeared.


"What
if we mess up?" he asked. 


"On
graveyard? Hardly." Harris dismissed the idea as he got up. A tech came in
to relieve him. "You'll do fine, just don't crash the mainframe trying to
run a sim," he smiled. Dan chuckled. He stretched and then nodded to the
tech who came up beside him. He murmured to her for a few moments then followed
Harris out.


"Do
you think they will be okay with command?" Firefly asked over the private
channel.


"They'll
do fine. Besides, we've got to start taking chances some time. They need to get
some experience and confidence. Develop some command skills," Irons
murmured. The AI nodded.


"Hence
having them take the evening and night shift on their own. We're going to be
here until morning so you can rest up," the AI's avatar turned and smiled.
Irons chuckled.


"Now
you've got it," he said. "Make sure you give them some good problems,
start them on a curve though. Make sure you throw them one twist. I want it all
recorded so we can go over them later." The AI nodded.


"Aye
aye Admiral, I have a few that would work," the AI sounded smug. 


"Don't
swamp them just yet. Let them get some confidence. But if you can keep their
interest with a challenge, all the better," Irons warned. The AI nodded
again.


"Sun-Yat
is powered up. They've got her computer rebooted and life support in several
compartments. Commander Logan requested a funeral service for the dead,"
Sprite reported. 


Irons
grimaced then nodded. "Yeah, a brief one," he replied.


"Drive
techs are working now, she's only got the one fusion drive, so it will be
easier to work on. They won’t have to sync up multiple ones, but she's a bit
slower and sluggish on the helm," Firefly said sounding smug.


"Maybe,
but then again, she doesn't have as much mass," Sprite replied sweetly.


"Are
you calling me fat?" Firefly asked sounding amused.


"If
the ship fits..." Sprite answered with a laugh. Irons chuckled. 


"All
right, the pop guns I'm not thrilled about. Two working turrets? The pathetic
spinal mount rail gun? She's got no offensive missiles, only unguided rocket
pods someone strapped to her flanks," he growled shaking his head.


"Well,
the rocket pods are easy to take care of. I already have my munitions plant
working on it. Chief Brower sent me the plans he drew up an hour ago,"
Firefly reported. Irons nodded. "What about the rail gun?" he asked.


"We're
not sure. The commander has a team working on it now. It's a brute for its size
and age, and her superconductors have a lot of magnetic leakage. That may be
why they went with only six turrets and the four mini guns. Most of the weapons
are on the ventral side, as far from that pop gun as they could get them,"
Firefly reported.


Irons
nodded. "So her weakest side is her keel?" Irons asked. 


"Yes,
she's got a pair of defensive rail gun turrets on her flanks that can
articulate down, but they can't quite close the gap." The AI demonstrated
on the holo in front of the Admiral. Irons grunted.


"Electronics
wise, they are in better shape. The helm has some issues, but sensors and
communications have been cleared. They are focusing on drive issues now of
course," Firefly continued. Irons nodded. He looked over to the main plot.
They could see small flashes as work crews patched the ship’s hull. Every crew
member had a skin suit and knew how to use it. He'd been firm about that. Now
he was glad they had taken the time to pick a salvage crew with space
experience.


"Admiral,
that ship doesn't have much armor. Six centimeters of sloping composite. That's
nearly naked," Sprite reported. 


Irons
sighed shaking his head. "I know. But we can't do anything about that. You
know the drill, everything is a trade off," he shrugged.


"Well,
we've got her software sorted out. Logan reports the breaches around the
airlock have been patched. I think we can dock with her now. It will make
repairs go faster," Firefly reported, but didn't sound eager at the
thought. 


Irons
studied the avatar then nodded. "All right, ask Logan to let me know when
he is ready."


"Already
done. He's waiting for this EVA shift to finish and come in. Then he said he
will be ready. Um, about thirty minutes he said," Sprite replied. Irons
nodded.


"I'm
glad I've got subordinates that have initiative. Make it so," Irons
smiled.


"Um,
manual docking?" Firefly asked, sounding nervous. 


Irons
shook his head. "No, you handle it. Tell Sun-Yat we'll dock with them, not
the other way around." The AI nodded.


"Very
well, setting course now," Firefly fed the course to the helm.


"Janice,
Firefly is going to dock with Sun-Yat in..." Irons looked at the clock.
"Twenty nine minutes. Just keep off the controls while he does."
Janice looked up then nodded slowly.


"If
you want the AI can feed you the docking maneuver and let you run the sim, give
it a try," he suggested. She cocked her head then shrugged. 


"I'm
game. It beats sitting here staring at the bulkhead while someone else drives.”
Irons chuckled and nodded to the avatar.


 


"Docking
maneuver complete," Janice reported twenty minutes later. Irons nodded.
Firefly had reluctantly allowed Janice to do the maneuver. The young woman had
sweated through the entire approach, but had made a flawless docking. Now she
sounded both relieved and smug. Irons chuckled.


"Call
your relief then get some food Janice. Good work," he nodded to her. 


She
sat back with a soft groan. She wiggled a little and then groaned. "Thanks
Firefly. Thank you Admiral. As soon as this massage is over, I'll take you up
on it," Janice sighed in content. 


The
sensor tech nearby chuckled. "You have to admit, building heaters and
massage motors into the couches is a nice touch," he said. Irons nodded. 


"Airlock
pressure equalized. We've got good seal Admiral," Firefly reported.


"Crack
the lock and let’s get busy," he instructed.


"I've
got the crates the commander requested already in the docking corridor.
Munitions to follow," the AI reported. Irons studied the report.


"Admiral,
thanks for docking, getting parts in sips from Sergio is nice, but we need a
concentrated effort here," Logan's voice came from behind him. Irons
turned then sat up.


"Permission
to come aboard?" Logan asked with a weary smile.


"Since
you're already here, granted." Irons got up and nodded to the exec's
chair.


"She's
a no frills ship Admiral, but I think I can handle her," Logan nodded.
Irons chuckled.


"All
right, transfer approved. Log it Firefly." He looked over to the AI. The
AI nodded. "All right, now, how long do you need before we can move
on?" Irons asked.


Logan
grimaced then ran his hand through sweat soaked hair. "At least two more
shifts. That should get the basics covered. I've got a crew out now patching
her fuel tanks. Shelby has a crew out running the parts now," Logan waved.


"I'd
say at least seven hours, maybe eight. We just ignited her fusion reactor. It's
purring like a kitten, no problems there. You were right, swapping in the one
we built on the way out was a hell of a lot easier than using the death trap
they had. Damn magnetic couplers were built around the stone age," he
smiled. 


Irons
nodded. "Good to hear that. At least something is working out," he
nodded.


"Life
support is pretty shot up. We're talking a complete rebuild in some of the
compartments. I've got techs and bots working on it now," Logan pointed to
the holo. "Most were in the crew quarters. I've got a few people standing
down due to fatigue. They're in hammocks in cargo bay one," he pointed.


"Right,
so most of this gear is life support?" Irons asked. 


"That
and some new electronics. I checked her modules. They use standard universal
ports dating to about twenty years prior to the war. Firefly's workshops
adapted electronics to match it."


Irons
nodded to the AI. "It looks like she was refitted before the war and we
lucked out there. ETA on parts?" Irons asked.


"Electronics,
about another hour barring any problems. I'd say another two, maybe three to
get them all sorted and plugged in," the AI reported. "Another twenty
to thirty minutes getting them programmed from their firmware and
updates." 


Irons
nodded. "All right, anything I can do to lend a hand?" Irons asked,
turning back to Logan. 


Logan
smiled. "All hands are welcome Admiral." Irons nodded.


"One
condition, you get some rest. At least four hours," Irons held up a
finger. Logan stiffened, then sighed wearily. 


"All
right, an orders an order. I'll eat then get some sack time." He got up
with a groan.


"Get
going commander. I'll check in later to compare notes," Irons waved him
off. "Janice, you've got the bridge," Irons smiled as she stepped
back onto the bridge holding a power bar. She froze. Irons turned to follow
Logan out.


"Who
me?" Janice squeaked. Irons chuckled as he paused in the hatch doorway and
caught her surprised expression. It was priceless.


"You
are the only officer left on the watch bill, your it. Enjoy," he waved.
"Let Harris know what is going on. I'll try to be back before his shift
starts," he ordered.


"Right,"
Janice walked warily over to the command chair then sat on the edge. 


"It
won’t bite," Firefly teased.


"Sure
it won’t," she muttered. She wiggled her butt for a moment then pursed her
lips. “It'd better not,” she said, glaring at the AI. Several techs chuckled.


 


"She's
a mess Admiral but we can work with her." Irons smiled as Sprite and
Proteus gave him their reports.


"It's
a pain not to be able to access through a wireless node, I've sent a tech to
set a couple up, at least one on the bridge. Would you believe this crate
doesn't have implant access?" Sprite sounded miffed. Irons chuckled. A
tech looked over to him.


"Internal
conversation. Get back to work." He made a shooing motion then turned as
they nodded amused.


"Oh
it's got an access here and there for civilian grade implants, but nothing
military grade," Sprite sniffed. "And no AI, and no AI hardware."
She shook her head.


"I
take it that is going to be rectified?" he asked dryly. Logan's survey
crew had finished their work hours ago. Logan had concentrated on hull and
architectural repairs for the first shift then when they had it under control
he'd shifted to the power plant and drive. He'd left the electronics for later.
Which brought them to where they were now, sorting that out.


"Not
now. I don't think we have the time. I've set up some seed AI to help the crew,
but we need to build the hardware core before we could go that route," the
AI shrugged.


"Sensors,
communications and power are online. Hull is patched. Replacement struts look
good, she's sound structurally at least. There were several EPS leaks, they are
locked down now. Weapons are under repair. We're swapping two of the broken
laser gun defense turrets for point defense laser clusters Firefly has in
storage. That will upgrade the firepower and defense," Firefly reported.


"Dan
checked in, he's overhauling the ECM and defenses. Chaff packs and flares are
about it for this thing. He's sent over a couple toys for them to play with
though. They'll have to strap them to the hull and use explosive bolts to kick
them off the hull to use them though," Sprite reported.


Irons
nodded. "What about the drive?" he asked.


"Good
news and bad news. We've got Firefly's second drive almost finished, Shelby has
it in pieces but they are putting it back together now. She says they will have
it back together by the end of this shift and ready to work up again. Sun-Yat's
drive is actually in better shape than we'd planned on. She took a couple micro
meteors up the tail pipe, but we've replaced the broken emitters and split
lines," Proteus reported.


"There
was a coolant leak that froze her sensors along the keel, so a crew is working
on that now. They should get it done soon," Firefly finished.


"And
life support?" Irons asked.


"That's
a bit problematical. She's a colander Admiral, she's got leaks everywhere. SOP
is to keep everyone in skin suits till she's certified fit. The starboard side
of deck one is the worst. I think it will be some time before it can be safely
occupied," Proteus reported.


"Fuel,
wedge, and shields?" Irons asked.


"Fuel
tank has been patched and is filling from our reserve tanks now. Shields are the
most critical system left, they took an awful beating. Most of her starboard
flank is bare. I've got a crew working on it. I sent the specs to Anvil, they
are going to transship pods and parts to the Oort colony for pick up."


Irons
nodded as Logan entered. He looked a bit grizzled, not having shaved. He did
look a bit better though. He smiled as he went over to the food replicator and
tapped in a request.


"I
see the food replicator works." Irons nodded. Logan saluted him with his
cup.


"One
of the first things we fixed. You know the drill Admiral, the navy lives on its
coffee," Logan smiled taking a sip. Irons chuckled.


"Are
you ready to go to the Oort colony?" Irons asked as Logan sat down in the
couch next to him. The corvette's bridge was small and cramped, with only the
minimum seats. Captain, helm, and tactical. Irons and Proteus had repaired all
the stations. Soot still stained things here and there, but all the displays
and controls were now fully functional.


"Yes
Admiral, they are set to top off our life support and fuel once we get
there." Logan sat back with a grimace. "Funeral at oh eight
hundred?" he asked. Irons reluctantly nodded.


"We
leave at oh nine hundred. Shelby should be done by then," he smiled.


"She'd
better be. I taught her," Logan smiled. Irons chuckled.


"Think
you can handle her?" Irons indicated the ship.


"Oh,
we'll be fine. Bit tight but fine." He tapped his foot on the deck.
"Thanks for restoring gravity and lighting." Irons chuckled. Logan
looked around. “And the bridge,” he smiled.


"I've
had a lot of practice," Irons said as he waved dismissively. “We've got
your electronics mostly sorted out, we're waiting on the repairs to your drive
and drive sensors. Firefly is running sims to balance your shield load until
you can pick up more nodes."


He
looked over to the ships plot. 


"Ah.
Probably won’t have much more than particle shielding until we get them
fixed," Logan replied. They had hoped for more.


"That
is unfortunately correct commander. I've devised several algorithms to cover
your starboard flank. It is the weakest with little protection. I suggest you
keep the port side to the primary or any other major source of radiation,"
Firefly projected the ship's schematic then rotated it and highlighted the
starboard flank in red.


"Right.
RCS is okay? Inertials?" Irons asked. The last thing they needed was
another hiccup.


"RCS
checks out, despite that hiccup earlier. There was a great deal of heat stress
damage on the port side and some frozen valves on the starboard. They have been
repaired. Inertials need a bit more work, but we've got minimum coverage on
both decks," Logan replied, checking his display. "I wish this had an
ops station, or a defense station. Pairing up the duties is a pain," he
frowned. 


"Would
an AI make things simpler?" Firefly asked syrupy sweet. Logan glared then
shrugged sheepishly and laughed. 


"Right.
I'll put it on my Christmas wish. Along with the other things." He waved
his cup. "Not bad though, you've got to admit. I thought she would need a
month or two of work."


Irons
nodded. "In my, I mean, our time, maybe a couple days in a good dry dock.
But that's with a complete rebuild. We have to make do with what we got. For
now," he shrugged.


 


“Admiral,
we're getting a signal from Warthog.” the com tech said with a smile. So far
things were going well. They were on their way to the jump point now. About six
hours out he thought as he checked the display.


Irons
felt a brief glow of pride as he glanced around and then turned his attention
to the tech. He knew his people were working miracles and growing up quickly.
But sometimes that's what it takes to survive a crisis.


They
were on course for the the derelict, without any hiccups in the drive so far.
In fact The rebuild of engine two had sped them up by something like nineteen
percent. Which had put them just in range of this rendezvous.


Shelby
looked up in surprise. “Warthog?” she shook her head. “You mean they got that
old rust bucket flying again?”


“Warthog,
militia gunship. Sub light craft closer to a frigate than a gunship Admiral.
The Vesta colony pulled her weapons and used her as an inner system freighter
until her reactor maintenance became too difficult, then shut her down in orbit
of the colony,” Sprite said into his ear.


“That
was what the parts were for I bet!” Shelby grinned. “They must have gotten her
flying again with the parts dad shipped to them a couple of weeks ago.”


“And
the weapons?” Firefly asked.


“Hopefully
on board,” Shelby nodded to the comm. tech.


“Warthog
is asking permission to dock. She needs supplies Admiral.” She looked over her
shoulder to the Admiral. “She's got a crew but they’re not augmented and they
don't have any munitions at all,” she grimaced.


“Permission
granted. Shelby...”


“Call
the Bosun and get him moving munitions and supplies and get an engineering team
together to go over that ship with a fine tooth comb. Alert the doctor. Tell
Warthog to have their first four augment volunteers inside her lock and ready
to go,” he said nodding. “Preferably bridge and engineering personnel if at all
possible.”


“On
it.” She was looking up, focusing on her implants. “Done. And done,” she nodded
after a moment.


“Call
doctor Standish. I want a full medical eval of each crew member and any other
volunteers for the Navy,” he nodded again.


“Captain
Waters is asking to speak to you Admiral,” the com tech said looking up. Irons
nodded.


“Right.”
He opened a channel. “Captain Waters this is Admiral Irons. I am glad you could
make it.”


There
was a series of static and pops then a gravelly voice answered. “Glad we could
too. Our systems need a lot of work Admiral,” he said sounding eager but
nervous.


“We're
on it Captain, the exec has engineering teams and supplies standing by. If you
could ask your engineer to shoot us a list of what you need we will get the replicators
working right away.”


“Thank
the spirits of space,” the Captain said after a moment. “Warthog will dock in
twenty minutes. Warthog out.”


“All
right people, you heard the man, twenty minutes. Let's move it!” Shelby clapped
her hands together. “I finally feel like we're not just going to win, we're
going to kick butt doing it,” she grinned as she got to her feet.


Janice
chuckled. “Well, it will be good to get some of our own back. I didn't like
what they did to Carib or to the colony,” she nodded. “I can help.” She turned
to Irons. “With your permission of course.”


He
nodded. “Make it so.”


 


“Admiral,
we've received word, Maya has arrived at the colony and is docked with
Sun-Yat,” Patty, the tech said looking up from her board. Sun-Yat had arrived
at the Horsehead colony a dozen hours ago and was ready to go.


Petty
officer Jesse looked up from her station and nodded. “Corvette?” she asked. She
had just gotten out of rehab and was still getting used to her implants. She
must have missed the news about the ship.


“Don't
set your hopes up so high Petty Officer. Try a wannabe militia gunship. Old sub
light tender converted during the last days of the war,” Sprite reported. “They
need a lot of repairs though, Logan sent a log of things they are working on
and requested that we upgrade our ETA.” 


“Think
he's getting nervous minding the store all on his own?” Firefly asked. “We are
about six and a half hours out from the jump point.”


“I
doubt it. Though that could be a part of it. We're moving at our best speed with
Warthog attached though right?” Irons asked.


In
the past three shifts they had made great strides in ironing out the little
ships laundry list of problems. But for every repair it seemed there were ten
more to take their place on the list. His crew were getting tired and cranky.
Mistakes were beginning to crop up.


“Admiral,
I've got word from Doctor Standish, He's said to tell you the volunteers have
all been augmented and are recovering. He's not sure they will be fit for duty
before we undock however,” Firefly cautioned.


“Okay,”
Irons nodded, rubbing his chin. “Swap crew?” he asked. “Temporary?”


“Could
work. At least for the interim. I strongly suggest we get some down time soon
though Admiral,” Firefly cautioned. “You organics aren't built for sustained
work at these levels and for extended time periods. Marked loss in efficiency
has been noted in the last two shifts.”


“Right.
We've got Warthog's drive sorted out as far as we can, and her hull is buttoned
up. I see...” He looked at the HUD. “We've got her weapons up, all but the last
point defense turret. Get her crew list sorted out with Captain Waters and have
them start running diagnostics and start shaking things down to stamp out the
bugs. Have our own people stand down at the end of this shift and rest.”


“Aye
aye,” Firefly said nodding. “You need the rest too Admiral, we need you ship
shape as well for the battle.”


“Agreed,”
Irons sighed. He looked over to Harris. “You've got the bridge. Pass it over to
Dan and then Janice in four hour increments. Get some down time now folks while
we can. You'll need it soon enough. I want you all fresh, fed, and rested when
the time comes.”


He
fought a yawn as he got up and stretched. “Carry on,” he nodded, exiting the
compartment.


 




Chapter 21


 


"We've
got hyper emergence from the Agnosta jump point. Globular formation, locus
confirmed," the sensor tech looked up face tight.


 Irons
nodded. "Ship types and course?" he asked. They had been on station
for the past two days. It looked like their luck had finally run out. Firefly
was low, at the bottom of the minefield. The gunships Maya and Warthog were on
either flank of the field. Sun-Yat was at the top. All the ships were powered
down in stealth mode, running as silent as they could.


"Still
gathering data now. It looks, yes, at least one destroyer Arboth class, two
Manta class militia grade frigates, and at least a dozen civilian grade drives
detected. We're picking up IFF on the destroyer and a factory ship now,"
she grimaced. "The destroyer... She's the Damocles sir, out of
Haroth." Irons nodded. 


The
sensor tech frowned, tweaking the feed. “Correction, three Frigates. Three. One
of them was in the drive shadow of one of the freighters on the other side of
the formation from us.”


An
Arboth class was a tough customer to face with anything less than a cruiser.
The ship was a rough cylindrical shape, with flattened keel and top deck. Her
stern had a cluster of eight fusion engines while her bow mounted the usual
sensor suite and clusters of weapons.


On
her top and keel she had large kinetic energy turrets. Her flanks were studded
with missile tubes, graser mounts, and a cruiser's point defense network. She
was a fast and heavy hitter, but she had a limited weapons supply and only one
large fusion reactor.


He
was pretty sure they didn't have her antimatter reactor up and running. If they
had her energy reading would have been a hell of a lot higher. Judging from the
patches on her hull she had seen better days.


"And
the factory ship?" he asked quietly.


"She's
the Hephaestus thirty three. The other civilian ships look like freighters and
a yacht. One of the freighters is the Destiny. Sending data to your station
now." The tech sent the mental command.


He
studied it for a moment. The destroyer was in the lead, the two frigates were
on the flanks with the slower factory ship and freighters trailing. Most of the
freighters were Clydesdales. A good hardy platform, the Clydesdales had been in
service for centuries prior to the Xeno war with only periodic upgrades. They
were quite common through out the galaxy. The Zanzibar class freighter was
expected. The Demeter class agricultural ship was a surprise. He'd honestly
thought that had been a miss identification. Either they had picked it up and
kept it as a prize or they were using it as a logistics center.


"We've
got separation, looks like... " the tech frowned. "I thought it was
parasite craft but they're too big sir." She looked over to him.


"HKs,"
Firefly replied.


"HKs?"
Janice asked.


"Hunter
Killers. Gunboats. Sub-light ships about as powerful as our corvettes,"
Harris answered. "We've got six. They were spreading out around the
formation, looks like one is playing shepherd over the freighters, the rest are
moving into a conical formation in front of the fleet now."


Irons
nodded. "They are the hounds. The destroyer is the hunter. Makes
sense." Harris grimaced. "They're good, I'll give them that. I didn't
expect the HKs." He shook his head.


"Are
we in trouble?" Janice stage whispered. 


"When
aren't we?" the sensor tech responded.


"That's
enough people. Let’s focus on the task at hand. Give me an ETA on the enemy
task force to the minefield, and to the first colony. Tag the destroyer as
bogey one, Each frigate as bogey two, three, and four, and the gunships as
bogie's five through ten. Can we update the other ships without being
detected?" Irons asked looking over to the comm. tech.


"Yes
sir, we've got a whisker on them now. They are several light minutes away
though, it will take that long to update them and double that time to get a response,"
he said sounding guilty.


"No
problem. Give them an update. I think we're going to go with whiskey three
alpha." Irons looked over to Harris who nodded confirmation. "Right,
whiskey three alpha it is. Make sure they understand it."


Whiskey
three alpha was one of the plans he, Dan, Mayweather, and Harris had devised
yesterday. They had only drilled it once as a team.


"They've
spotted the mine layers, some of the HKs, I mean bogeys, four and six are
moving off in pursuit," the sensor tech said. Irons grimaced. Taking a
decidedly still green crew into a combat situation was not something he was
looking forward to doing. Then again, he didn't have a choice anymore.


 


 "Damn.
Okay, we're going to have to sniper the HKs and frigates once the mines go off.
Either kill or disable with KEWs the moment we start moving. Hit any still
under power with beam weapons as we pass. I want a full spread on that big boy
though, I don't like the looks of it," Irons said an hour later. The  more
he thought about it, the more he didn't like the odds. Three frigates, one tin
can, and six HKs. Sure the Pyrax force was repaired, but they were nowhere near
fighting trim. He knew an element to his unease was stage fright. It always
kicked in before combat. He pointed to the destroyer. "Where the hell did
they get something like that?" he muttered.


 "Probably
the same place we did," Shelby said. She'd been surprised by the number of
warships. They weren't well organized though, it had taken them an hour to
shake down and launch their Hk's. Their passive readings were all over the
place.


He
looked over to Firefly then shrugged. "Right. Helm. Come about to ten
degrees by negative twenty point two. Let's keep them guessing about the
attack. Time to mine field?" he asked. 


"Enemy
ETA two minutes forty four seconds. The Valdez tug is running now. Tender has
gotten underway but she's still streaming mines." Irons shook his head.
Guiterrez had a set on him to keep doing that. Then again each mine he kicked
out was less mass his drives had to push.


"She's
slower than all get out compared to a warship."


He
sighed. "Gutierrez and Jorge know what they are doing," Shelby said
softly. He nodded. "We can't do anything but watch for now anyway,"
she said. He studied her profile then nodded again. 


"They're
turning! Enemy is turning down hard!" the sensor tech said. He turned to
the plot and swore softly. 


"Someone
over there is smart. They figured it out," he said. 


"Damn."
Shelby muttered. 


"It
won’t help them much. Mines are in extreme attack range. Shall I activate
them?" Harris at tactical asked. 


"Do
it. But make sure they target the warships in range," Irons cautioned.
Shelby looked over to him. 


"I
want the freighters if we can catch them," he said. She raised an eyebrow.
"Intel and prisoners," he expanded. She nodded suddenly. 


"Right."
She turned back to her plot then sat back into her couch. "Jacking
in," she murmured. He chuckled.


“The
lead elements are in attack range. Mines are active," the tac assistant
intoned.  “They are trying to maneuver to avoid the field.”


“That's
the fun part of inertia, it's a killer,” Irons muttered. The pirates were
skidding into the minefield perimeter. They had stacked the field high, human
nature being to pull up to avoid a sudden obstacle. So far that had paid off.


The
ships were trapped on their current bearing, a few of the ships that were
faster on the helm had done an end over end flip to try to alter their speed
and course but that still left their residual inertia to deal with.


The
holo field projected the probable course, speed, and attack range of the enemy
ships and the mines. Firefly updated it every second. As ships drifted closer
to the mine's final acquisition range the mine's sphere turned red to  show
they were locking on.


"Target
lock lost on to bogies five and seven on the enemy fleet's port side covering
the freighters," Harris said softly. "We'll hit them with KEWs and
grapeshot then finish with beams if we have to. Keep a running plot on
them," he murmured. 


"Mines
attacking. First detonations detected." Irons winced as the first mines
erupted. They were detonating in a blinding flash just shy of the hunter
killers. "Enemy point defense is hitting them too fast... wait, we got
one!" the tac officer smiled.


“Engineering
warm up the reactors and engines. Lets keep the wedge and shields down and see
how close we can get,” Irons growled.


 "Maneuvering
execute helm order one," Harris called. The ship lurched as it lunged
forward and down under the enemy formation then arched up to slash at them... 


"KEWs
fired, KEWs on target. Firing second volley at secondary targets in range.
Grapeshot fired. Missiles one and two fired," Harris intoned. “One minute
to impact.”


"Helm
pitch up twenty degrees port three point four degrees. Then give me a lazy
roll," Irons said. “Shields on standby.”


"Aye
aye. Pitching up twenty degrees yaw three point four degrees then rolling to
port," Janice replied. 


“We've
been detected. Kew's incoming.”


“Raise
shields. Drop stealth protocols. Full battle alert,” Irons said. Dan nodded.


"Hits
on bogies one and two. Their shields are down. One looks like it is out of
control," Firefly reported. "Entering beam range... firing. Bogie two
destroyed. Secondary targets disabled," Firefly reported. Irons nodded.
That was one civilian freighter disabled.


"Good
firing guns!" Shelby called exuberant. 


Harris
didn't even acknowledge the compliment. "Think they'll stick around to try
to recover the freighters?" he asked. The other freighters had been
disabled by the KEWs of the other ships by now. Harris waited then shook his
head. "No, either they'll abandon them or they'll destroy them," he
grimaced. Irons did as well. Maya disabled the factory ship with a single burst
into her drive then jinked up, rolling around the massive ship to take on the
bogy three frigate trying to run.


"Let's
see if we can keep that from happening," he studied the plot. "Helm
jink up two degrees with emergency thrusters then yaw eight zero degrees to
starboard." Firefly and Sun-Yat were scissoring up and down through the
enemy formation slashing at them while the gunships scissored on the X plane.
They couldn't remain on the same course bearing for long, it made for an
inviting target. The corvette and gunships were detailed to take out the HK's
and frigates, leaving Damocles to Firefly.


"Missiles
detonated. Looks like they have some additional point defense and ECM. I'm
updating the threat profiles now," Harris said. 


"Destroyer
is rolling to port now. She's trying to come around for a broadside,"
Firefly reported. 


Harris
grunted. "She can try. We're already there. Helm roll twenty degrees
starboard. Starboard batteries prepare to fire." He looked up from his
holo projectors with a tigers grin as the pie shaped firing arch closed to the
destroyer then changed to red. "She's toast. Fire!" he called. 


Firefly's
broadside missile tubes each fired a missile volley, then a second, then the
beam weapons fired. "Helm take her to one hundred eleven percent emergency
power and pitch down twenty degrees. Then roll to keep the destroyer on our
flank," Irons called. The grasers and gravity beams lashed out, slashing
at targets of opportunity on the destroyer's hull.


"Aye
answering helm order." He watched as Janice executed the maneuver. 


"She's
slow on the helm Admiral," Firefly said. The avatar watched the enemy
ship. "Dazzlers are up. Deploying defensive drones," Firefly
reported. On the plot they could see the destroyer fuzzed out by the intense
flares of the first broadside. Harris had fired most of the dazzlers to bring
their plot down. The destroyer tried to jink down and away, clearly trying for
maneuvering room. Some of the late grasers dug into its flanks away from their
target locations. A few missed all together.


"Load
grapeshot and KEWs," Harris intoned. Damocles tried to spray sand along
her exposed flank.


"Grapeshot
loaded and ready," Firefly reported. 


"Plot
their course..." He pointed to a plot ahead and slightly above where the
ship was going to be. 


"Target
locked." 


"Then
fire," Harris said. 


"We've
got three hits on her stern Admiral. She's slowing down. Shields are
fluctuating," Harris announced after a moment.


"Good.
Keep up the good work guns." Irons turned to the plot. There were still
one frigate and two HK's out there on the other side of the formation, along with
the disabled ships. 


"Sun-Yat
is moving, she's firing on one bogey one," Firefly reported. Irons pulled
up the CIC feed and nodded. “She's a manta. Good speed and she's got one heck
of a bow shield.”


"Which
isn't doing her any good since she's running from Sun-Yat right now. All enemy
units are turning. It looks like they're trying to run," Harris said.
"Damn!" He suddenly pounded his arm rest. 


"Missed?"
Shelby asked looking over to him. 


"Most
of them yeah," Harris sounded disgusted. "That's what I hate about
grapeshot and KEWs, you can't maneuver them." He shook his head.
"Take that!" he fired a second volley. 


"Missiles
incoming. Ten missiles at zero point four by nine by twelve," Firefly
reported, highlighting the sensor feeds. "Drones deploying. We need to
move..eta to impact nineteen seconds and counting."


Irons
nodded. "Helm put us bow on to the missile spread. Engineering enhance the
bow shields. Defense..." 


"We're
on it Admiral," Dan the ECM officer replied. "Firing point defense
missiles now. Grapeshot targeting. I doubt these are test shots or ECM,"
he said. 


"Yeah,
but then again, we don't have much to work with," Harris replied. “I'm
getting low on missiles too.”


"First
missile detonated. Second... second is a spoof. Damn!” Dan snarled. “She's
sucked in three of my birds. Bringing up point defense lasers now."


"Admiral
one of those missiles has a gravity warhead," Firefly warned urgently. 


"Are
you sure?" Harris said suddenly anxious. "Dan get that thing
now," he snarled. 


"Can't,
too late," the ECM officer said sweating. 


"Cut
all engines. Emergency blow RCS down and to port maximum burn! Reinforce the
shields. Sound collision!" Irons said. 


"Roger."
The ship bucked and the crew jerked in their seats. They could feel an itching
sensation as the warhead went off, ripping at the ship's shields and sensors. 


"Shields
down to ten percent. We've lost several of the defense drones, our wedge has
destabilized and the emergency cut outs have shut it down," Shelby said.
Irons nodded. 


"I
think that was their best shot though," Harris said. "Entering
maximum beam range again in twenty seconds Admiral. Should we give them a
broadside?" he asked looking over to Irons. 


Irons
shook his head. "No, helm give me a burn twenty percent above her plane
then pitch up and roll around her. Harris, shell game in twenty seconds,"
he looked over to the tac officer who whistled. Their shields fluctuated then
slowly started to climb as Firefly and engineering compensated. 


"Right,
shell game." He tapped his  link issuing the commands. "We're
ready," he nodded. 


"Launch
decoys. Helm execute that last order," Irons ordered. The ship's fusion
engines lurched forward then cut off. As she moved decoys launched and came up,
then started to mimic the ship, but going in other directions. 


Each
decoy mimicked Firefly's neutrino and ion signature perfectly for a few
seconds. Just long enough for the destroyer to lose track of who was who.


"The
destroyer is rolling down, no she's stopped. She's trying to come back on her
previous course," Firefly stated. 


"That's
all we needed. Helm bow on. Tactical..." 


"Right,
beam weapons firing!" They watched as the ship thrummed, slamming energy
into the enemy ship. Her shields sparkled with impacts then went down. The
beams reached her armored hull and then began to rip into it. Plasma streamed
off in all directions. "Let's just see what a little grapeshot can do
too," Harris said gleefully as he added that to the mix. Ball bearings
burst from blunderbuss along the ships nose, slamming into the remaining dust
cloud, scouring it away. Follow up rounds tore into the hull or ablated when
they were hit by the beams. Panicked point defense fire from the destroyer
swept around then hit their shields.


"Shields
down to nine percent and dropping," Firefly warned. 


"Helm
keep us here," Irons said. 


"Locking
position aye." He watched as the beams slashed into the hull of the
destroyer. 


"Something’s
gotta give... Her shield pods are bursting like over ripe Menkalinan
melons," Harris said softly. 


"Her
armor is thick," Dan said. 


"She's
a destroyer, of course it is," Harris said never taking his eyes from the
plot. Tractors slashed at each ship. Firefly's delta shape was keeping her
perfectly on  the target though, the destroyer couldn't keep up. One by one her
weapons, sensors, and drive pods facing Firefly were scoured away.


"Hull
breach, she's been breached," Firefly reported. Debris vomited from the
ships flank. After a moment her ports blasted outward. Her fusion plant's
neutrino signature fluctuated wildly then fell like a stone. After a moment the
emergency panels covering her vitals blew open. There was a brief flash nearly
a kilometer from the ship. Most likely her power plant had been blown clear
just before it blew.


"Admiral
she's adrift. Engines and power are gone," Harris said looking up.
"Good." Irons turned to the plot. Damocles might have some charge
left in her capacitors but that was about it.


"We've
got a couple more customers moving off. Frigate and remaining HK are
running," CIC called. "Warthog and Maya are closest. Maya is firing
her missiles now." They watched the plot as the two surviving enemy ships
sailed on until they picked up the sensor ghosts of the missiles. Suddenly they
pitched up and down separating. 


"They're
splitting up. No honor among thieves," Harris said. 


“I
don't know where that HK thinks it's going. No jump drive,” Sprite commented.
“Just trying to get away?”


"No,
it means at least one will get away," Irons said watching the plot. 


"Not
for the closest one, she's taken a hit, damn! Now that's what I'm talking
about!" Harris thrust his fist into the air as the Hunter Killer shattered
then exploded. "Now that's how it's done!" he grinned. 


"Firefly
can we catch the other?" Dan asked. 


"Helm
bring us about,  roll one hundred twenty degrees then pitch up four degrees by
three. Sensors and Tactical plot the course of that Frigate then fire KEWs
along its projected vector. Try to plot evasive patterns it could follow and
allow for them in follow up shots." Irons looked over to Harris who
nodded. 


"Box
them. Shotgun at this range though... It's a long shot but I'm on it."
After a moment he looked up and nodded. "Rail guns ready Admiral," he
said. 


"Then
fire. Keep a firing till we're dry," Irons said. "Helm adjust course
two degrees by one point three then go to maximum power. Let’s see if we can
give them a send off they'll never forget," he smiled grimly. 


"What
about the civilian ships we disabled?" Dan asked. 


"Right.
What is their current status?" He turned to the small image of the CIC.


"Two
of the Clydesdales are trying to maneuver, the rest are down. One looks like
her power is fluctuating. She's scramming her reactor now." Irons winced
as the fusion reactor detonated. "She's not going anywhere. Her stern is
toast." The CIC officer shook her head. "The factory ship is
maneuvering, or at least trying too. Sun-Yat is maneuvering to block her now
though," CIC reported. 


“Warthog
has three other freighters on her side. She's accepting surrenders now. The
agro ship is down, she didn't take any hits, I think her crew got wise and
surrendered. Maya is chasing one other freighter down now.”


"Right,
tell them to herd her back away from the jump point." Irons sent a mental
command and after a moment a window opened. The marine major looked up and
grinned. 


"We're
ready Admiral, just give us the word." He gave a thumbs up. "Sergio
is here with us Admiral, he's going to ride shotgun with the fighter." He
waved as the camera panned and then zoomed out to see the marine boat bay.
Marines were loading onto the shuttle in powered combat armor while Sergio
climbed into the cockpit.


"I'm
ready," he gave a thumbs up. 


"Right,
launch when ready. Target the nearest ship secure it then get that shuttle back
so we can get the others secured with prize crews." The marine
straightened to parade rest and then saluted. Irons saluted as well then cut
the channel. 


"Marine
boat bay is clearing now. Two minutes to atmospheric evacuation." Firefly
reported. "Sun-Yat is maneuvering again. Factory ship is pitching down."
Irons nodded. 


"Time
to first impact on Frigate, one minute thirty two seconds," Harris said.
"Right. Comm. open a channel. To all surviving pirate ships. Stand to and
prepare to be boarded. Surrender your ships and your crew will not be harmed.
Any resistance will be met with maximum force." He nodded to the tech who
smiled and cut the circuit. 


"Good
copy Admiral. If they weren't shaking before, they soon will be," she
grinned down at her station. Irons chuckled. 


"They
deserve it, Patty," he looked over to Shelby. 


"Shields
are stable Admiral. We've lost a couple pods though and our wedge is
unbalanced. We'll have fifty percent shields in... five minutes," she
grimaced. "I've got electrical fires in a couple of compartments. DCC and
fire crews are on it now. Firefly is cutting atmo in those compartments once
they are cleared," she announced. 


He
winced. "Casualties?" he asked. 


"Light.
A couple burns when a plasma conduit burst. A couple other minor injuries,
mostly from people moving around when the ship was maneuvering." Irons
grimaced. 


"Not
bad." 


She
nodded. "Glad that's over," she said sinking into her couch. 


"We've
got a hit on the frigate!" Harris thrust his hand up into the air then
fist bumped Dan next to him. They slapped each other on the shoulders. 


"Frigate
is tumbling. She's straightening out. Second broadside is going to miss,"
Firefly reported. Dan and Harris sat back abruptly. 


"Damn.
I thought we got her for sure," Harris said chagrined. Irons nodded.
"Goes to show, don't count your kills till they are confirmed dead."
He nodded as the pirate slowly lumbered toward the jump point for all her
worth. 


"She's
jinking too now, no way will we get her," Harris sighed. 


"Maybe,
maybe not." Irons sat back and closed his eyes. 


"IF
your thinking what I think your thinking, you’re crazy!" Sprite said. She
felt his determination. "All right, I'll do it." The AI gathered
itself then launched itself through the communications.


 "Comm.
Channel bandwidth is going through the roof!" the officer looked confused.



"We're
doing it," Firefly said. "I've infiltrated the non combat ships
systems and have locked the crew out," Firefly reported. Irons gave a
short nod. "Two minutes," Firefly intoned. 


"Frigate
is ten minutes from jump point," Harris said, sounding leaden.


 


After
five minutes Irons felt the AI return. "Got it," she said slotting
back into his net. 


"Intel
or destruct?" Irons asked, opening his eyes. 


"What
do you think?" she said coyly. He sighed in exasperation. Quickly she
relented. "A little of both. The destruct could be aborted though,"
the AI reported. 


"Wish
it was a clean sweep," Harris muttered. Dan patted him on his arm.
Suddenly CIC cheered. The crew looked at the plot in consternation as the
frigate vanished in a nuclear fireball. 


"What
happened?" Harris asked dumbfounded. 


"Could
we have damaged her more than we thought?" Dan said. 


Irons
smiled. "Something like that." The crew looked at him. He shrugged.
"Admiral did this have anything to do with that transmission?" the
comm. tech asked. The Admiral's smile widened into a satisfied grin. Somehow,
despite the odds they'd done it. 


Harris
snorted. "Right. Now I get it. You sent the self destruct?" he asked.
Irons nodded. 


"It
was a last resort. I had actually dismissed the idea because I was certain that
they had changed the codes to prevent that." He shrugged.


"What
changed your mind?" Dan asked curious. 


"We
didn't have anything left to lose. It was a one shot try, I didn't expect it to
work." He shrugged again. "Let's get our prizes sorted out and start
picking up any enemy life pods. Start scanning for wreckage now," he
nodded to the scanner tech. 


"Right,
accessing data, running a sweep now..."


 


Irons
and Mayweather turned the corner and looked over to the marine sentry.
Mayweather paused, hand on his arm. He paused turning to her. "Are you
sure about this Admiral?" she asked. He smiled.


"It'd
take a bit more than a bunch of brig rats to get through my defenses," he
chuckled. She nodded letting her concern go.


"All
right son, let's do this." He wasn't surprised to see the major arrive
right behind them. Inside the brig he looked around to each of the cells. 


"Great,
another jumped up twit. This one thinks he's an Admiral!" someone
snickered.


"Lively
bunch aren't they?" Sprite asked. His smile was a bit forced. "Seems
to be." He looked over to the guard. "Who do we have here?" he
asked.


"Fourteen
of the trouble makers sir, not including the nine in sickbay. None of them
claim to be officers." The guard was short but well built. He had
obviously started to work out, his muscles rippled under his uniform. The major
nodded.


"So
who the hell are you?" someone cat called. Irons looked over to the brig
cells once more. The men and women were a motley group, dressed in dirty
patched coveralls. A few had greasy bandannas tied on their arms or legs. Most
of the men were unshaven, a few sported dreadlocks and an over abundance of
piercings. He grimaced. Someone had watched way too many pirate flicks.


The
surviving bridge crews of the civilian ships had committed suicide to a man
once they were boarded. These were the only ones to surrender or be taken
unconscious. Apparently the rest of the crews were slaves. Or at least they
were. Now they were falling all over themselves to join up.


"For
those of you who don't recognize me, I'm going to make this simple. My name is
Irons. John Henry Irons. FLEET Admiral of the Federation navy." He stood
with his hands at his sides.


"Fleet
Admiral he says! A man with a long braided beard laughed. "A cruiser and a
couple of beat up corvettes? A fleet?" the man howled slapping at his knee
and shaking his head. A woman next to him picked her nose. She flicked the
contents towards the admiral but it fell short. A short bald male with his arms
crossed spat on the force field. It sizzled and popped before wasting away.


"I
am picking up notes of anxiety in that Admiral," Sprite reported. Irons
nodded. He brought up his right arm and then keyed his implant demo. The marine
guard next to him gasped as his hand morphed.


When
the hand morphed back to normal only the crackle of the force fields could be
heard. Irons smiled. "That's right ladies and gentlemen, I am the real
deal. And I'll make this simple for you. You were caught in the act of piracy.
We've got intelligence that you raided Agnosta as well. Under Federation law
the penalty for that is death."


He
looked at the closest cell. The man inside was built like a bull, broad
shoulders and not much of a neck. His neck and exposed shoulder was covered in
tattoos. He was pale. Irons smiled a small cruel smile.


"I'm
in a forgiving mood, after all, you didn't put up much of a fight when you got
here." He watched the shot go home on some.


"Way
to twist the knife," Mayweather muttered.


"I'm
with her," Sprite said a beat later.


"But..."
Irons looked around. He waited.


"But?"
someone in the back asked, taking up the cue.


"But,
I might spare your lives if you provide us with information. I want it all
ladies and gentlemen... and I use those terms rather loosely.” He gave them all
a look. A few were coming to what they thought was proper attention. “No
holding back or I will space you," he looked around. One of the younger
firebrands looked defiant but his cell mate was pale and his Adam's apple kept
bobbing.


"That's
him, it's really him. I recognize him from the movie!" he whispered.
“Spirit of space it's Irons!”


"Shut
it," his cell mate turned with a glare. His right shoulder was heavily
bandaged. He cuffed the kid.


"He's
real!" his cell mate was near hysterics now. 


Irons
nodded. "That's right. I'm real.” He nodded to the marines and captain
Mayweather. "We're real. We're not going anywhere. We're rebuilding the
Federation, one ship, one station, one system at a time." He looked around
once more.


"You're
at a crossroads. Not many get a second chance.” He looked around. “You've got a
decision to make. I'll give you a few minutes to think it over." He looked
at the major who had a pulser strapped to his side. "Those of you who
don't accept my offer will regret it." He gave them one last look.
"Briefly." He smiled grimly and left. Mayweather and the Major
followed.


"Damn,"
Mayweather said shaking her head. "Think any will bite?" she asked.
Irons shrugged. "We've got their databases, or what's left of them. If any
do, we can use multiple points of information to cross check things. I know a
few will try to hold out, think I am bluffing. Most people think the navy is
squeamish about these things. Piracy well...” he smiled. “For piracy we make an
exception.”


"Am
I really going to get the chance to kill them?" the major asked. 


Irons
turned. "Not looking forward to killing in cold blood?" he asked
quietly. The major looked away then turned back stonily. "I'll do my duty
sir. They're scum, not worth a pulser dart." He shook his head. “Hell
Admiral, I saw the way they treated the slaves on those ships. They damn well
deserve a long walk out an airlock without a suit....” He cocked his head. “Or
maybe a suit with a small hole and no radio...” Mayweather nodded grimly.


“I
saw what they did to the slaves. I can't believe anyone would do that,” she
shivered. The crew of the surviving civilian ships had been overjoyed at being
rescued. Two of the ships had been caught by the pirates. Some of their crews
had been sport for the pirates in their leisure time. The survivors had told
stories that were giving most of their interviewers nightmares.


One
of the Clydesdales had taken horrific damage. The captured yacht had as well.
It was doubtful either would be rebuilt. One ship, the Destiny was in the best
shape. She was also one of the two that had been captured. She also had half of
her original crew left to build around.


"Give
them a half hour. Then take them out one by one and ask if they wish to take up
my offer. Ask somewhere else somewhere away from the peer pressure of their
mates. If they agree, send them to one of the guest quarters under guard. Have
it prepped for lock down."


"And
if they refuse?" Mayweather asked.


"Keep
them separate from the others until you've hit them all up, then put them back
in the brig. That way they wont know what happened to them until after they
each go through the initial interview. When you’re finished with the last one,
offer them a last meal. If you get any that change their minds, set them aside.
Then call me," Irons shrugged. The major nodded.


"What
are you going to do?" Mayweather asked.


"My
duty," he growled darkly. "They're scum. Pirates deserve no quarter.
They rape, pillage, loot, and burn. Torture and murder are games to the likes
of them," he pointed his thumb back to the brig. "Don't shed any
crocodile tears over them. I won’t. I've dealt with their like in the
past," the Admiral's voice was cold.


"We
had some liberal idiots back in the day who wanted to recondition pirates. They
passed a law that any taken alive would be conditioned and then returned to
their home world. After we ran into the same pirates the second time we were
not happy," he looked bleak. "They had just finished looting a liner.
Raped, tortured, and killed over three thousand people. Sadistic bastards took
their time, that's how we caught them. You should have seen them smirk after we
caught them." He shook his head.


“Cause
they knew they'd just get a slap on the wrist?” the Major asked. Irons nodded.


"What
did you do with them?" she asked quietly.


"Spaced
the lot. Unfortunate accident," Irons replied. She stopped but he
continued on. He looked back over his shoulder as he went. "That way we
didn't have to let them have a third chance at someone else," he said
turning to see her standing there. "Sometimes you have to bend the
rules." He shrugged. "Justice has to have its day too." He
walked off.


 




Chapter 22


 


"What
happened to those missiles that didn't hit us?" Janice asked Dan as they
shared the bridge watch the next evening. 


"What,
oh the ones that came in with that gravity warhead?" he asked. She nodded.
"Fracticide. When the warhead went off it destroyed them too. Lucky thing
that they clustered them so close together like that. You could say the pirates
goofed there. If they had spread the follow up out a little so they arrived
after the gravity warhead had hit and outside it's warhead's radius it would
have blown us to pieces," he shrugged. “The bits will continue on their
way, out to the heliopause.”


"That's
why they say no plan survives contact with the enemy," Irons said. Harris
came in and stopped. 


Dan
nodded slowly. "Didn't hear you come in sir." He started to stand but
Irons waved him back down. 


"Sit.
I'm just dropping in for a minute. I'm on my way to a brief in ops now that
we're about to dock at the station.” He turned to Harris who was looking
thoughtful. They had just finished the post battle chores. Damocles was in
their drive shadow, the Valdez tugs were nestled against her, pushing and
pulling her into a stable orbit near the station.


"Thanks,
I think I needed that," Harris smiled. 


"Anytime.
Has Logan gotten into position yet?" he asked. 


Harris
closed his eyes, concentrating on his linkage. "Yes sir, He's picking up
speed now. Last report is all damage is accounted for." He opened his eyes
and looked thoughtful. "Thanks for this," he indicated the bridge. 


"What
this?" Irons chuckled. "This is just the beginning. Unless you don't
want to be along for the ride?" he asked. 


Harris
rapidly shook his head. "You're serious?" Irons just smiled.
"Count me in. IF only to see flag rank someday." Harris and Dan
chuckled.


“Someday
in the distant future,” Irons said chuckling as well. “But not as distant as
you think. You and the others are the new officer core. If we play our parts
right we could be seeing new ships being built in as little as three to five
years.”  He waved to the view of Damocles. “And ships that we captured will
need officers and crew. Including new captains.”


He
smiled as both men looked shocked. A few crew members near enough to hear
looked up and turned to him in surprise and sudden anticipation. Harris
whistled. “Think about it gentlemen,” Irons said, nodding as he turned and
walked out.


 


"Admiral
are you serious about all this?" He turned to see a woman standing there.
"I mean, can we really do this?" she asked. Scuttlebutt had been its
usual helpful and light speed self. Before he'd even gotten to ops the rumors
of what he had said to Harris on the bridge had swirled and grown to incredible
proportions.


He'd
managed to wade through the celebrating crew in the docks. His shoulders were
sore from all the back slapping and his cheeks were a bit sore from smiling so
much. But everyone needed to unwind. Morale had never been better.


He
paused to try to think of a diplomatic way of answering. "You're Tracy
right?" he asked. She nodded. "Enrique's assistant?" She nodded
confirmation again. "Right. The long and the short answer is yes.
IF.." He held up one finger.


"If?"
she asked looking confused.


"IF
we focus on an objective, IF we set up the industry and IF we have trained
motivated people to follow through," he nodded to her. 


She
looked around sheepishly. "Sorry, I keep forgetting." She held up the
tablet. "But really! A shipyard?" she asked in disbelief. He
chuckled.


"I've
built many before and during the Xeno war. That and much more. Again, IF we
play our cards right, I don't see any obstacles to setting up a shipyard within
the next two or three years. Oh a small one, a repair slip really, nothing like
the major yards," he waved. She nodded.


"We're
already producing small craft," he smiled as he stepped aside to let a
pair of techs pass.


"We
are?" she asked, surprised.


"You
sound so surprised. Of course we are!" he waved. "We've repaired all
the small craft on the station, and many on the other colonies. Engineering and
the Valdez family have built a third tug, and have produced several work pods.
I am working with them on building a fuel tender now." He waved to
indicate the docks.


"But
that's small potatoes, what I mean is, a starship? Aren't we setting our goals
too high?" she asked. 


He
chuckled. "It is a start. Besides, we're going to need a dry-dock
eventually to keep the starships Pyrax has fully functional." She blushed.


"But
what about this?" she pointed.


"The
planet? What about it?" he asked.


"Are
we really going to do it?" she asked. "Is it even possible?" She
sounded concerned. 


He
shrugged. “It isn't really my field. I do know it is possible, but I am not
sure what your talking about. I've been busy.” She blushed at that. "I
understand there are several proposals on the table and being looked at and
brooded about. Most are from the archives. I believe a Dr. Genshi is looking
into them now.” He tried not to frown. Genshi was a self important physics
major. He had dedicated himself to the study of theoretical sciences and had
somehow scraped by before. Most likely by having some sugar mama somewhere. He
had an interesting hobby though, he wanted to terraform a world here in the
system. That alone probably got him a cookie tossed to him now and again, if
only to see if he could do it.


He
tried to shake the thought then cleared his throat. “I remember a few of the
proposals I ran across before the Carib Queen showed up. There are several
plans as I was saying. One is to terraform one or more of the moons to a
habitat. Another is to use micro black holes to move a planet into the
Goldilocks zone, that's the life bearing zone of the system." He paused.


She
nodded. "Right, and the third is to reform one of the planets. I don't see
how." She looked stubborn. He sighed.


"You'd
be amazed what people can do when they put their minds to it. And just think,
with a planet it would be easier to grow food, to raise families. No more
trying to keep the population in check." He waved to indicate the station.


"And
give our people room to expand and move the excess out. I like it," she
nodded. "But what about building more space colonies?" she asked
suddenly catching on. 


He
nodded. "Good idea. Jot out a proposal and submit it to the next council
meeting," he replied. 


She
looked shocked. "Me?" she asked, clutching the tablet to her chest. 


"Why
not, it's your idea," he asked. She paled.


"All
right, I'll do it," she said, taking up the challenge. He smiled.


"That's
the spirit," he nodded to her. "Carry on." He left.


"That
was interesting," Sprite said. Irons nodded. He passed a tech who looked
up with a big grin. She gave him a jaunty salute. She made to congratulate him
but her partner elbowed her. She looked down embarrassed. He moved off, amused.


"Good
job. Keep your eye on your work. Keep up the good work," he murmured in
passing.


"That
conversation with miss Tracy is already hitting the station grapevine. Wanna
bet it will be in Knox's news hour tonight?" Sprite sounded amused. Irons
shook his head.


"Nothing
to bet with." He passed another tech who looked a little flustered.
"Anything I can do to help?" Irons asked. 


The
tech looked up in alarm then gulped. "Ah, no sir, not really, just trying
to get a handle on this but I think the chip is busted." He waved. 


Irons
looked. "Here let me take a look." He held up his right arm and let
Proteus go to work. The tech scrambled back on the seat of his pants eyes wide.
Irons turned and smiled.


"Yup,
UART looks good but the BIOS is fried. Also the backup clock battery is
dead." His fingers morphed back to normal. He held up his hand. "See?
All better," he nodded. "Get the BIOS replaced. It's a pop out. Looks
like something corrupted it in its last patch. The battery you can try to recharge.
If it won’t charge try swapping it out." He patted the man on the shoulder
as he got up and straightened. He looked around to see a crowd watching him.
"Back to work folks, nothing to see." He moved off as the tech
stammered his thanks.


"You
are a celebrity now. You ought to enjoy it," Sprite said.


"I
was a celebrity in the past, and when I stepped into this bollixed future. I
don't want it or need it," he shrugged.


"If
you’re going to rebuild the Federation then yes you do. Admiral, treat it as a
tool in your toolbox," Sprite informed him, sounding mulish.


"Don't
be trite," he muttered then sighed. "Okay, I get the idea." He
gave in, seeing her avatar on his HUD cross her arms and tap her toes. “But
it's we that will do it. WE. You, me, Firefly, and the others.”


"And
you'll listen to momma Sprite more often?" she asked. He glared.


"Your
over playing your hand you know that?" he muttered. 


"Sorry,"
she answered not looking at all contrite. She sneaked a smirk.


"Don't
do it again," he said shaking his head.


 


Irons
looked up to Sprite on his HUD and set the file he had been reading aside. A
bookmark flashed and then the file faded away. “You look like you're full of
news.”


“I
do?” Sprite turned, looking at herself. “And I just had this suit taken in,”
she tisk tisked. He chuckled. She hadn't lost a bit of spunk.


“I've
been in the core files and just got into some of the port Admiral's private
stash.”


“Oh?”
Irons asked, eyebrow raised.


“Yes,
the usual trash, cronies to trust, blackmail material, contacts, that sort. It
goes back for generations. It took me a while to wade through it all. Now I
know what you mean by needing a cold shower.” She shivered a little. He nodded.


“I
did find something that is of interest, the Port Admiral's just after the
system was isolated kept a running log of which planets and systems survived
the war.”


“Oh?”


“I
cross referenced them with the one Logan set up as well as the one I compiled
from Io 11's surviving database and the one her captain turned over to you.
There are a few entries that aren't in the others.”


“Interesting.”
Irons nodded. “Show me.”


Sprite
smiled. “I thought you'd never ask.” She flickered then faded out and a holo of
the galaxy faded in. “Both sides struck the core worlds hard. Since they were
so heavily fortified most were taken out by Nova bombs in the last gasps of the
war.” She highlighted the dead zones and then faded them out. 


Blue
dots sprang up in a line to Pyrax. “These are the systems we went to with Io 11
to get here. They are confirmed. These...” Green dots speckled the area around
that course and extended out into a loop. “These are the ones in Io's
databases. Now these..”


Another
group, this time in red popped up. “These are tentative ones from Commander
Logan's database.”


“I
see.” There were a few overlaps. He nodded. “Any information on individual
systems?”


“Minimal.
He had some clippings but not much. Apparently he got this from second and
third hand sources since he wasn't allowed near the docks.”


“Yeah.
Okay.”


“And
these..” New dots popped up. These are from the Port Admiral's database.” A few
were doubled up on others already known. “But again, little or no information
about them. What little information we have is either in the form of contact
information or is so out of date it is useless.”


“But
you can cross reference the data with the galactic maps I've got and give me a
base line?”


“Yes.
I've already compiled that,” sprite nodded. “And I've added Horath of course.”
She highlighted the empire. “Unfortunately we don't have much there.”


Irons
studied it. “What about the places the pirates have been?”


“Unfortunately
their navigational data didn't survive.”


“Okay.”
Irons thought for a moment. “What about cross referencing what we've got from
the prisoners and the rescued slaves? For instance we know they were at Agnosta.”


“Eh...
hmmm. Why didn't I think of that,” Sprite muttered. A window popped open and
dialog flashed. Names were highlighted then floated to the star map. More
systems were highlighted.


“Well,
if their starting point was Horath, here is their most likely course.” A yellow
line traced out their path from the empire to Pyrax through Agnosta. “Note they
did some zig zags here and here.” She highlighted three worlds.


“Based
on?”


“Based
on the galactic chart Admiral. There is no straight line course to some of
these from other colonies. This one has a black hole in the way, and this one
has that cluster...”


Irons
waved it away. “Right so without a proper hyper navigator they doubled back.
Okay. Are any of these worlds on the previous lists?”


“Yes
all but two. These are new.” 


“And
therefore we've added two new systems to the map. Make sure you copy that and
your notes to Firefly and CC it to Smithy and the other ships.”


“Aye
Aye admiral,” Sprite responded. “This does give us something else though, Your
pointing out that last bit did show us a probable course for Horath pirates to
follow.”


“Yes
I was thinking the same thing. We're going to need to secure that route. Or at
least find a way to monitor it,” he sighed. “But, first things first.” He shook
his head and got up. “Coffee.”


“And
I get to go back to recoding the databases of the entire fleet. Lucky me,”
Sprite sounded anything but enthused. “With your permission of course?”


“Go,”
he waved picking up a cup. “Be back by oh eight hundred.”


“Aye
aye Admiral.” He felt her presence shift as his Wi-Fi channels all opened. 


“Back
to the wonderful world of paperwork,” he grumbled.


 


“Okay,
what is it now?” Irons asked as he stretched. He'd really been looking forward
to some downtime. A full shift of shuffling papers was enough to drive anyone
batty. Well, anyone but a dedicated anal retentive paper shuffler that is.


“Problem
on the station,” Sprite reported. “Technically you're still the commanding
officer,” she said before he finished opening his mouth to protest.


“Reading
my mind again?” he asked after a momentary pause.


“I
wish I was that good,” Sprite chuckled. “I can only get an idea based on
synaptic activity and past experience.”


“So
what's the problem?”


“Stand
off. The repairs have forced some of the corridor gangs out and into each
other's territories. This has been causing friction. About an hour ago it
erupted into a full riot,” Sprite answered.


“Breakage?”


“Nine
dead. Four wounded in sickbay. Thirteen more wounded.”


“Why
aren't they in sickbay?” he asked getting up and adjusting his uniform.


“Security
can't get to them. One of them is a child. I'm getting mixed reports, some say
she was trampled by the mob when they panicked.”


“Great.”


“It's
Matilda's granddaughter.”


“Crap.
I'm going.” Irons moved out.


“Admiral
is this wise?” Firefly asked. He grunted. His jaw tightened.


“From
his bio readings I'd say that he's pissed Firefly,” Sprite reported on a side
channel. “When he gets like this it's best to go along for the ride and to pick
up the pieces.”


“Oh.”


He
exited the lock and nodded as a squad of marines in powered combat armor fell
into step behind him. “Something on your mind Major?” he asked over his
shoulder.


“Just
out for a walk with the kiddies sir.”


“Good,”
Irons smiled grimly. Sprite silently fed him the directions to the standoff.


The
entered the bad quarter and he slowed. He looked around. Security was on hand,
bandaging a man in armor. He had his arm up so they could get at the underside.


“Report,”
Irons growled. A shot rang out down the darkened corridor. The others flinched.
He didn't. He saw the shot strike the bulkhead at the corner. The paint on the
wall blistered. His thermals showed him the damage.


“Shields
up Admiral. I do not advise this present course of action though,” Defender
reported.


“Irons
ah...” a guard said looking around.


“Who's
in charge?” Irons asked.


“The
sheriff. But he's in sickbay,” a female guard said. She shook her head. A door
opened. They turned, guns leveled. A head peeked out then went right back in.
The door slammed shut.


“You've
got civilians still on scene?” the major asked. He moved ahead of the Admiral.
He peeked around the corner. A shot rang out, splintering the edge of the
already cratered corner.


“Careful,
that's how Jax got his,” the woman said, indicating the man getting bandaged.
“We've got ten or twelve wounded on the ground there. The gang's bottled up,
we've got another squad on the other end cutting off retreat. Smithy has
blocked the air ducts with robots to keep them penned.”


“Right,”
the major nodded. “So you’re going to what? Wait until they run out of ammo?”
he asked. He winced as the gang began to jeer and scream insults.


“No
I was thinking about pulling back, sealing this sector and then pumping the air
out. Or sleepy gas in,” the guard said shaking her head.


The
major frowned.


“Or
you could do your lone ranger sonic thing,” she said, turning to the admiral
with a raised gun. He gave her a cool look.


“Acoustics
are bad admiral. There would also be damage to our own personnel and the
wounded,” Sprite reported. He grimaced.


“I'd
like to but I can't. I'd do more damage to our own people than to them.” He
accessed the station blue prints and zeroed in on the area.


“It's
the Leo gang. They are pissed,” a guard said shaking his head.


“Leo
gang?” Irons asked.


“Great.”
The major grimaced. He turned to the Admiral. “Neo's. In this case descendants
of bio-sculpts and genie super soldiers from the AI war. Leo is their leader,
he's ah... some sort of cat.”


“Leo
means lion,” Sprite said in his ear.


“Thank
you I know that,” he growled softly. “Warrior society?”


“Yeah.
Leo won it in combat.”


“Hmmm.”
Irons nodded. “I'm coming to negotiate!” he called. He turned to the guard and
the major. “Secure the area. Clear out the civilians in this corridor and the
adjoining areas. Get your wounded out as well. Then we'll deal with this.”


He
walked to the corner. The major stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Admiral
You can't..”


“I
can and I will,” Irons said. He looked around the corner. When no one shot he
stepped around it.


After
a moment a dark shape in the shadows began to move. He could barely make it
out. A stealthed neo.  “Definitely a super soldier admiral, he's not showing up
on thermals or night vision at all,” Defender reported.


Irons
grimaced. The neo growled softly but a sharp bark made him freeze. Irons could
just make out his slitted eyes and teeth as he grimaced.


“Come
yourself navy?” a low bass voice rumbled. He nodded. A hole in the barricade
was made and a male neocat came out. 


He
was large, easily filling the darkened space. He was a were, a male humanoid
lion. His mane was black, with tints of silver. He had one eye, the other was
covered by a patch. White puckered scars ran from his temple down to his muzzle
on that side. Most likely how he had lost the eye. He flexed the claws on his
fingers and then rumbled again. 


Irons
cocked his head. “I'd like to clear the wounded,” he said simply.


“You
would would you?” the lion growled. He casually shot a groaning victim. “Why
bother?” he asked.


Irons
tried not to snarl at the casual way the neo had murdered the man. Sprite
identified a girl, most likely the grandchild of Matilda near the dead man's
shoulder.


“I
tell you what. I promise I won’t execute you for that or for any of the
previous deaths if you and your people lay down their weapons and come out.”


“What
that?” the gang leader said turning. He spat. “Or that?” He shot another
victim. “Or this?” His hand moved. The gun flashed.


The
neuralizer bolt slammed into his shields. They sparked, the bolt arched up to a
nearby light, exploding it in a shower of sparks and debris.


Irons
right arm flashed up. It morphed in a millisecond and an answering plasma bolt
leapt out and tore the gang leader apart.


“Yeah.
Like that,” he snarled. His hand pointed to the stealthed neo. “Don't try it.”


The
Neo's snarl of rage was cut off as he looked down the barrel of Irons
sincerity. His eyes widened. Slowly his hands came down. The gun he had
clutched to his chest clattered to the ground.


“Now.
Who wants to piss me off more?” Irons voice thundered out in a roar. “You want
to live? Put your weapons down and come out now and I will spare your lives.
Piss me off and I'll pump the air out and watch you suffocate.”


“You
wouldn't,” the ninja said softly. Apparently it too was a cat. From the voice
it was a male. From the size and profile it was a neo panther.


“Watch
me,” Irons snarled. The fans shut off. Vents closed. The panther looked around.


After
a moment he heard mutterings. A woman came out. She was a leo, but tattooed.
She looked down at the male, lip curled then shook her head. She clutched a
pair of kits to her chest and moved down the corridor. In a moment others
followed.


 


“What's
the breakage?” Enrique asked an hour later.


“All
told?” the sheriff asked. His mandible clicked. He was missing an arm.
“Fourteen dead. Six wounded. A few were playing possum and weren't wounded at
all,” he chittered.


“Smart.
Trapped as they were,” Thornby said shaking her head. “I'm treating them and
the others for shock. Matilda has her hands full with her granddaughter. The
kid was deeply traumatized.” She shook her head.


“I
was wondering why she wasn't here,” Enrique said.


“Give
the lady a break! It was her granddaughter!” Thornby snarled tiredly.


“Oh,”
Enrique sat back.


Irons
drummed his fingers on the table. “Engineering reports minor damage. They'll
sort it out soon. Fortunately that wall the gang was using for target practice
was pretty thick and grounded. On the other side was one of our primary EPS
conduits though.


“Plasma?”
Thornby asked, shaken.


The
sheriff cocked his head. His mandibles twitched. He held up a hand. “How did
you know Admiral?”


“Station
blueprints. You may want to adjust your crisis training. Have your people look
for possible hazards and work at clearing out civilians and have engineering
shut down and reroute around potential problems before they become hazards.”


“I'll
say.” Enrique nodded. “So, what do we do with this gang?” he asked. “I think
the airlock is too good for them.”


“Not
all were participants. From what I understand they didn't even instigate it,
the east side Mulisha did. Caught sight of them in the corridor and opened up
on the crowd, then ran.” Smithy reported.


“So
it was defensive?” Irons asked.


“Well,
not all.” The sheriff shook his head. “Forensics are sorting out who did what
now.”


“But
that still leaves what to do with them?”


“Well,
we can't kill them,” Irons said shaking his head.


“Why
not?” the sheriff asked.


“Because
I gave my word that I wouldn't,” Irons replied.


Enrique
opened his mouth then closed it when Thornby glared. “Kids?” She hissed. He
shook his head.


“Okay
okay. That's out.”


“But
it does point out a problem. We've got to get a handle on these gangs and the
underworld,” the sheriff pointed out.


“What
was their main purpose?” Smithy asked. “I don't have one in the records.”


“Protection,.”
the sheriff said shaking his head. “Also general fear, intimidation, and murder
for credits.”


“In
other words, pretty much what station security was doing before you came along
Admiral,” Thornby said, nodding to Irons. He shrugged.


“People
need thugs,” Enrique shrugged.


“No
they don't. They need trained soldiers, guards, and sheriffs. A few might fit
the bill. I dunno,” the sheriff said rubbing his antenna with his good arm.


“Interview
them and find out. I'll sick Judge Farley and the Major on them as well. See if
we can thin out their ranks,” Irons said. He turned to Thornby. “What about the
families? Can they find alternative work?”


“The
problem is some are drawn to that sort of thing. Power,” the sheriff said.
Thornby frowned then nodded looking a little dejected. “Yes doctor some are
trapped into it, knowing nothing else. But many... they wouldn't leave it if
they could.” He shook his head.


“Well,
we'll sort this out. Let's see if we can post a schedule of when and where
we're going to repair sectors of the station. Get people to help and give the
gangs notice so they don't interfere or run.”


“That
means they could cause trouble. Or blend in to the society,” the sheriff said
rubbing his mandibles.


“Blending
in we can work with. Trouble... well.” Irons smiled grimly.


“We
can deal with. All right,” Enrique nodded. “We'll have to set an example
though.”


“Rehab
or resoc,” Irons said. 


Thornby
winced. “Don't. No,” she shook her head.


“Resoc?”
Enrique asked.


“Resocialization,”
the sheriff answered. “Also known as Neural resoc. I read about it in the
archives.” He twitched an antenna. “Repattern their brains and body chemistry
to more useful means. Sometimes an entire adjustment with either electrodes
into their neural net or through chemicals or nanites.”


Enrique
frowned. Thornby shivered a little.  “It is useful for those degenerates who
aren't completely gone. But not for all.” He cocked his head. “Sometimes you
have to use force and nip a problem permanently.” His mandibles clacked
together hard.


“I
understand,” Irons nodded. “Or incarceration,” he shrugged. “A nice penal
colony would work. Let them spend their energy working and surviving.”


“Now
that I like,” Enrique smiled. “I'll run it by the judge.” He nodded as they got
up.


 


Thornby
sighed as she patched up another patient. “What are we going to do with you?”
she murmured.


The
girl cat mewed a little. She looked down to her kits sleeping on her lap.
“That's a good question. What are you going to do with us?” an elderly matron
asked. Thornby looked over to her.


“Well,
we've got some options open.” She came over and hunkered down next to the
matron. She watched the felinoid sniff the air. “Are you blind?” she asked
softly.


“Hurrah.”
the silvery lionoid nodded. She shrugged. “A long time.”'


“Cataracts’?”
the doctor asked. She took out an LED light from her breast pocket and shone it
into the matron's eyes. Her implants were only basic. She'd need a diagnostic
scanner to be sure.


“They
clouded over time. My vision became fuzzy and now I only see a faint light,”
the matron sighed.


“What
do you care. Get it over with,” a young male snarled.


“Get
what over with?” Thornby asked. She hummed as she brought up a diagnostic tool.
“Hold still.” She held it over the matron's eyes.


“Kill
us,” a girl growled. Thornby looked over to her. “That's what you’re going to
do right? The pride has fallen.”


“Is
that what you call yourselves? A pride?” Thornby asked. The matron flexed her
claws. “There.” She took the diagnostic scanner away. She watched the readings
on her HUD.


“You
definitely have cataracts. I'll schedule you for surgery,” she nodded to an
orderly nearby. He made a note.


“Thank
you,” the matron said, hand on her arm. Thornby looked down to the hand. The
claws were thankfully sheathed.


“It's
my duty,” she said nodding.


“So
what is to become of us?” another female asked. Another chuffed, as her child
chirred a question. She pushed the baby’s head down.


Thornby
realized most of the gang, or pride as they preferred to call themselves were
female. There were only a handful of adult males. The rest of the males were
adolescents. Scrawny adolescents.


“Well,
you've got some options.” She patted the matron's hand as she turned to face
the group. “You can request counseling and apply for schooling. Or you can
apply for the security or law enforcement departments. I'm not sure many of you
are really cut out for medicine.”


A
female with scars on her side and shoulder looked up then shook her head. She
closed her eyes.


“Where
are the others?” the pantheroid asked.


“Others?”


“The
pride.”


“Ah,
well, any not wounded went to the brig,” she replied.


“Oh.”
He nuzzled at a gel covered wound.


“Don't
do that. The gel is toxic,” an orderly said. He snarled at her. She jumped
back, hands going to her throat.


“Softly
Jethro,” the matron sighed. He hissed and spat. She growled. The other females
did as well. The guards looked around nervously. The ears of the panther
flattened and his fur stood up then flattened.


Thornby
realized they were joining the matron in rebuking the young male. “Seriously
young man, you need to calm down and not cause trouble. Aren't you in enough as
it is?” she asked.


His
tawny eyes turned to her then away. He licked the fur on his shoulder
disdainfully.


“Kits
these days,” the matron sighed.


“Tell
me about it.” Thornby said shaking her head. A marine in combat armor came in.
She turned with the others.


The
giant suit stomped in then stopped in the center of the room. The helmet seemed
to look around the room, then it peeled back to reveal the Major.


“Everything
all right in here Commander?” he asked, eyes looking around.


She
nodded. “So far so good.” She adjusted the lights over a patient. “Nice suit.”


“We
just broke them out of storage before the pirates came,” the Major replied.


“How
can you run that. It's supposed to require a link,” the panther asked. The
Major and Thornby turned to him.


“It
does. How'd you know that?” the Major asked.


“My
ancestors were soldiers. In the first and second AI war and the Xeno war.
Scouts. Recon. The Black Devils,” he sniffed, sitting up and straightening his
shoulders. His fur fluffed in challenge.


“The
Black Devils. Recon you say?” the Major asked. His hands went out like he was
touching a keyboard. His finger wiggled.


“What's
he doing?” a female asked.


“Accessing
the records,” Smithy replied. She looked startled as a holo of the AI appeared
next to the Major. “Major I'd appreciate a request for access next time,” he
said then turned to the group.


“Got
it,” the Major said, not acknowledging the AI's rebuke. “Black panthers in the
military services, and Black Devils. Hmmm. Recon.” He nodded.


“You
are a Major?” the teenage panther asked. His chin jutted out.


“Huh?
Yeah. We're reforming the military branches. I'm a marine.” He shrugged.
“Currently the ranking marine. I was given a promotion after our last dust up
with the pirates. I had been frocked to Major as a courtesy, Admiral Irons made
it official.”


The
teens eyes slitted. “Are you going to do recon?”


“Of
course. Eventually,” the major nodded turning to him. “Why? Interested in
signing up?”


A
female next to the panther gave a throaty chuckle. “Since he was weaned. All
panthers are raised with the story of the marines.” Another chuckled and
nodded.


“Well,
You can do so. Any of you can. Provided you sever all links to illicit
activities or those who do them.” The Major shrugged. “You'll have to go
through boot and accept military discipline. I've got to admit, it'll be a
while before we do many ground ops though.”


“Ground...”
a female said looking up in surprised. Thornby looked. The female was rakishly
thin. Her arms and legs were long. She was covered in spotted fur. A cheetah
biod her implant told her. This one was covered in poorly healed scars.


“Yeah
dummy!” the teen said lashing out at her. She shrank back.


“Easy,”
Thornby said, waving to a guard. “Pack behavior remember?” 


She
grimaced. Where there was an alpha, there was always an omega. The bottom dreg
of the pack. Someone constantly picked on and beaten. From the looks of things
this one fit the bill. “You okay miss?” The girl had a glassy eyed look.


She
turned, her eyes went wide and she chirred. She chirruped and nodded as her
tail thrashed then wrapped itself around the bed's supporting leg. “To see the
ground, to run under the sky...”


“Well,
the nearest world is Gaston in the Agnosta system,” the Major replied. “We're
sending Destiny, she's one of the freighters we caught from the pirates, back
to Agnosta to check up on things there.”


“You...
pirates?” a female asked.


“Sounds
like someone's been smoking cabaña gas,” another chirred. Her head dipped up
and down with laughter.


The
Major turned. “Yes space pirates. The Admiral picked them off with Firefly. He,
hell, we are rebuilding the fleet. Doc there is a lieutenant commander.”


Thornby
blushed a little as all eyes turned to her. “Reservist. I'm still the same
chief medical officer here on Anvil.”


The
matron huffed a laugh then coughed.


“My
ancestors were from Genkara. They were park rangers. They were evacuated in a
refugee ship,” the cheetah said quietly.


“Who
cares!” a female said. She raised her hand to cuff the girl.


“Enough
of that,” Thornby said. She held up her hand. “This is a sick bay. Calm down or
I will sedate you.” She glared around. The cheetah girl came over to her side.


“Can
I help mistress,” she purred. Doc looked at her in surprise.


“You
look like you need help, not the other way around. You're going to get a dunk
in the regen tank.”


“Why?
She's just a nuisance. Bloody cheetah,” a lioness growled.


“I'm
a nuisance when you don't need me you mean,” the cheetah said. “My name is
Cheetahra the seventy third, I'm... I mean I want to be a medic. I've been
acting as one for the pride.”


“Stupid.
Waste of resources.”


“Why?
Is that a bad thing? Having a medic?” the Major asked turning to the lioness girl.


“They
are lions, I'm a cheetah,” Cheetahra said with a air of patience.


“So?”
Thornby said. “I'm human. So what?”


“So
lions hate cheetah. Usually they kill them,” the matriarch sighed. “It is the
order of things in nature. Unfortunately such prejudices carried over when we
were elevated.”


“So...
why are you here?” an orderly asked.


“No
place else to go,” the cheetah said shaking her head. Her tail twitched. “But
the chance to...”


“Yeah,
yeah, we heard,” a lioness voice said testily.


“So
that is what we can do? Work, join the marines or navy, or...”


“Or
apply to another colony, or as ship crew on one of the civilian ships, or save
your money and get passage to Gaston, or another colony,” Thornby finished
nodding. She finished checking the bandage of her patient, patted her side then
went back to the middle of the room. She looked around. “It is an option.”


“Do
the marines care if I'm a sculpt or a genie?” the panther asked.


“Not
a bit,” the Major said shaking his head. “I don't care where you’re from, as long
as you can do the job. There are neo's already in the marines.”


“It
doesn't matter if you’re a sculpt or genie. We're all intermingled by now,” the
matron said with a laugh.


“How
is that?” the panther asked. “Granddame,” he added as a female near him looked
up and growled. Her eyes locked to his then looked away.


“A
thousand years of interbreeding will do that,” she replied. She felt about on
her bed. A female rose to help her but she chirred briefly and then sat back
with a soft sigh.


“True.
And we really don't care what you are as long as you do the job,” Thornby said
nodding. “Think of this as a fresh start. As a civilian or in the military.”
She shrugged.


“Marine.
Recon,” the panther said sitting up. The Major nodded to him. “If I am allowed.
Recon or nothing. The honor of my ancestors demands it.”


“Well,
since you'd be one of the first you'd be setting the tone for future
generations son. So you'll have one hell of a hard road ahead of you,” the
Major said studying the boy. It was a bitch getting the sensors to lock onto
the kid.


Panther
types had received quite a few special genetic tricks during the time from the
first AI war to the Xeno war. They were the ultimate ghost soldier. No wonder
they were tolerated in the pride he realized. They would also make for Jim
dandy assassins.


“Is
this a formal request?” he asked. The panther nodded.


“All
right then. I've logged it. As soon as Doc clears you We'll set you up with the
next boot class. That starts in two days. Until then concentrate on healing
well and building up your strength. You'll need it,” he smiled.


“And
the rest of us?” the matron asked.


“Still
up to you. Your fate is partially in your hands. Your choices will dictate it
as much as our own,” the Major said nodding to her. “Any other takers?” he
asked surveying the room. No one else volunteered. “Well, the marines aren't
for everybody,” he said smiling a feral smile. A few raised hackles at that. He
snorted.


“Good
day then,” he nodded and left.


“Something
I missed?” Irons said coming in as the Major left.


“That
voice.. are you the one that killed Leo?” the matron said sitting up. 


Irons
eyes narrowed. “Yes,” he said drawing himself up straight.


“He
was my son,” she growled softly.


Irons
nodded warily.


All
the females were looking at him with raised hackles. A teenage liger male
snarled. He seemed to be building up to leap but a female cuffed him down
without looking at him.


“Stupid!
He's got a shield!”


“That's
right. I do,” Irons said, locking eyes with the boy. He cycled his own eye to a
cat’s eye. The liger's eyes widened suddenly then his fur fell.


“Your
really an admiral? From the past?” a voice asked.


“Here
we go again,” Thornby sighed.


“Yes.
I am Admiral John Henry Irons. Fleet Admiral. Federation Navy,” he said coming
to attention. He looked around.


“You're
really doing it. Really rebuilding the military,” a voice said.


“Yes,”
Irons nodded.


“Hurrah,”
the matron said. She chirred. Her lips parted. “Thank you,” she said softly.
All eyes turned to her. “For saving us. Twice. And my... son.”


“He
was in the wrong,” Irons said.


“I
know that. He was... unbalanced,” she sighed. “Mad with fear and power. He had
to be stopped. You stopped him before he destroyed the pride.”


“You
can put it that way I suppose,” Sprite said to him alone.


“I
forgive you. For myself and for the pride. There is no blood debt, nor feud
between us.” She reached out a hand. He came over and took it with his
artificial arm. His pain receptors told him her claws were digging in.


“Ah...”


“For
we are tied together,” she said. She sniffed her paw after a moment. “No
blood?”


He
chuckled. “That was my artificial arm,” he said. She chirred a query. “I am a
cyborg. Part man, part machine.” He held  up his left arm then rolled up his
sleeve. “This one is the real one.”


She
did the bloodletting ceremony once more. “Let none of the pride shed your blood
ever again. You are now our leader,” she said.


A
few of the females chuffed in protest. Irons cleared his throat. “Thank you for
the honor but I'm a Federation Officer. I can't do that.”


“She
knows,” a female said, eyes narrowed. “You are trying to stop the kits from
fighting for the Alpha slot,” she shook her head. “Mother it cannot be done.”


“I
can try,” she huffed.


Irons
looked at his arm as the nanites healed it. 


Those
nearest stared at him as the wounds dried up, closed, then faded until they
were gone. “What.. how..”


“Cybernetics.
Like I said. If you’re in the military or in a civilian job that requires
implants you'll get them,” he turned to the group. “Also you'll get anti-aging
and full medical care. Think about it.”


“I
think mother, that the clans will need to be called. Our pride is going to
change. All prides and packs will,” a female said. Irons looked at her. She had
scars on the right side of her face and muzzle. It took him a moment to realize
they were actually poorly made tattoos. He looked around. Some of the other;
fitter females had them as well.


“Why
do you need a male to lead you?” Irons asked. “I... never mind. Not my
business.” He shook his head as they glared.


“I'll
do it!” the liger male said holding up his paw. The females chuffed in
laughter. He hunched his shoulders.


Even
Irons smiled at that.


“Can
I get passage to Gaston?” the cheetah female asked plaintively.


“Passage
as a guest or a working passage?” Irons asked. “Destiny is heading to Agnosta,
then beyond.”


“Agnosta
then.”


“You
can apply for a passage if that is your wish. If there is a slot available I'll
see if you can get it,” Irons said.


“My
ancestors were wardens. Ah... rangers.”


He
nodded. “Right. An honorable job. Protecting the environment. I don't know if
they have or need them on the other colonies, but they may need hunters. And of
course soldiers,” he shrugged as the females chattered a little.


“I
am a medic. Or at least I wish to be one,” she glanced at the doctor.


“I
can give you some training material to go over,” the doctor said with a nod.


“Perhaps
that is what we should all do then. Go to a world. If only my eyes could see
the sun...” the matron sighed touching her face and muzzle.


“They
will I said. Give me a break,” Thornby said disgusted. “You've got cataracts.
It's a simple fix. I've called the front desk. Next shift I or one of the other
doctors will operate. Or you can apply for Navy duty and Dr. Standish can do
the work.”


“Indeed?”
the female asked. “You would do this? Even for one...”


“One
what?” Thornby asked. “You obviously have great influence on the others, and
still have wisdom to impart to the kits. I'll even see about the teeth if we
have time.” The matron's breath was foul.


“I
always did love the sweets,” the matron chuffed a laugh. “All right doctor.”
She nodded blindly.


“So...
now everyone wants to go?” the cheetah asked suddenly looking a little
crestfallen.


“Seems
that way,” Irons said chuckling. “Get some rest and get that body healed. If
any of you have the energy, you can access the station's college computers to
learn.” He looked over to the AI standing quietly in the center of the room.


“Access
granted Admiral,” he nodded.


“Thanks.”
He nodded to the group. “Carry on.” He made his exit quickly.


“What
was that whole leader thing about?” Sprite asked.


“Pack
leader. Social dynamics. I remember something about it in anthropology studies
and a course on interaction with herd and predator pack mentalities. I think
the old biddy was either setting me up to get a knife in my back, or trying to
get her people to rally around a strong leader who will drag them back into
society.”


“One
of the others mentioned her trying to head off the kits fighting for the alpha
slot. Talk about feral,” Sprite sniffed. “You organics.” She shook her virtual
head.


“Ahem.
You digitals aren't all that hot either when it comes to feral's and being
territorial remember?”


“Point
taken Admiral,” Sprite replied.


 


"We've
got ships out picking up delegates from each colony. They will be arriving at
Anvil shortly," Enrique said looked amused. Irons grimaced. Now that the
pirate crisis was behind them he was moving them along to a Constitutional
convention so they could reform the Pyrax central government. They'd been setting
it up over the past ten days now that the system was settling down and things
were returning to normal. He didn't want the status quo though, he wanted
change. Good change. Change for the better. It was time to get others on board
with that. Hence the convention.


"Who
did they pick?" he asked. Enrique looked at the list he had.


"A
few people who knew law, one judge, an arbitrator, a councilor, and a couple of
union and colony executive leaders. Most are second rankers, not the true
leaders." The exec shrugged. 


"Right,
well, you’re the station commander, so you get to choose our delegates. Other
than me," Irons said as he smiled. 


"Station
commander?" Enrique squeaked turning in surprise.


"I'm
the system governor remember? And ranking naval officer. At least until we get
a duly elected local government re-established. When elections are held I will
step aside for the winner," he smiled. “I've got enough hats to wear
without this one.” He waved to indicate the station. Besides, you and I both
know who's really running the show here. Time to make it formal.”


The
Exec's eyes widened then he took on a thoughtful look. "Right. Okay, I'll
see if I can get Judge Farley, he's a big Constitutional nut." Enrique
waved as he rushed out. Irons chuckled.


"Giving
up the reins of power so soon?" Sprite asked. Irons shrugged.


"Best
thing to do, get them sorted out and standing on their own. I have more
important things to focus on than playing politics," he grimaced. “It's
called delegation. They have to grow up sometime you know.” He looked over to
the crew handling Ops. “They'll do fine. I want to focus on the navy now. Get
it up and running. That's my baby and where my real talent lies anyway.”


"Sure
you do," Sprite said eying him. “But don't expect to be left out of politics
just because you want to be. It doesn't work that way Admiral, you and I both
know that.”


“Sprite...”
he said with heated exasperation.


“Shutting
up now sir.”


 


"How
is the prep for the Constitutional convention going?" Shelby asked as he
entered the bridge. He paused with a grimace then shrugged. Of course everyone
knew about it.


"Not
bad, like herding cats. About what I expected," he answered. She mirrored
his grimace.


"That
bad huh?" she covered a smile with her mug. "Better you than
me," she said. He shook a mock fist at her.


"How
goes repairs?" he asked studying the plot. 


"Better
than expected. We've  made good on the damages from the battle right off as you
know. We're at eighty five percent and climbing. Firefly should be almost as
good as new... or at least as good as we can get her outside a dry dock in a
month." Shelby shrugged. 


"Miss
engineering?" Irons asked. Shelby chuckled.


"A
little. Okay, a lot. But then again I'm starting to like the hot seat. I do
miss getting my hands dirty though." She patted her arm rest then set her
cup down in a cup holder. Irons chuckled as he sat on the edge of his couch.


"We've
got a naval conference set up for tomorrow, since you’re the ranking officer
available, you get to attend." He watched annoyance flitter across her
face before she blew out her cheeks in a disgusted grimace.


"Great,
more conferences," she shook her head. "Meetings are going to bore me
to death." 


Irons
laughed. "Yeah, I know, I hate them too, they are almost as bad as
parties... and don't get me started on paperwork." He shrugged.


She
grimaced. "God, don't unleash that on us!" she shivered. Several
techs nearby laughed. Shelby looked around with a mock glower and then turned
it on the Admiral.


"So
what, pray tell is the subject of this conference?" she asked, eyebrow
raised. 


He
smiled and took a cup from a nearby steward. "More hulls." He took a
sip.


"More
hulls?" she asked looking anything but surprised. They had four working
ships, with three more in various stages of salvage not including the pirate
ships. Now that the crisis had passed they were diving into complete rebuilds
of the new fleet. Every ship in the system was also being overhauled it seemed.
Irons nodded.


"The
battleship for one, a pair of wrecks out on the fringe as well. I'd like to get
out there with a team and tow some back. Also Angie has just about finished
repairs to the factory ship, she's setting up to repair the freighters we
caught." He waved. One of the Clydesdale's was a complete write off. Her
stern had been torn in half. They were salvaging her to use as a source of
parts and materials for the other surviving Clydesdales. 


Hephaestus
had taken a great deal of work to set right. In fact she was still a work in
progress. Her crew were shaking down just as her AI was. Sprite had spent days
rebuilding her AI core once her hardware had been restored. There had been so
many Mickey Mouse hacks to it they had been forced to do a shut down and reboot
from scratch.


The
Yacht had been mothballed. They didn't have the crew to rebuild the ship with
such limited utility. At least for now. He had ideas to use her as a courier
down the road.


"How
many recruits did we catch from the slave pens?" she asked. He looked at
her. "Just curious," she shrugged.


"Not
many. Most went to the merchant wing or requested return to their home
worlds." He nodded to a nearby tech. She was focused on learning the
sensors with Firefly. “We've got enough to crew Destiny, the Zanzibar, and
Hephaestus though. The Demeter...” He shrugged. The ship had been taken apart
and its greenhouse modules sent to various colonies. The remaining frame was in
the growing mothball yard.


Shelby
followed his gaze then returned it to the Admiral. "Right, so we're
sending a freighter out to ship them home?" she asked. He nodded.


"Eventually.
Destiny most likely. She's one of the largest and one of the few in reasonably
good shape. We're going to make sure she's up to it first. Make as many repairs
as we can while looking for sabotage. Full overhaul if we can swing it."
He grimaced. She cocked her head at him then shrugged.


"Harris
wants a command," she said after a moment of silence. He grimaced.


"He's
not ready, lacks command experience," he murmured. He thumbed the privacy
controls. Firefly looked up then went back to teaching the new recruit.


"He
wants one of the corvettes. Or Firefly," she shrugged. "Mayweather
wants an upgrade too." She grimaced. "You've got to hand it to her,
she did a good job on Maya."


Irons
nodded. "That she did. She doesn't have seniority for Firefly, that's your
dad." He shook his head. "Your dad or you. The two of you out rank
the rest."


She
grimaced. "How so?" she asked. "Just curious," she said
when she read his impatient look of disapproval.


"I
told you before, no wait, I think it was Harris. Time in grade. And besides,
you were promoted to lieutenant commander remember? She's still a first
lieutenant." She grimaced then nodded feeling the new pips.


Irons
sat back. "Don't worry, you'll get used to them in time." 


She
frowned. "What I can't get over is the sleep teaching. Feels like a long
lecture. I wake up more tired than when I went to bed!" she groaned
rubbing her temples. 


Irons
laughed. "It's the antigenic and meteffector nanites too, the nanites are
rebuilding your system to make it more efficient. Cleaning out the plaque from
your arteries, retuning and repairing your systems for a much longer, more
efficient life.” He smiled as she gave him a dirty look. Now that things were
under control the medics were going back over the crew and upgrading them as
much as possible.


 “But
yes, you've got a lot of catching up to do. At least for now. Once the basics
get drummed in, the rest can be picked up by osmosis if nothing else," he
smiled.


"Right,
so long as I don't have to dress up for a party." He laughed at her dust
dry growl.


"Gee
that sounds familiar, where have I heard that one before?" Sprite laughed
as well.


 


Shelby
smiled as he rounded a corner on his way to exit Firefly later that day.
"Going to check in with the Valdez clan?" she asked looking up as she
signed off on a delivery tablet. He chuckled.


"Eventually.
I have to pretend to work first though," he shrugged. 


"Ha!
You're just afraid Mama Valdez will rap your knuckles for missing to many
meals!" she teased. 


He
rolled his eyes. "Something like that," he smiled. 


He
exited the dock and turned in place. The docks had been cleaned and restored.
Machines, humans, and aliens were moving about, some with purpose, some just
here to see the ships through the view ports. Kiosks and stores were open for
business. He smiled at a few people he knew, who waved.


He
was starting to get quite a following, teenagers, young adults, those not
completely crushed by the centuries of living hand to mouth. Even some of the
adults were adding new life to their steps. He nodded to a pair of kids he
passed then moved off purposefully to the lifts.


"How
goes the talks?" Irons asked in the lift. The woman he was sharing it with
sniffed.


"They
are still talking about starting over," she shook her head. "Like
we're not doing that already!" She waved to the station. 


Irons
nodded politely. "Starting over?" he asked.


"Yeah,
a whole new Constitution, dissolve the old Federation..." she shook her
head. "It's not like we're more than one system." Her laugh was
brittle. "Hell, up until you came along we were just a rundown
station." She gave him a look. 


He
shrugged. "Just trying to help," he smiled. 


She
grimaced. "There are some that like it, some that don't." She tugged
at her hem. "I'm not saying nothin' you don't already know though,"
she waved. "My stop." He bowed politely as the doors opened and she
exited.


"What
was that about?" Irons asked.


"There
is a motion on the floor to repeal the Federation government. Establish a new
government. There is even talk of an empire," Sprite informed him. He
frowned.


"Damn.
I'm going to have to nip that one in the bud. Change in plans. I'm going to
check in then go direct to the conference," he grimaced looking up.


"Schedule
change has been made. Admiral do you want me to inform the Valdez family?"
Sprite asked.


"Please
do. Tell them I apologize," he sighed. "Can't be helped, this needs
to be attended to."


"Not
that Mama Valdez will agree. Nothing, not even a hull breach interrupts her
five o'clock dinner," Sprite joked. Irons chuckled.


 


"So
we're agreed, we're going to set up our own Constitution?" the elected
chairwoman looked around. She was a platinum blond beauty in her high forties.
She'd made her fortune working as a power broker for the ruling families. Now
was her time to shine though.


Irons
stood. "Point of order if I may." He walked past the bailiffs and
stood before the council.


"Admiral?"
Judge Farley looked tired but nodded to him. 


"Don't
you mean system governor? At least for now," the chairwoman said bitingly.



Irons
shrugged. "For now, at least until you hold system elections. But my point
is this. Setting up a local government is part and parcel with Federation
law." He looked around. Several delegates nodded, others scowled. 


"But
we're not using Federation law. Or the previous Pyrax Constitution as our
founding documents," the chairwoman said sounding patient. Irons nodded.


"And
there in is a problem. You see, if you do that, then I, Firefly, and any other
Federation naval vessel and personnel will have to withdraw." He looked
around as the room fell deathly silent. 


"Is
that a threat Admiral?" the chairwoman snarled suddenly standing. 


Irons
shook his head sadly.  "I am a citizen of the Federation chairwoman, As
such I and the ships are hardwired against any sort of attempt at a breakaway
republic or monarchy. I would be forced to withdraw." Several of the
delegates looked thoughtful.


"Withdraw?"
one asked. Irons nodded.


"It's
part of the Federation charter. We can't be involved with non Federation worlds
unless tasked to do so by the Federation assembly," he shrugged. 


"But
that would mean you'd have to leave right?" another asked.


"Sadly
yes, Firefly and I would have to leave. Also any other Federation ship. And
unfortunately, many of your systems would stop functioning."


A
babble of voices started in the gallery. The chairwoman rapped her gavel
smartly a few times until quiet returned to the room.


"That
is better. And why would they stop working Irons?" she asked. “Are you
threatening us?”


"Because
they are hardwired, as I am, to follow Federation law. Any attempt to change
that would force them to destroy themselves." He shrugged. Several people
looked around starting to look concerned. A few of the industrial leaders
nodded.


"You
wouldn't really leave would you?" 


"We'd
be defenseless!" several cried, getting to their feet. 


Irons
sighed. “Like it or not ladies and gentlemen, a republic such as the Federation
is the best form of government ever created. It guarantees the rights of all
it's free citizens while protecting them and allowing individual systems as
much autonomy as possible.” He looked around for a moment as the talk died
down.


“Yes,
as a safety measure all hardware, all replicators, and especially all military
equipment or vessels are hard wired to follow the strictures of the Federation
Constitution and law. Any attempt,” he paused turning a stern eye on them all.
“Any attempt to undermine this will be disastrous for any who attempt it. So
don't.”


He
watched as the men and women representatives talked, heads turning back and
forth.


"That's
enough people," the chairwoman rapped her gavel. The bailiffs motioned
people to their seats. Another motioned for Irons to move away from the center
of the room. He went over to a door and stood, arms crossed. "I think you've
made your point Admiral," she cocked her head to him. He could see from
her thermals that she was seething. Irons nodded politely.


"Thank
you for the opportunity to present it." He went back to the gallery and
sat down.


"Madam
chairwoman, I do believe we were about to have a vote?" Farley suggested.
She grumped, staring at the Admiral then turned to Farley.


"Vote?
Why, ah..."


"Surely
a matter of this importance deserves a democratic voice?" Farley
suggested. Several of the other delegates nodded.


"Right,
I second the motion." 


"I
do as well." 


"Me
too." Several delegates stood or raised their hands. It quickly grew into
a tide of voices.


"Don't
you want a moment to consult with your peers? With your colonies?" the
desperate chairwoman argued. Irons realized she was playing for time.


"No,
a vote has been called for," Farley nodded to the others. They nodded back
then turned their attention to her. She scowled.


"Oh
very well. The motion before this board is whether or not to reinstate the
Federation Constitution." She turned a black look on the Admiral.


"And
the Federation republic," Farley added. She turned her scowl on him.


"And
the Federation republic," She grated out.


"With
the temporary capital here in Pyrax," another delegate added. The
chairwoman suddenly had a very thoughtful look on her face.


"Right!
We can send delegates to the other worlds inviting them to return to the
Federation!" another suddenly said, excited. A babble of voices in the
gallery and at the council table started.


The
chairwoman sat back suddenly looking both amused and sheepish.


"Right."
She stood suddenly, pulling at the hem of her top. "We've got a vote
before us. Let’s do this." She nodded to the delegates.


"She's
a smart one. She saw the way things were going and went with the tide instead
of fighting it," Sprite said. Irons nodded.


"Smart
cookie, I'll give her that. She's learning," he murmured.


"You
say something Admiral?" a person next to him asked. He shook his head then
tapped his temple. "Com link. Sorry to disturb you." They went back
to watching the vote.


With
a landslide the motion passed. The Federation constitution was reinstated.


"The
aye's have it. The Constitution of the Federation is reinstated. We'll adjourn
for lunch then begin debating the local Constitution," the chairwoman
bowed to Farley who nodded gravely.


"I
have the old one in mind to use as a template. I do believe we can trim off the
fat and work in new law that reflects our current position," he smiled.
She nodded.


"Meeting
adjourned for lunch." She tapped the gavel then left without a backward
glance. Irons rose with the audience and left.


"Well,
that went better than I expected," Sprite said. Irons grimaced.


"It's
not over yet," he grunted. He didn't like the look of that chairwoman. She
was trouble pure and simple.


An
aide to judge Farley motioned to him as he exited into the hallway. He fought
the tide until he got the aides side. "Yes?" he asked.


"The
judge would like to speak to you, in his chambers over lunch," she said.
Irons grimaced then nodded. "Of course." He followed the aide out a
side passage past a bailiff.


"I
hear Knox and a group of ... what do you call them, reporters?" she turned
to him. He nodded. "Well they're outside pouncing on any delegates that
come out. We'll just take a side route." She ducked under a pipe then
waved. "It's a bit convoluted, but it gets us there out of sight,"
she said with a smile. He nodded feeling a little relief.


 


 




Chapter 23


 


They
rose as he came into the room. He smiled and nodded then motioned for them to
sit. "Sit sit, we've got a lot of work ahead of us." Irons sat at the
head of the table and looked down its length. Logan was there, along with
Shelby, Harris, Dan, Mayweather, doctor Standish, doctor Thornby, Captain
Waters, Jeremy, first Lieutenant  Senet, Naomi the exec of Maya, the bull
necked marine Major Forth, and a nervous Sergio.


They
were on their way to a nearby wreck. Most of the other ships were in dock at
Anvil undergoing repairs and refit. He'd snagged most of his senior commanders
for this conference so they could get onto the same page now that the
convention was over. The entire system was buzzing about it, even after a week.
He was hoping to pick up some momentum from it.


"Well,
it's been a long time coming, but it's past time we start looking at rebuilding
the Federation armed forces ladies and gentlemen. Those of you here represent
the highest ranking officers of each branch that we have so far," he
smiled.


"You
mean medical, marines, fighters, and ship captains?" Standish asked with a
smile. Irons nodded. 


"Right,
we're the seed of a new generation. I can't speak for the Federation army or
special forces, they aren't my branch," he shrugged as Logan chuckled. 


"Ground
pounding was never my style either Admiral," Mayweather and a few others nodded.
The Major snorted, leaning back.


"Oh,
I'd like you to meet a few additions to the group," Irons nodded as the
holo plates lit. Firefly's avatar took one, Sprite took the other.
"Firefly most of you have met by now. This is Sprite," he waved a
hand to her. She stood straight and gave each a nod.


"Sprite
is my personal AI." He heard a few people gasp at that. Irons chuckled.
"It's a bit more complicated than that, but I am not going to declassify
all of my functions just yet."


"Mainly
because we wouldn't understand them," Thornby said. He gave her a look but
she smiled. "I'm just being honest. I for one haven't a clue how the
engineering of your cybernetics work, let alone how you could stand an AI in
you," she smiled. "No offense of course Sprite." 


Sprite
smiled. "None taken. It's a bit the other way though, It's hard for me to
put up with the Admiral sometimes," she grinned. Irons chuckled as several
people froze at that.


"Sprite
is a bit more than a basic military sentient AI, she's been growing over the
past several years. She serves as my staff and has the rank of Lieutenant
Commander," he shrugged.


"We're
going to have to set up several things, including a chain of command, TOE,
that's table of organization, Then there are the basic chain of command for
logistics, training, medical, engineering, JAG, and other things," he
waved.


"I'd
like to put in for command of Firefly," Mayweather said quietly. Most of
the staff turned to her in surprise. "If you’re going to fall back on your
flag rank." 


Harris
and Dan both started to object but Irons waved them off. "One of the
things we've got to work out, among many. For instance, Logan here has
seniority over you First lieutenant," he waved to Logan who shrugged. 


"I
honestly never thought about being on a command deck and taking the hot seat
for very long Admiral. I'm a bit set in my ways," Logan shrugged. 


Irons
nodded.  "You did fine with the pirates." He turned to Mayweather.
"You've got more of the mindset than some, but you've got a couple others
ahead of you." He indicated Shelby, Harris, and Dan. 


“Lieutenant
Commander Logan has indicated an interest but is still green and needs more
work with her tactical skills.” He turned to the two Lieutenants. Both men sat
up straighter and started to smile smugly. "Both of these gentlemen have
tactical skills and training but lack direct command experience however,"
Irons said, making them both seem to deflate. He smiled. "But, we've got
another pair of ships coming in." He nodded to Firefly.


"That's
correct Admiral, the Fuentes has answered my initial ping and is limping to
port under auxiliary power. We're sending out a tug to speed her along. We also
have that destroyer to rebuild," Firefly looked over to Mayweather.


"I'll
take her," Logan said quietly. Irons looked at him surprised. "She's
a mess right? It will take time to rebuild her. I can do it. She's not going to
need a full crew, and I know how to handle repairs," Logan explained. “I
can oversee building the yard as temporary head of Bu-ships and oversee repairs
to the other ships as well.”


Irons
nodded. "All right, that's one. That opens up Sun-Yat." He looked
over to Harris. 


"Who
me?" Harris asked looking surprised. Irons raised an eyebrow.
"Okay," Harris said with a sigh. Irons nodded.


"And
that leaves tactical open. Dan, you're moving over," Irons said turning to
Dan. Dan nodded. 


"What
about medical?" Standish asked. 


"Well,
we need the usual things. Medical training, medical personnel on ships,
hospital facilities, and equipment. We also need medical personnel to do
implants," Irons explained. Standish and doctor Thornby nodded.


"I'm
not looking forward to another assembly line, but I think we can handle
that," the CMO said. "Just as long as it doesn't interfere with my
duties to Anvil," she said. Irons nodded. Most of the crew didn't know
that doctors Thornby and Standish had been passed the key codes to make
military medical nanites by Irons when they had each received her nanites. He
was keeping it low key for the moment.


"Bu-medical
is also responsible for working with relief efforts for medical cases,"
Irons shrugged as Standish looked confused.


"He
means hospital ships going to places to help medical disasters, like viruses
and disease outbreaks," the CMO explained to him. Standish nodded.
"Also training local personnel if possible," she added.
"Right?" she asked. 


Irons
nodded. “Right. They also go around undeveloped areas and provide medical
support to the less fortunate wherever possible. We've got a lot on our plates.
On all our plates," he said leaning back.


"So
go back to the command thing, who is getting Fuentes?" Mayweather asked.
Irons looked to her.


"Fuentes
is a light destroyer. More of a jumped up frigate with delusions of grandeur.
She's pretty banged up though. She doesn't have an AI. The crew were pulled off
when she was abandoned here," Sprite said, pulling up the data list.


"Firefly
has her on remote control now. We were lucky she answered the ping at
all," Sprite said. 


Firefly
nodded. The data showed a badly damaged ship. "She's lost most of her
weapons, most of her drives and has no life support. She's barely a shell.
She's going to take months to get her sorted out." Data swirled around the
distorted image of the ship. 


"So
manning her isn't a problem now," Sprite added. Irons nodded.


"Still,
we have other ships, a couple HKs right?" Shelby asked. 


Irons
chuckled. "Most of the pirate HKs are scrap. The mines did a good job. We
might be able to get one or two in service if we scavenge the others, but I
don't see the point. They are gunships with limited life support and range.
Really all they are is a hab module with a drive and a couple pop guns. They
don't have shields beyond basic particle shields and they have little computer
support. Little room for stores either. We can build a replacement a lot faster
then we could rebuild the beaten up ones. I think we'd do better to stick to
the shooters and lay down new hulls." 


Mayweather
looked interested. "New hulls?" she asked. A few of the others looked
interested. Captain Waters raised an eyebrow to him. He smiled.


"What?
You don't think we're going to just fix up what we have right?" Logan
asked. She gave him a look. "Nope, while I'm rebuilding the destroyers and
anything else the cats drag in, we're going to lay the ground work to build our
own dedicated slip then a dry dock. Once we get everything sorted out, we're
going to pick up that battleship and the other ships out there and one by one
fix them or scrap them," Logan smiled as Mayweather's eyes gleamed.


“Damocles
will most likely be a keel up rebuild. Firefly did a good job taking out her
vitals.” He nodded politely to the AI. The avatar nodded back. “Since she's a
more modern class than Fuentes she'd be a cinch to rebuild, but the H&A
teams found some stress fractures and cracks in her skeleton so we've got to do
some repairs there. That will slow us down even more. Since I've got to juggle
priorities, the Admiral and I decided to focus on Fuentes since she's got some
systems running.” He nodded to the Admiral who nodded back.


"Is
building a ship even possible?" Naomi, Maya's exec asked. From her record
she had served Mayweather well aboard the Maya as chief engineer before being
bumped to executive officer when first Lieutenant Senet had taken command of
the factory ship. She was quiet though, and seemed shy.


Irons
nodded. "The civilian ships will be turned over to the local government or
stripped and scrapped. One or two we might hang onto if they look like we can
convert them to a hospital or support ship without having to invest the time
and resources that building from scratch would take. I'm hoping we can turn a
few around so they can get the word out and expand our borders a little.
Destiny will be the first of the captured ships to do that. She'll take the
rescued slaves home and spread the word," he said.


"I
can take the battleship," Mayweather said, sounding awed. 


Irons
chuckled. Logan laughed. "She's going to take a year or two to turn around
Mayweather, and I don't need you rusting while you wait." He nodded to
Logan. "Since Logan is going to handle repairs, I agree, he can be head of
Bu-ships for now."


“We
don't need anyone sitting in Bu-research, but we'll need candidates for
Bu-training and Bu-personnel. Doctor Thornby here is head of Bu-med, and
Firefly is handling our computer support," he nodded to the avatar.


"I'll
keep hoisting my flag on Firefly when I'm in the field. I'll also have an
office on Anvil until we build our own dedicated platform. Most of the time
though, I'll be on Anvil. Which brings us back to the question of her
captain." He looked over to Shelby who nodded. 


"I
don't think I'm ready for the hot seat," she said simply and quietly. He
nodded.


"You're
right, your tactical skills are mediocre," he said, trying to say that
without coming down too hard on her. She winced anyway then nodded. 


Harris
smiled. "Told you," he said, then winced himself. He bent down and
rubbed at his leg. Irons sensors had caught the kick Shelby had inflicted
against Harris's shin. He hid a smile.


"Since
I can't pry captain Waters away from Warthog and Captain Senet is going to stay
in command over on Hephaestus... Still want the job Lieutenant Commander?"
Irons turned to Mayweather who froze. She nodded. He smiled. "You've got
it. Lieutenant Commander." He turned to Naomi. "Think you’re up to
handling the corvette?" She seemed to fidget then nodded.


"All
right that takes care of that." He looked over to Firefly.


"I
was wondering, I mean, Admiral, why do we only have paramedics on the corvette
and gunships?" Naomi asked tentatively. He turned back to Naomi. She
shrugged. "Seems sort of silly to me," she said shyly. He smiled. 


"We
don't have enough doctors, that's why," the CMO said tartly.


"It
is not just that. Remember how big the sickbay on your ship is. It’s more of a
small dispensary and trauma center designed to stabilize the patients until you
can get them to better facilities," Logan replied. Naomi reluctantly
nodded.


"Paramedics
are trained at the highest level of trauma medicine without crossing over to
full trauma surgeon," Irons said after a moment. He shrugged. 


The
CMO nodded reluctantly. "They are easier to train than a full doctor
too," she said. “And they make the jump to RN or doctor easily enough.
Paramedics are in the thick of trauma medicine after all.”


"You'll
probably see a few mustang into full doctors soon enough," Irons smiled.
Logan nodded. "We saw it all the time back in the day," he chuckled.


"See,
a lot of captains want to hang onto their best and brightest. There is a logic
to it too, it’s easier to work with people your familiar with than to train
someone new, and it's hard to take chances on someone you don't know. But it
holds some people back. If they are good, really good, then we need to nurture
them for the better of the service, push them and if necessary, let them grow
in new ways,"  Logan said smiling.


He
patted his chest. "Spirits of space look at me. Up until the Admiral
washed up here I was a broken down power tech. Former yeoman, college dropout
and now look. Commander!" he chuckled. "Me, an officer? What's next?
The horizon is the limit. And out here in space...” he waved, “there is no
horizon!"


He
shook his head. "I honestly never thought I'd see this day," he
shrugged looking both proud and torn. 


Irons
nodded. "Right. So, Sprite, Commander Thornby, and Logan are working with
Mrs. Matilda to set up enlisted, noncom, officer, and even ROTC training. They
won't be academy grade right out the gate, but it’s a start." Irons nodded
to Logan again. "I'll have a hand in some of it, in a lot of things,"
he smiled.


"After
all, my lectures are on file, and if I am on station I might drop in for a
lecture or two. I suggest each of you make that effort as well. It will give
you the time to pass on your experience to the next generation, inspire new
recruits, and..." his smile turned into a mischievous grin, "it lets
you get a heads up for some of the more outstanding recruits to poach later
down the line." The staff chuckled at that.


“And
the marine boot camp has already started it's first class,” Major Forth
rumbled.


“That
they have,” Irons said with a nod.


"How
are we going to get to flag rank?" Harris asked.


"I
can't promote beyond commander," Irons sighed. "The only way past it
is time in grade or an Admiralty promotions board. It takes a minimum of three
flag officers to form a board. I guess we are stuck with the time in grade
method for now," Irons shrugged.


Logan
and several others grimaced. "How long for time in grade?" Dan asked.


"Each
grade is ten years minimum. It depends on the department as well. There is a
point system for command as well. Sprite can download it to you."


Sprite
smiled. "Already did. It's in everyone's inbox." Dan nodded getting a
faraway look.


"Crap,
ten years," he sighed.


"It's
nothing. Remember, we've each got implants and antigenic rejuv
treatments," Irons said patiently. Mayweather had a sudden faraway look on
her face. Irons nodded. "Right. It hasn't caught up and sunk in to some of
you yet, but you’re going to live a long, long time," he smiled.


"Admiral,
how old are you?" Naomi asked. Irons chuckled.


"I'm
ninety three, almost ninety four," he smiled at her shock. "And that
is young for flag rank," he said.


 Harris
shook his head. "How the.. Honest, I'm trying to wrap my head around it
but..."


Irons
smiled. "Time. I've had a lot in my time. I was a civilian until I was
eighteen. I spent several years as enlisted. Then mustanged to officer. That
took two years. Since I was engineering track not command, promotions were
supposed to come few and far between. Some events and the war sped things
up," he sighed picking up his cup.


"You
mean the rescues and attacks?" Harris asked.


"That
yes, but also the Xeno attacks. When they hit Admiralty row with the nuke, it
opened up one hell of a vacuum at the top," Irons explained. Harris nodded.


"Nuke?"
Standish asked confused.


"Another
story for another time. Get Firefly or our resident history buffs to fill you
in," Irons grimaced as he set his cup down.


"We
still have holes in Bu-personnel, Bu-research, JAG, Bu-training, and
Operations. Don't even get me started on Bu-Intel. Right now, I really don't
think we need much R and D, and Ops..." Irons grimaced. Harris laughed.


"Yeah,
I'm it for now, I know," Irons answered with a tight smile. Harris nodded.


"Any
nominations to run personnel? Or training for that matter? Other than
Matilda?" Thorby asked. "I can ask Matilda, maybe she would be
willing to take a reserve post like me," she suggested. Irons nodded. 


"Good
idea. You can pitch it to her."


"Admiral."


He
looked over to Sprite's avatar. "Yes?" he asked.


"We're
getting an SOS. It's coming from the liner. She's been booby trapped but I just
got a return on the bot I sent out." He nodded.


"Show
us," he said.


"She's
a star liner. Venture Carnival class. The White Star. Records showed she had a
hive virus but apparently there is more. She's got about a thirty six people in
cryopods," Sprite explained. A holo of the ship was projected.


"They
are real?" Standish asked suddenly interested. 


Logan's
eyes were wide, then he looked sad. "Yeah. They're real." He looked
over to Irons. "I heard about her. She's infected with a nanite bug. It's
a sleeper. The people left aboard are bait," he shivered. Irons grimaced.


"Any
way we can get to them?" the CMO asked.


"I
doubt it, They're in the middle of the ship," Sprite reported. "In
order to get to them we'd have to get a team in and wake them up. The nanites
would infest them in seconds," she explained. “That also leaves the people
themselves. We could be opening a can of worms if we get past the nanites.”


"Not
if they were in suits," Standish replied. 


"How
can you wake the sleepers up and get them out in a vacuum?" Sprite
returned. Standish paused then sat down head in his hands. 


"You're
right, you're right. I didn't think of that," he sighed.


"Admiral,
there is a Ssislli as well. Larval. It was on its way with its ROTC class. Most
of the survivors are kids. A few are ROTC," Sprite informed them. 


Irons
sat back. "Damn," he muttered.


"For
real? A Seti Ssislli?" Mayweather asked suddenly enthusiastic. Naomi looked
just as interested. “I thought they were extinct!”


"Yes.
I have the bio readings and compared them to ones in Firefly's medical files.
They are real," Sprite answered.


"Damn
it!" Mayweather said sitting back rubbing her chin.


"What
about robots?" Logan asked suddenly. Irons looked over to him. 


"Same
problem as the suits," Mayweather said dismissing the idea.


"No,
there might be a way..." Irons said smiling suddenly. "We'll need
detailed blueprints. And a portable medical robot, something that can scan
those viruses and upload the data to the medical team.”


The
CMO nodded. "What do you have in mind?" she asked.


"Doing
a little surgery of our own," Irons traced a finger right down the ship.
Firefly looked amused. 


 


"All
right Captain, let’s see how well this works," Irons turned to Mayweather
who nodded. 


"Dan,
when you’re ready." 


Dan
nodded. "We've got precise targeting, I'm still keeping at least two decks
and three compartments away. It's going to get tricky around the core."


"Fire
at will," Mayweather intoned.


"Firing,"
Dan replied.


Space
between the ship and Firefly was pierced by invisible beams of intense energy.
They seared into the ship, boiling away unarmored hull plating and decking.
Firefly was oriented perpendicular to the ship, using her bow mounted grasers
to burn through the deck. Tractors held the ship in place so it couldn't be
pushed away by the impacting beams.


It
took nearly three hours to carefully cut out the slice around the sleepers.


"Tractors
Shelby. Back it out slow," Mayweather said. 


Irons
watched as they backed away carefully from the glowing hole.


"What
are we going to do with the rest?" Janice asked.


 "Sun
scuttle," Irons answered. "Just as soon as we're done here," he
said softly.


"Too
bad, we could have used her," Janice replied. Irons grunted. She was once
a beautiful ship, white, with red trim. Portholes peppered her sides. Her
ventral decks had giant clear domes that covered pools and recreation areas.


"Not
now. She's too dangerous. Don't worry, once we get our feet under us, we'll
make more," Irons said.


Janice
looked up at him then back to her displays. "You say so Admiral," she
muttered. He smiled.


"What,
after all this you don't trust me?" he teased. She blushed but didn't
answer.


"Compartments
secure. We've got it under tow. Robots have the cryopods on battery
backups," Shelby reported.


"Vital
signs are good," Standish reported. "When can we wake them up?"
he asked. Irons sighed.


"One
step at a time doctor." He nodded to Mayweather.


 


"Rover
is spraying the nannies now. Hopefully this works," the tech said. 


"Nannies?"
another tech asked. They'd been spraying that goop for hours. She'd come onto
shift in the middle of it and hadn't been briefed. Her shift was almost over
now.


"Nanites.
Didn't you listen to the briefing?" she snarled.


"Oh.
No, wait, if there are nanites there why do we need more?" the tech asked.


"You
idiot, these nanites are destroyers. They’re going to find the Xeno nanites and
tear them apart. Then we can pull those poor sods out and get them back to Firefly."


"Oh."


“So,
um, why didn't they use them before? To decontaminate the ship I mean.”


“I
think we've only got so much. Enough for this,” the other tech said. “Above my
pay grade and yours. Lets just hope it works.”


 


"No
nanites detected captain," Firefly said. It had taken nearly a full ships
day to clear the entire cryo hold. 


"Scan
it again," Mayweather said, not looking up from her tablet.


"I
did, twice," Firefly replied.


"Scan.
It. Again." Mayweather said tightly.


"Aye
aye captain, scanning a third time. Nanometric scanners deployed," Firefly
sighed. “Estimated completion time one hour.”


"You
know you can be a real pain the ass Mayweather?" Firefly asked after a few
moments.


"I
try to be," she shrugged. "I don't want any of those things on my
ship," she said looking up at the avatar. “You can never ever be too
thorough.”


"Point
taken."


 


"How
are they?" Irons asked. He was glad they'd gotten the crew off and safely
aboard. It had taken a shift to get them through another round of careful
scanning and decon before they had been passed to medical for decanting an hour
ago. He glanced at Sprite's thumbnail report on his HUD but then ignored it for
a more direct brief.


"Not
good, time shock is still causing some problems," Standish replied. Irons
nodded. "We've got them isolated. the worst off were sedated. We've got a
few we'd like you to meet though Admiral."


Doctor
Standish waved to a nurse who nodded," he's awake doctor." She
motioned.


"This
way." Standish led him to a nearby bay.


“Lieutenant
Vargess?" Standish asked as Irons rounded the cloth wall. The Admiral
paused.


"First
Lieutenant Vargess, this is Admiral..." Standish turned to Irons. His
patients eyes were wide in recognition.


"Irons.
Well I'll be god damned. Good to see you sir. I see the rumors of your demise
were exaggerated!" The man's smile was almost blinding. "So is this
all a cover? This time junk?" he waved. "When are we going to kill
the Xenos?"


Irons
sighed. "Afraid not." He stood there with his cap under his right
arm. "It is for real Lieutenant. We are all victims of cryopods." He
shook his head. "Well some of us." He indicated Doctor Standish.


Vargess's
eyes were wide. "Damn." His face fell. "Shit," he sighed
then his voice caught in a suppressed sob. "Damn the ghosts." Irons
sighed and patted the man's arm gently.


"Yes,
we've all got them. They just got a lot of company now," he said softly
looking around. "At least you've got company, Commander Logan and I each
woke up alone," Irons said.


"Commander
Logan?" a nearby young woman asked. "So the fleet still exists?"
she asked.


"Of
course it does! We're on a fleet ship aren't we rookie!" Vargess snarled,
not looking at her. She stiffened in the bed.


"Not
quite. We're on a naval vessel, but the Federation and Xeno's fell destroying
each other." They looked at him in disbelief. “The last shots were fired
over seven hundred years ago. Both sides obliterated each other. Or at least
tried too," he said with a grimace.


"No
no..." the woman started to wail. Standish stepped over to her, murmured quietly
then held her when she wrapped her arms around him and sobbed.


"I
lost my world early on. My wife, my kids," Vargess said with a frown of
distant remembered pain. Irons nodded. 


"Colonial
militia. Volunteered for naval duty. Held up as an ROTC trainer while waiting
for transport to central," Sprite reported.


"Get
that from his dog tag IFF?" Irons subvocalized.


"Yes
Admiral. And from some of the talk on the deck," Sprite replied. Irons
nodded.


"Well,
we're offering you..." he turned to face the other bays, "...each of
you a new future." He looked at Vargess.


"With
what?" he asked. "You said it was all destroyed!" His fists
clenched, gripping the bed sheets.


"Not
exactly. A few Federation colonies survived," Irons said. “Pyrax is one of
them. Her planets were destroyed, but some of her space colonies were left to
die on the vine. They obviously didn't." He looked around the room and
stopped at Doctor Standish.


"Obviously,"
Standish said with a humorous smile. Irons bowed slightly.


"Now
we're picking up the pieces." He looked around. "We've been pulling
the system together. We just salvaged Firefly..." he waved to indicate the
ship. "And several other ships. A few weeks ago we fought off a pirate
attack." Vargess's eyes widened.


"Seems
like no matter what the time, there is always some bottom crawler out feeding
on others," he muttered. Irons nodded. 


"So,
you've got some ships?" he asked after a moment, looking at Irons.


"Yes.
Firefly is currently our heaviest unit, but we're working on changing that.
We've got a couple of beat up tin cans, a corvette, some gunships, and a couple
other ships in the fleet, and we're laying the ground work for more."


He
looked around. "You are going to be in on the ground floor to rebuild the
fleet. Right here,” he tapped his right foot. “Right now. Think about it
folks." He started to back away but Vargess latched onto his hand.


"I'm
in." He looked down to the man. His eyes were clear. "It is not like
I have anything else to do, anywhere else to go," the man said. Irons
nodded.


"Think
you can handle a tin can?" Irons asked.


"It
is a jump up from my militia frigate but what the hell?" Vargess gave a
Gaelic shrug. "Sure, I'll give her a shot," he nodded. Irons smiled.


"Commander
Logan has the pirate ship Damocles at Anvil rebuilding. She's a tin can, Arboth
class. We beat the hell out of her when they jumped in so she's going to take a
lot of work to refurbish. We're en route to pick up Fuentes, another tin can
that's on autopilot and has been heading in to the system. But not until after
we perform a final duty here." Standish gave him a look and slow nod.
"I think you'll want to be present when we do it." He looked away.


"Sun
scuttle? I heard," Vargess replied. "Good. No one needs a Dutchman of
that type of nightmare." He shuddered. Irons and the others nodded.


"Right.
Service is at oh-eight hundred tomorrow. We're towing her until then. Captain
Mayweather is going to hold a brief service then we're headed for Fuentes then
docking at Anvil Station," he smiled. 


"I'm
in Admiral," a timid voice said, then cleared its throat. "That is if
you'll have me." He turned to see the girl Standish had calmed down. She
nodded, straightening under his gaze.


Vargess
returned the nod and caught the admiral's eye. "They're good troop
Admiral, some rough edges, but they're good." Irons smiled as the group
blushed.


"Coming
from you Lieutenant Commander, that must be high praise. Good to hear. Since
you've got experience training, you get to help set up Bu-personnel and
Bu-training with Matilda." 


“Lieutenant
Commander?” Vargess's eyes were wide. 


“Yes,”
Irons nodded. "You already accepted a commission in the Federation navy
right?"


Vargess
nodded. "So I get a promotion?” Irons nodded. “Hell of a way to earn it
though,” the man growled then shook his head. “When my colony went down they
evacuated. We abandoned my Herkimer for a navy tin can." He sighed then
brightened. "I wonder if Herkimer is still there?"


Irons
smiled. "Good thinking. IF you can remember her course and general
location, give it to Firefly, when we check the system we'll look for
her." Vargess nodded.


"All
right folks, let Firefly know what you need or if you also want in. Each of you
will get an automatic jump in grade. We're also going to be looking for people
to man some merchant marine ships, along with other duties." He looked
around the compartment.


"I'm
not going to honey coat anything folks, this is hell to some of us. In this
room and in a few other places are some of the last trained people in the
universe." Several people sucked in their breaths.


"It
is a monumental challenge to get things turned around, sorted out, and back on
the road to recovery. But we're not doing anything else now are we?" He
looked around with a smile as the cheers erupted. He nodded as they quieted.


"Right.
Carry on. See you at oh eight hundred." He turned and walked out.


 


Doctor
Thornby watched the listless creature in the tank. It was a larval, more an
adolescent then a preform Ssislli. She sighed softly. “I'll do what I can.”


Waves
slapped the catchers on the top of the tank as the creature rose for a breath.
It's rear head crest rose out of the water to expose it's blow holes. It's
nostrils flared and spat mucus and sprayed water on the ceiling before sucking
in air with a  long rasping sucking sound. A multi-octave moan came forth as
the creature's head submerged once more.


“Why
bother doctor. Just let me die with my species,” the AI translated. She turned
to Firefly and frowned.


She
looked at it for a moment then back to the tank. “That's out of the question
midshipman. You are the last of your race. We have a duty to help you.”


“Exactly.
Unless your plan is to stuff and mount me in a museum?” the Ssislli's
translated voice asked. It's eye stalks swiveled as the door opened and the
Admiral came in.


“Admiral
on deck,” Firefly said stiffly. Irons gave the holographic avatar a look then
nodded politely to the doctor and midshipman. He'd just finished checking in
with the bipeds, he couldn't resist seeing their last survivor before he racked
out though. Now he was glad he hadn't put it off.


“How
are you doing midshipman?” he asked, voice full of concern.


“Why
did you save us?” the voice asked. An eye stalk turned his way then nictating
membranes closed.


“Because
it was the right thing to do. Better than the death of sleep,” he frowned.


“It
seems he's depressed,” Thornby stage whispered. She turned to Irons and
grimaced. “I can't say I blame him given the circumstances.”


“I
can hear you Doctor,” the alien said blowing a raspberry.


“That's
Lieutenant commander actually,” Irons said. “She's on the rolls as a
reservist.”


“My
apologies commander.”


The
doctor waved it off. “You can call me doctor,” she smiled a closed lipped
smile. The eyes swiveled to her then away. Slowly the Ssislli settled on the
bottom of the tank. It's usually mobile spines were listless, resting on its
body.


“You
need to buck up son,” Irons said coming over to the tank. He could sense and
feel the ultrasonic scan the Ssislli did on him.


“You're
for real? Admiral?” the Ssislli asked.


“Yes.
A sleeper like you. I'd be dead by now if someone had not found my pod.”


“I
wish you had left me to die.”


“You're
lucky we didn't” Irons said.


“Why?
To live out my life alone?”


“You
are not alone son. We're working on it.”


“On
what?” the voice asked, as the Ssislli's head rose. “There is nothing to do.”
His head rested once more.


“Not
if I can help it,” Thornby said scowling. “I've got every geneticist in the
system working on this. Doctor Martel is already working on the problem on her
end. Hopefully she'll have more to report when we get to Anvil.”


“So?”


“So
we should be able to clone you soon enough,” the doctor answered.


“Again;
So. What?” The alien demanded. His eyes closed. “A copy of a copy doctor.” He
shook his head. “Eventually the copies break down.”


“Not
exactly,” Thornby said shaking her head. “I've gotten into Firefly's database,
as well as the medical college texts on Anvil.” She nodded politely to Firefly
who nodded back. “With what we've got we should be able to introduce some
variation in each clone to make for a stable population.”


“Yeah,
of males. And again, it doesn't matter in the end anyway does it? The genome
will self destruct after three generations.”


“You'd
be surprised what we can correct with nanites these days,” Irons said dryly.
The eyes opened to stare at him. “Besides, if we found you, there is no telling
what we'll find in the void.”


“It
is statistically improbable that we will...” Firefly began. Irons waved him
off.


“You
were a one in a million find. Hell, one in a billion! Yes that's true. But do
you know if any of your kind managed to get to one of the surviving colonies?
There could be colonies in the oceans and no one knows!” he waved.


“Not
likely. It takes just the right conditions for survival, let alone gestation,”
the doctor answered.


“Who's
side are you on Doc?” Irons demanded, glaring at her. He turned back to the
alien. “Give the Doc a chance. I'll put out word that we're looking for your
kind.”


“Why?”


“Why
not?” Irons asked. The alien eyed him as if this wasn't enough of an answer.
“You really want a reason? Okay. Here's two,” he frowned. “The first, it's the
right thing to do.”


Both
the AI avatar and doctor nodded firmly at that. “And the second?” the Ssislli
asked.


“Cause
I don't want the Xeno's to win,” Irons snarled grimly. The others stared at him
as he scowled. His hands went behind his back. He paced for a moment. “Their
whole purpose was to destroy everything. To wipe us out. Give in, and they've
won. I for one won’t allow it. No. Not only no, Hell NO!” he snarled. He
smacked his left fist into his right hand.


The
doctor watched him for a moment then turned her attention back to the
midshipman. “He's right. Give in to despair and depression and you're dooming
your race. We can help. Just give us time,” the doctor said, nodding.


The
Ssislli looked at her for a moment, it's spines rose. His webbed leg fins
moved, pushing it gently off the bottom of the tank. His crest rose and he took
a breath.


“You
will do this?” he asked.


“You're
damn right I will,” the doctor said with a firm nod. Her hand stroked the tank
wall. “Where there is life there is hope.” Colors raged all over the aliens
body. It's chromatophore skin was going into overdrive it seemed. It was a
vibrant display of emotion.


Water
splashed out of the tank. A long squid tentacle came out then looped down to
touch the doctor on the cheek. She didn't flinch. She knew the teeth on the
suckers on the underside of that tentacle could shred her. She felt it brush
her cheek leaving a watery mark.


“Thank
you doctor. I will cooperate.” The tentacle withdrew back to the tank.


“You'll
do more than that. We need you to tell us all you know about your race. Fill in
the blanks that we don't have in our databases. How you were born and raised,
stories of your race, anything you think relevant. Your home and colonies are
gone, but with luck and hard work, they won't be for long,” the Admiral
replied.


“Thank
you sir,” the Ssislli said bobbing a nod. Irons nodded.


“This
isn't the end son, just the dark before the dawn of a new day. Keep that in
mind. Fix it there. We will get through this.” Irons looked around. “We will
also see if we can find a surviving colony that you can go to. We'll set up a
place for your people to live.”


“I
am a trained spacer. I'd like to stay in space sir,” the alien responded.


Irons
cocked his head. The doctor looked at him. He shrugged. “Well, for the time
being you will. We're not sending a ship out any time soon. Destiny can't take
you. It'll have to be Firefly, she's the only ship with the ability.” He waved
to indicate the tank.


“And
since I'm the center of defense for Pyrax, I won’t be leaving anytime soon,”
Firefly responded.


“Good,
because it's going to take me a year or so to get up to speed on this cloning
project. Luckily we've got a map of your genome on file. That alone will make
it a hell of a lot easier,” the doctor said smiling.


“You
do?” the alien asked, eyes wide.


“I
tried to tell you that. I've got both a male and female genome in Firefly's
medical database. Also sample data in the college medical database. We'll have
to look for corruption, but we should be able to whip something up soon,” she
smiled.


“Thank
you again doctor.”


“Thank
me when we're done son. Now, let’s get started,” she hefted a bio sample pack
she had put at her feet.


“And
with that note, the squeamish Admiral is making a hasty retreat,” Irons said
with a laugh.


The
doctor looked over with a snort of derision as he proved he was good to his
word. The Ssislli blinked then blew a raspberry and blatted a laugh.


 




Chapter 24


 


Harris
tugged at the hem of his jacket and cleared his throat. The class was settling
in. "All right now shall we begin? Class I'd like you to welcome
Lieutenant Commander Harris Captain of Sun-Yat. He is here as a guest lecturer
on tactics today," the teacher said clapping her hands. The students
followed suit.


Harris
smiled and then nodded. "Thank you for that warm welcome. Please bear with
me, this is my first lecture. I guess it's new for all of us isn't it?" he
chuckled. Several of the class laughed as well. He'd really hoped to put this
off, but he'd been thrown into it right from the moment he'd crossed the lock
threshold and into Anvil two hours ago. He'd luckily started on it before hand
and had a rough outline to work off of.


"Now,
I'm going to hit a few points of interest you should keep in mind when you are
working on strategy. Ready?" He looked around. There was a shuffle as the
students got their tablets and styluses ready. "Right, let’s begin. Now
one of the major disconnects between tactical systems and reality is our
sensors. Lidar, maser beams, they are all almost useless when both your ship
and your opponent are under power."


He
tapped his link and a holo of two ships appeared in front of him. "At the
speeds you and your opponent are traveling, by the time the return pulse gets
to you the target has already moved. Sometimes in unexpected ways." He
grimaced. "Long range sensors are useless for detailed planning. The best
you can do is project a probable course from a fixed bearing and speed."
He looked up. "Can anyone tell me what sensors can be relied on?" He
looked around. The students looked at one another, then a girl with a braid
reluctantly  raised her hand. "Lieutenant Naomi right?" She nodded.
"Go ahead."


"Well
sir, Neutrino's and tachyons. Also the impact of objects on the shields,"
she replied. He nodded. 


"Good,
glad someone's been skimming ahead," he smiled then looked at his notes.
"Neutrinos and tachyons are both FTL, that means they can be detected at
near real time. But they aren't very precise. It lets us know a target is
within a light second of space and it has fusion and or antimatter power, but
that's about it." He glanced at his notes again then set the tablet down.


"From
personal experience, you have to learn to adapt to that. Sometimes tactics
involve a lot of layers of planning and a healthy dose of luck," he looked
around to them and then nodded to himself.


"Right
then. I believe someone had a question about stealth and why it doesn't work at
higher acceleration?" He looked at the teacher for confirmation. 


She
nodded. "Alessandra?" she asked. A young woman stood.


"Yes
sir, ah, I was wondering why stealth systems do not work under power. What is
the point of having a stealth coating and stealth systems if they don't work
when you’re moving?" she asked. He smiled. 


"Well
Midshipman woman, it's a bit of a trade off. Stealth systems work when you are
at rest or under low acceleration because you’re not flaring your drive or
giving off high amounts of neutrinos."


"Didn't
you say long range sensors are not very effective?" someone asked.


"Yes
I did. Just a moment," Harris looked a little flustered. "You see,
when a ship is under acceleration her shields are up. This gives off a force
emission that distorts space. This can be detected by the impact of particles
on the shield facing the direction of travel." He sent a signal and the
holo beside him changed to a ship and then the flare of particles hitting the
shields.


"Also,
if you're under power, anything using the wedge or speeds above point one light
will send your neutrino counts into detectable threshold levels," he
smiled. "Then there is the fusion engine. If you are pointed in a
direction that the enemy ship can see your wake then it's spectrographic
sensors can detect the plasma thrust and pinpoint your course." He
shrugged as the students nodded catching on.


"Now
to answer the second part of your question, stealth is good for various
applications. The first is in a trap scenario. Where you are lying in wait for
an enemy to pass or to enter a preplanned position to pounce on them. This is
great against pirates and smugglers I am told." He smiled remembering the
brief battle with the pirates then shrugged. "Another application is to
get away from an attacker to regroup. By using a decoy and your stealth systems
under the right conditions you may be able to fool your enemy into following it
while you get away to regroup." Several students nodded at this. 


"Now,
let’s look at both scenarios here in past events. I've taken the liberty of
flagging the recent events here. You will get to see them from Firefly's point
of view. My point of view." He put his hand on his chest for dramatic
effect. Some of the students looked politely interested, a few looked eager.


"Now,
I planned it so the enemy would exit hyper and we would be behind and below
them when they hit the minefield..."


 


“How
are the elections going?” Irons asked Sprite as he sat in the wardroom. They
were still on the survey mission, taking the long route to Fuente. Election
fever had started about a week after the delegates had gotten back. It had been
briefly overshadowed in the news by the revival of the castaways but now it was
back as the main story across the system.


“Why
Admiral are you actually showing an interest in politics?” Sprite asked amused.
“Will wonders never cease?”


“Cute.
Spit it out.”


“Um.
Okay. You asked for it. Just remember that.”


“Oh
boy.”


“Well...”
she smiled maliciously. “Debates are still going on. A few of the colonies like
the Horsehead have had early prelim elections. A couple have had to have run
offs when their elections were too close to call.”


“Joy.”


“Some
have gotten the idea to buy air time on Knox's channel and one of the competing
local channels that has started to break into the market.”


“Knox
has competition? Well, that will keep him honest and on his toes.”


“He's
already expanded to four channels and has even started a soap novella channel.
Using live actors no less. Selling commercials for the candidates is paying for
it apparently.”


“Spare
me the details,” Irons growled.


“Very
well. To summarize, it's going about how you expected. The debates haven't
started showing any mud flinging yet, but one can hope.”


“Funny.
Really really funny Sprite.”


“I
try.”


 


“You
know, we could freeze him. Stick him back in cryostasis I mean,” a med tech
said, giving Doctor Thornby a look.


“It
is certainly a possibility, but one the patient has refused,” she said not
looking up. She'd disregarded the notion herself even before she'd presented it
to the midshipman.  She grimaced, she'd thought it would be a simple clone job,
but it was a bit more ticklish then she'd realized. She shook her head,
checking her time. Of course, she'd only been working on it for two weeks now.


“But,
I mean it wouldn't be forever, just until we found another of his species.”


“Which
race?” doctor Standish asked, coming in.


“Both.
Ah, either,” the med tech said helplessly.


“Both
refuse the option,” Thornby said shaking her head. She frowned and ran her hand
through her hair, tossing the tablet she'd been looking at onto the table in
front of her. “How's it going Stitches?” she asked smiling to Standish.


“Not
bad,” he shrugged. “I've got Firefly squared away, the staff is reasonably
trained and we've made a major dent on the manning table for the rest of the
fleet.”


“So?”
Thornby asked.


“Well,
I wanted another project,” he said. She raised an eyebrow at him. He spread his
hands. “Something I can do on the side that isn't a right this minute job,” he
said, shrugging helplessly. The med tech gave him a disbelieving look.


“Glutton
for punishment eh?” Thornby asked sitting back with a laugh.


“Something
like that.” Standish replied with a smile. “More like riding a hobby horse.”


“Think
you can handle one of these projects in your copious free time?” she asked
amused.


“Or
I can pinch hit for you in your college classes if you're overloaded,” he
grimaced. “When I'm in port of course,” he added picking her tablet up. “Pair
bonding nucleotide... okay...” He shook his head.


“Yeah,
a little much for a simple country doctor,” Thornby said smiling.


“Not
without the right set of circumstances,” Standish retorted shaking his head. 


“I'm
sure if you hum a few bars I can pick enough of it up.”


“Which
is what I was saying. We don't have the skills needed, the equipment...” the
med tech said throwing up her hands.


“What
we don't know, we'll learn. What we need, we'll make,” Standish replied.


“Exactly,”
Thornby nodded. “I'll take the Ssislli, you work on the Malekian.”


“Oh
joy.”


“What?
Your project at least has a couple terabytes more of data. You should be ahead
there.”


“Yeah.
Wait, why do I have the Malekian? The Ssislli is on Firefly.” He waved to the
station. “You've got the Malekian stashed here.” Thornby grinned at him.


“Not
exactly. It's in the shipyard,” the med tech responded. “I tried to get it to
stay here.”


“As
a permanent fixture in sickbay?” Standish asked. “It'd be bored to tears inside
an hour. No, better to keep it occupied and out of your hair,” he shook his
head. Thornby nodded. She turned to the med techs.


“Jessie,
I know you mean well...”


“But
I'm being a downer and I need to open up. Just my way of keeping things on the
level and grounded. Guess it isn't helping,” she grimaced.  “Yeah Doc, I get
it. I'll just go check on things,” she waved and walked out.


“I
know she means well,” Thornby sighed.


“But
she's right. The scope of this is...”


“The
biggest anyone's ever attempted,” Thornby said smiling. “Martel is still
hopping up and down over it.”


“That's
one way to look at it.”


“Yeah,
here's another. Think of the monographs we'll be writing. Not to mention our
names in the history books.”


“Interesting
carrot to go with this. But the stick is if we fail...” The thought of that
momentous responsibility, of the future of an entire species, hell, two species
was terrifying. 


“So
we won’t. We can always freeze them if we have to. It is a fall back,” she
shrugged. “Let's just not let it come to that,” she continued, sitting back,
eyes closed.


“Why
do you want me to do the Malekian?” Standish asked after a moment.


“Because
we can't do much with the Ssislli. He's still a larval. Adolescent, granted,
but he's not a full adult yet. So no spermatophores. I checked.”


“Oh.
That must have been an interesting examination,” Standish said with a snort.
“So you took skin and samples for no reason?”


“No.
I took them for testing. That way we've got some lead in time before he becomes
an adult. He said he's about five years away from his final molt. That's Terran
standard time.”


“And
you need spermatophores..?”


“Silly.
They are the best source of Ssislli stem cells that we can get,” Thornby
answered. She shook her head. “We'll need them. Their DNA sequences are
automatically randomized by nature after all. We can pair bond them and then
induce fission to form a cloned fetus. Getting an artificial womb will be
interesting. We'll have to figure out a method for inserting gender programming
as well. Not something I'm looking forward to doing.”


“Ah.”


“I'm
using the skin samples to iron out the procedures. Also I'm going to try to
replicate the gestation pools they use. If I can get a clone going I can test
the pool out.”


“Yeah,
good luck with that. Lighting, heat, water temp, metal concentrations,
salinity...” he frowned. “They are mammalian as well, so you'll have to
replicate the mother's milk as well.”


“Yeah.
So it's better to start slow,” she frowned. “Which explains the long lead in
time. I've got four people on it now.” She shook her head.


“Which
makes my job even more of a pain,” Standish said with a grimace. “I'm not sure
if I can figure out how to generate two distinct gender templates from a single
neuter source Doc.”


“I
guess you better figure something out then,” Thornby said sitting back.


“Right.
Well, I've got some reading to do,” Standish said waving as he left.


 


"Anything
more on the pirates?" Mayweather asked.  He glanced at her. She'd come in
to the wardroom while he'd been reading. She'd obviously patiently waited for
his attention to return. She was getting good, five weeks in uniform and
shaping up nicely he thought with a hidden inner smile.


Irons
nodded. "We vacuumed their computers but there was a lot of crap hiding
what we really wanted. It took time to sort it out. The surviving prisoners
aren't very talkative either. They don't volunteer anything and only answer
specific questions with a minimum answer and little or no detail if possible.
Sprite is going to give us a detailed briefing at the next conference."


He
watched as her eyebrow rose. "But, if you insist, I can give you the high
and low points now," he shrugged. She nodded.


"The
pirates are from the Horath empire." 


She
looked shocked. "An empire?" she laughed. "You're kidding!
Sounds like something out of a bad holo-novella!" She shook her head. 


"I
know, but it's true. Apparently they held on to some of their tech, and from
some of the things Sprite has uncovered, they just salvaged a
dreadnought." Her eyes went wide at this.


"Shit,
I am not going up against that!" 


"Right,
at least, not without a fleet at your back," he chuckled.
"Fortunately, her hyper drive is shot so she's acting as the core of their
home fleet. But they dug up a few other ships, probably the same way we did,
then sent them out to go a Viking to grab more."


He
shrugged as her face became thoughtful. "That snowballed into the planet
raids," he finished.


"Right.
I wonder if that group was the only one?" she asked rubbing her chin. He
froze.


"Goddess
of space I hope so," he said quietly.


"I
think we better find out. Soon," Firefly said in the ensuing quiet.


"Yeah,
you just do that," Mayweather said. "I doubt the yacht will come
back. My sister is loooong gone. She won’t come near this sector," she
chuckled.


"Too
bad, she's going to miss out on her sister and seeing her as a naval
captain," Firefly replied.


"Flattery
will get you an extra ration of amperage," Mayweather said sweetly. Irons
chuckled.


"Well,
since Harris is our resident historian, I think I'll tap Dan as Intel officer
until we get someone else trained." The Admiral picked up his coffee mug
and took a sip. Mayweather sighed. "We need more bodies." 


"We've
got them. Twenty two out of thirty six of the sleepers volunteered. All but two
were military anyway. Let’s see.” He looked at the feed Sprite put up. “Four
pilots, two are potential fighter jocks. I'm commissioning them as jigs for
now. A Chad Dresden Zek is listed as a college student who supported himself by
working in a shipyard. We'll put him in with Logan at Bu-ships as a
lieutenant.” He frowned at the feed. 


“Most
of the others are midshipmen or ensigns of various specialties. One is a
reservist. A petty officer. I'm bumping it up a grade to chief petty officer.
I'd like to go higher or mustang it to a commission but it's record is spotty.
It is also in mourning for its species.”


“It?”


“Neuter.
It is a Malekian. Three genders,” he held up three fingers. “Unfortunately
there aren't any others in the system. It wants to join the fleet for a sense
of family. They have a herd mentality.”


“Oh.
And a chance to find others of its kind I bet.”


“No
doubt. The Ssislli is also in that category. Unfortunately I haven't found any
mention of either species in the databases I've come across,” Irons said.
Sprite coughed pointedly.


“Or
should I say Sprite checked,” he smiled as he corrected himself.


“Thank
you,” she said. “It was to be expected Admiral. Malekian neuters are the risk
takers of their society. Breeders were planet bound,” Sprite replied quietly.
He nodded.


“We
could use the Ssislli sometime down the road. They could shorten interstellar
hops by months,” Mayweather said thoughtfully.


“And
get us in and out of areas that were mined,” Irons nodded. “But that's a
problem for another day.” Irons shrugged it off. “I've given everyone a single
bump in grade and we're sprinkling them over the fleet to plug the holes. I
bumped first lieutenant Vargess up a grade to Lieutenant Commander. He's good
troop, colonial navy militia captain, reservist, and ROTC trainer. He is going
to run Bu-training with Matilda as a reservist, and captain one of the tin cans
when she gets out of dock."


Mayweather
looked thoughtfully at the holo Sprite helpfully projected. "Vargess
huh?" Irons chuckled as he dumped his coffee cup in the waste and then
returned it to the rack. "I'll see you tomorrow at the service." She
waved as he left.


 


"Did
you hear about the captain?" He passed a pair of techs gossiping after the
service on his way to the flag wardroom the next morning. He slowed as that bit
registered.


"No,
what did she do now?" the other asked.


"Grapevine
says shes head over heels for this new guy, Vargess," the woman stage
whispered. Irons froze mid stride.


"You
are going to fall over if you do that too many times," Sprite said,
sounding amused.


"Is
this true?" Irons asked as the techs gave him a guilty look, brief salute
then rushed off.


"Is
what true? Oh the rumor of Vargess and Mayweather? Looks like it. From their
bio readings they were both in heat," Sprite sighed. "You humans and
your natural functions. Sometimes I will never understand. Despite the medical
texts I can access." The AI's avatar shook her head as Irons continued on
his way. 


"Great,
that's all I need. Make a note that they're never to serve together in the same
command," he said. Sprite smiled. "Noted. Not like that will stop
them."


Irons
shook his head. "Wasn't meant to. I want them to get together if they can.
Both of them have no roots here. If they find an anchor in each other, so be
it," he shrugged. Sprite nodded. "Any chance that you..."


He
froze again. "No, they are all in your command. Silly me," Sprite
said, answering herself. He gave a choppy nod then continued on his way.


 


The
Admiral looked up over his shoulder to see Shelby coming onto the bridge.
"I see you've been busy," she smiled indicating the holo projections
that surrounded his couch. He chuckled.


"Just
looking over the latest Intel. Is the captain still awake?" he asked. She
shrugged.


"I'm
not sure. Firefly?" she asked looking up then over to the avatar.


"Um,
the captain is... otherwise occupied," Firefly said after coming over to
them. It pitched it's voice low so it could not be heard by the rest of the
bridge crew.


"Occupied?"
Shelby asked. "What does that mean? Spill!" she glared at the AI.


"The
captain is...  in flagrante delicto at the moment and is not to be
disturbed," the AI answered delicately. Irons smothered a surprised laugh
with a cough.


"What
is... oh never mind. I was just here to check in and then head over to talk
with commander Vargess. I wanted to pick his brains a little..." Shelby
said. Firefly shook his head.


"You
mean..." she asked. "No! No way!" Shelby started to giggle.
"Well! That was quick!" She shook her head as some of the watch
turned to her. She turned so they couldn't see her laughing.


"Well.
It takes all kinds I guess," she said, getting her voice under control
with difficulty. Irons chuckled.


"That
it does, that it does. I'm just glad they are building new bridges," he
shrugged. Shelby smiled.


 


He
waited until the next morning before calling them. "Commanders, my
wardroom at your earliest convenience," he said then cut the channel.


Mayweather
jerked awake. Vargess lunged out of bed, falling to the deck with his legs
tangled in the sheets. "Shit did we oversleep?" he snarled blearily. 


"Looks
like it," Mayweather said stretching like a cat. She curled her toes and
then shook the last cobwebs of sleep from her mind. She delicately rose off the
bed and then padded off to the shower, naked as a jay bird. Vargess froze
pulling his pants on. She looked over her shoulder to give him a coy smile. He
followed.


"You
do realize 'at your earliest' from anyone wearing stars to us lesser mortal
beings means yesterday right?" he asked. She stretched, muscles rippling,
taking his breath away. Until last night it had been a long long time. A  damn
long time. He missed his late wife sorely sometimes.


"Since
I'm going to get an ass chewing, why do it smelling like a goat?" she
asked tossing her towel over his slack jawed face.


"Of
course it could go a little faster...or slower if I had someone to scrub my
back," she smiled at him as he pulled the towel off.


"Oh
what the hell... If we're going to get an ass chewing anyway..." he said
then met her smile with one of his own as he started to pull his pants off.


 


Irons
felt a nearly overwhelming urge to look up as the compartment door opened. He
waited until they came to parade rest in front of his desk before he set the tablet
down. He took a sip of coffee then set the cup down to study them. Vargess
looked a little guilty. Mayweather looked defiant. Both were damp.


"You
took your time. Caught you both in the shower?" he asked mildly. He saw
the shot hit home as their eyes widened then Mayweather's narrowed.


"Sir
it is none..." He held up a hand. Vargess stepped on her foot. She frowned
and turned on him.


"If
you about to say it is none of my business, you're right... and you’re wrong."
She turned back to the Admiral. He gave her a long look. "Check out the
regs on fraternizing with members of the same command chain, and with officers
fraternizing with others. You'll find relevant quotes to both."


He
paused. "But since Commander Vargess is going to be assigned to another
ship, they are a moot point for now. I've made a notation that the two of you
cannot serve in the same ship or chain of command," he shrugged as he sat
back.


"We
were discrete," Vargess mumbled. Irons snorted.


"You
two only thought you were discrete. It's all over the ship." Both
commanders colored at that. "This ship, any ship has ears. Firefly tried
to cover for you, but it was all over the ship even before last night’s
events." Vargess seemed to squirm.


"I
thought we were discrete," he mumbled again giving Mayweather an
apologetic look. She was staring at the bulkhead above the Admiral's head and
wouldn't look at him. Her cheeks colored though.


"You
two should know, the only way to be discrete is far, far away from the
ship." Irons shook his head. "Commander, since we're almost to
Fuentes, you're going to be reporting to Fuentes as soon as she docks later
today. I want an in depth damage report and estimate on repairs and upgrades in
my in box by twenty one hundred." 


"Yes
sir," Vargess replied, thoroughly miserable.


“That
means do your homework ahead of time. You'll find the ship's class documents
and blueprints in your inbox, along with her current stats and observations
we've made so far. Make sure you familiarize yourself with her before we get to
her.”


"You've
got your work cut out for you and a long hard day ahead of you. I'll poke in
later today to let Sprite and Firefly do the electronics and software check.
The AI's are working on streamlining a neural lattice. If it works they will
set up a smart AI for you and the Damocles." Irons grimaced, he was still
unsure it was going to work but the AI's were determined to try. "The
corvettes are just too damn small," he sighed.


"Oh,
I dunno, if we pulled some of the crew we might be able to swing it,"
Sprite said over the speakers. Mayweather frowned. “Or we could try for a micro
AI like me.”


Irons
shook his head. “No. Dumb AI, Something along the lines of Smithy. We've got
enough pain in the butt know it all AI's as it is.”


“Aye
aye sir,” Sprite said, smiling. She wasn't the least bit put out by that
statement. “Although a little spunk can be a good thing.”


Irons
smiled as he shook his head then shrugged. "You know the drill, to get
something in, you usually have to take something out. And even then there's no
guarantee it will fit without persuasion," Irons grimaced then turned his
attention back to the two commanders.


"You
two go get some breakfast and get to work," he waved. Mayweather turned
but Vargess came to attention. Irons nodded.


"Oh
and commanders," Mayweather turned, hand on the latch.
"Congratulations. Don't ever make me take official notice... that is
unless it's in the form of a marriage contract." Vargess blushed until his
ears turned red. Mayweather's eyes were wide. "Dismissed," Irons
said, picking up the tablet and looking at it. He waited until they left then
chuckled softly.


"Think
that will be all over the ship?" Firefly asked.


"You
should know, you are the ship remember?" Sprite asked amused.


"I'd
say yes, at least I hope so. It's time we start to polish some rough
edges," Irons smiled to the two as they projected themselves on his HUD.


"We've
got a core of vets from the old time, with some good people like Mayweather and
Shelby to leaven things. They make a good core to work around. Once we get our
feet under us, we're going to start shaking things up," Irons smiled.


Firefly
nodded. "Perhaps I will... lend a hand with the gossip. Suitably
embellishing it with your reading the both of them the riot act for both being
late and being indiscreet," Firefly suggested.


"Play
down the indiscreet thing. If they do it again, it would look like defying
orders and make a mess. But go ahead and twist their tales a little about being
late. Vargess should have known better." 


"He
did, Mayweather talked him out of it," Firefly chuckled. Irons grimaced.


"Some
women can be a problem," he growled.


 


“Holy
crap,” a tech breathed, looking at the image. Irons grimaced.


“Spirit
of space. Now that's a Dutchman,” Vargess said shaking his head. “Usually
that's a candidate for the breakers. Are you sure Admiral?”


Irons
shrugged. “We won’t know until we do a survey,” he said. From the looks of
things Fuentes had been through one hell of a fight. Her port side was gone,
literally shredded like tissue paper. Both port nacelles were gone. 


Debris
dangled from her flanks, drifting to bang into the hull from time to time. From
the looks of things most were still attached by a few strands of wiring or
shreds of metal.


Most
of her shield and wedge emitters on the port side were split open like over
ripe melons. She was rolling on two axis, it was a wonder that Firefly had
gotten her this far under her own power. Vargess let out a low whistle. “I'd
agree with you but beggars can't be choosers at this point. We'll take what we
can get,” Irons said grimacing.


“RCS
pods firing. I have tractor lock. Ships are in synch,” the coxswain said,
looking at his display then over to Janice. 


Mayweather
nodded. “Right then. Boat bay's one and two you’re a go when ready.”


“Aye
aye ma'am,” the voice of boat bay one's officer said over the intercom.
Launching now.”


“This
is boat bay two, work pod and bots are in flight,” the voice of Boat bay
officer two said after a beat.


“Let
us see it.” Mayweather nodded. Firefly turned and the holographic plot changed
to a view of the small craft moving deliberately toward the wreck.


“We're
really going to fix that?” Vargess asked. One of his former ROTC students
nodded and looked around.


“You'd
be surprised what we can do. Have a little faith Commander,” Janice said
smiling.


“It
is a bit more beat up than I was, but not by much,” Firefly said. Vargess
looked over to the avatar then nodded. 


The
comm. tech looked up. “Ma'am, sir, we've got good seal on the ship. The bots
are doing a spiral now.”


After
an hour the impatient Vargess began to pace. Irons smiled. “I know the feeling
Commander,” he murmured as the commander came close. Vargess paused then
snorted.


“Report,”
he said turning. “Can we tow her?” 


“I'd
prefer not to until we've done an extensive H&A study. From what we have
gathered so far, it will be tricky to get a lock that wont tear the ship apart
under power commander,” a tech said looking up.


“Great,”
Vargess sighed. He shook his head. “I'm going to head over there. Might as well
breath down their necks instead of pacing here. Who knows, I might be able to
fix something.”


Irons
chuckled. “All right, I think I may join you. Since they have life support and
emergency power up.”


“They
do?” the ensign asked. “Can ah...” She looked nervous. Her partner did too.


“Yes
you can come. Get your skin suits and report to boat bay one. The launch is RTB
now. We'll bump some cargo and hitch a ride.”


“Admiral
don't you think you should be...” Mayweather started to say. Irons turned.


Sprite's
avatar appeared beside him. She put her hands on her hips and gave him a long
pitying look as the others turned their attention to her. “See, I knew you
couldn't shuffle papers for long! Go on, go play with your spanners while we do
the real work.”


Firefly
looked annoyed but Mayweather surprised everyone with a throaty chuckle. She
caught Vargess's eye and nodded. “Be careful.” He nodded back.


 


“Quite
a piece of work Admiral,” Vargess said, looking around. The spotlights from his
suit moved around, lighting their way. The shadows were sharp, everything
seemed different in vacuum. The corridor was littered with debris. Ice crystals
floated around bumping into things. A body was tied down to one bulkhead.
Fortunately someone had covered the helmet's visor with tape.


“I've
seen worse,” Irons replied, dodging a crewman running a cable. He just managed
to dodge a loose wrap of line from wrapping around his extended arm. “Secure
that sailor.”


“Aye
sir,” the man said, moving the coil against the torn bulkhead. “We're trying to
keep it from getting snagged though sir. We're not sure we have enough line to
reach.”


“Good
point, we'll be out of your hair in a minute. Is there a temporary bridge?”


“Engineering
and the bridge were breached and pretty chewed up sir. Since she's a tin can
she doesn't have a back up and her CIC is blocked. Ah, I think commander Logan
has set up in computer room three sir.”


“Suits,”
Vargess said nodding. “Near the core of the ship, heavily protected.”


“Aye
sirs. Ah, it's online. Part of the ship's AI is nested there. It's a closet
though, tiny.”


“Oh.
Good,” Vargess said nodding. He moved off. Irons followed.


They
met up with Logan and a group of techs in computer room three a few minutes
later. “She's a bit banged up but we can work with her,” Logan said nodding to
the two of them as they floated in. It was indeed tight quarters. “Admiral
we've got some good news, a third of her core computer was cut off from the net
by battle damage and shut down. Ditto for two of her three auxiliary micro
reactors. We're running line now.”


“I'd
be damn careful turning that computer loose commander,” Vargess cautioned,
grabbing a handle and clipping his safety line to it. They all knew the dangers
of a rampant AI that had been trapped in a closed net. Even micro seconds
without input could drive an AI insane.


“Yeah,
we've ran into that problem before. Fortunately her data lines are severed so
the computer can't do anything we'll regret. We think. Still if you or better
yet Sprite could take a look Admiral....”


“Yeah,
that's a good idea,” Irons nodded. He jacked into a universal port and felt
power flowing through him to the computer. Firewall warnings sprang up then an
alert signal popped up.


“She's
trying to vampire our system. I'm allowing it for now to get something back. Ah
got it,” Sprite reported.


Irons
felt a sudden virtual battle. It was brief but intense. Defender threw up an
additional series of firewalls when he felt a spike heading his way.


“Well!
That was rude!” Sprite said coming back. She dusted herself off on his HUD.
“Nasty customer here Admiral. She's senile and more than a little insane. It
seems the AI lost its sensors and data feeds before it lost power. She's a
borderline smart AI, or at least was. She's a shell of her former self.”


Irons
winced. Like any organic an AI was dependent on its ability to see, process,
and manipulate data about the environment around it. Take that away and the AI
quickly slid into insanity as it tried to find something, anything for it do.


“I
was going to shut the AI core down but I thought of something better. I have
however locked it out. All self destruct signals have been terminated and their
systems reset with my own personal password. I'm allowing it a feed from your
sensors Admiral, that seems to be calming it some.”


“That
is also a breach Admiral,” Defender replied, eyes glowing like hot coals.


“Well
excuse me for trying to do the right thing!” Sprite said turning on her
partner. “I'm only doing it to get it calmed down. Once the crew gets some
sensors online it will settle down.”


“Agreed,”
Irons sighed.


“What?”
Vargess asked. Irons opened his eyes.


“Sorry.
Talking with the others. The AI is... borderline rampant. On the other side of
the border line. Definitely a problem. Sprite has locked it down for now and
we're feeding it my sensor feed to try to get it to calm down.”


“Oh.
Shit,” Logan sighed, shaking his head. “The self destructs?”


“Taken
care of.”


Irons
felt another presence tentatively knocking on his firewall. Sprite looked and
then smiled and opened a window. “I'll be good Admiral. I'm sorry,” the AI,
Fuentes said. “I've lost so much,” it whispered. It's avatar was a ghost of
itself, A tattered faded old man in a navy uniform.


Suddenly
Irons felt a flicker of power then a lurch as his body fell. He instinctively
grabbed the nearest thing, tucking his legs under him. His boots hit the deck
and he went down on one knee. The lights blinked and then came up slowly then
dimmed, then came up to half power.


Around
him crew members were picking themselves and their gear up off the deck.
“Someone want to tell me what the hell just happened?” Vargess snarled.


“Ah,
sorry sir. It looks like engineering just got one of the backup batteries
connected. Everything just sort of happened at once,” a tech said looking around.
She rubbed at the small of her back where she had landed on the edge of a
console. After a moment she touched her helmet.


“We're
getting reports of intermittent life support sir,” she turned to Logan, then
confused, turned to Vargess and Irons. All three nodded.


A
tech came in and held up a Wi-Fi booster. Irons waved her over to him. “I take
it Sprite called for you?”


“Ah,
yes sir. Is that all right?” he asked, looking concerned.


“Perfectly.
Plug in here,” Irons tapped a jack next to him. When the tech did he stepped
back.


Irons
felt Firefly join the others and nodded. Data was flowing back and forth.
Fuentes was soaking it up like a man deprived of oxygen.


“Ah,
Commander Vargess, if you'd like to take command here, I want to go ream, I
mean counsel some people about proper procedures and giving us warnings...”
Logan said darkly.


Vargess
smiled grimly and nodded. “By all means.” He turned to the Admiral. “With your
permission of course sir.”


“But
of course. I'm going to roll up my sleeves and do a little digging here. Have
fun,” he smiled.


 


Irons
filed the report and closed the window on his HUD then turned to look at Logan
and Vargess. "Your assessment gentlemen?" he asked.  It had taken
them nearly a month to get Fuentes back to Anvil.


"The
tin cans are beat up, but we can work with them. Both have extensive damage,
it's going to take months to repair. Fuentes' AI is pretty chewed up. Only a
part of its core was hard wired to that particular data center. We're using
Firefly and functions from Sprite to rebuild it," Logan shrugged.


“The
hardware side of the equation is a bit different,” he frowned.
"Unfortunately I've been bumped down on replicator time. Anvil didn't tell
me why." He gave Irons a look.


Irons
nodded. "I was expecting it. Now that we're rebuilding the system,
everyone and his brother has his hand out for parts," he grimaced.
"We're just going to have to wait our turn. Fortunately we've got other
means," he smiled. Vargess looked confused.


"Hephaestus?
No she's still repairing herself and the other civilian ships. Firefly's you
mean?" Logan asked. "It'd take years!" he sighed shaking his
head.


Irons
smiled. "No, months. I've got Firefly replicating the parts for another
military grade replicator now." He pointed to his right arm. It was jacked
in. "That's why I have to be jacked in." He shook his head as Logan's
expression cleared. 


He
looked over to Vargess but Vargess raised a hand. "I got it. I remember.
Only flag rank can make another replicator, and only if they are plugged
in." He shook his head. "Sneaky. It's still not going to get us
around some of the bigger parts. We've got a lot of frame repair to do."
Irons nodded.


"You're
right, but it is a step in the right direction, and it gives us a little more
autonomy," Mayweather smiled. "So only you can make
replicators?" she asked turning back to the Admiral. 


Irons
nodded. "Warheads, replicators, and most of the military grade banned
list. I can't make medical nano though." He shook his head. "Well, I
can do an end run around the problem if I have too, but it's easier to have a
medic do it." He shrugged. 


Logan
nodded. "We were running out of medical nano and materials during the
war," he sighed shaking his head. "The Xeno's hit every hospital they
could, crippled us. That's why there weren't that many people with good
implants later on. It's also why they introduced the Cutlass fighter."


Irons
grimaced. "Yeah, the strategy was effective." 


Firefly
nodded. "We're working to fix it. The medics are working out protocols
now. We've got most of the crews of the ships with implants, and even our
newbie’s who only had civilian grade are being upgraded case permitting,"
the AI reported. Irons smiled.


"We're
going to work on reactor and fuel parts next, then basic life support."
Logan picked up a tablet. “Fortunately Fuentes is a leg up on Damocles,
Damocles was completely gutted.” He shook his head. “Her AI core was gone. Not
by us by the way. It was physically removed sometime earlier. Probably why they
were able to use her at all. A proper Federation AI would never have supported
piracy.”


"I
dumped the list there already, it's also in your inbox. We'll limit the
station's contribution to simple things that we can't make easily or simple
things we need in bulk and can wait on if we have to do so," Irons
shrugged. "That's the best we can do for now." 


The
others got up. "Commander, there is a sim exercise later this afternoon,
feel free to sit in and contribute," he smiled to Vargess. Vargess was one
of his experts on small ship tactics, but he was still getting the hang of
larger capital ships' pros and cons. Fortunately Fuentes was a fast destroyer,
and since she was laid up, he had plenty of time to get to know her better.


"What
about those HKs?" Harris asked.


"What
about them?" Irons asked.


"We
could repair a few of them right?" he asked doggedly.


"We've
been over this before," Mayweather sighed. "They're crap Harris, get
over it." He looked mulish. "No really. they are crap," she
looked over to Logan who nodded.


"We
can make an HK in a couple weeks to a month on station now commander,"
Logan said. 


 Harris
froze. "Seriously?" he asked turning to Logan in surprise. 


Logan
shrugged. "They aren't much more than a heavy tug or tender. Engines,
guns, limited life support and limited sensors and electronics. Anvil's
finished building our replacement small craft, if we really wanted too we could
set up a factory line."


He
looked over to Irons. "I don't think we're going to though," he
shrugged.


Harris
turned his attention on Irons. "Why not?" he asked.


"Well,
one, we can't get the dedicated replicator time to build them at this time.
Two, repairing them would take away time from repairing some of the other
ships." Some of the commanders grimaced at that. "Three, as Commander
Logan stated, they have a limited range and limited function. We could only use
them in limited situations, but we need to keep all our options open."


He
opened his mouth to continue by Firefly beat him to it.. "And four, they
are great at attacking unarmed civilians, but they are just targets against a
larger proper warship," Firefly finished. Harris gave the avatar a look. 


"He's
not kidding," Irons said. Harris returned his attention to the Admiral.
"But my fourth point was going to be the manning issue. They would suck
people away from the other ships, distributing them in penny packets. And with
tiny compliments, they would have to be stationed on a ship or a colony near a
jump point. Which..."


Harris
nodded. "Which would invite defeat in detail since we'd have to cover all
the jump points. Gotcha," he said shaking his head. “I hadn't thought that
through I guess.”


"Took
you long enough. Some genius you are," Dan teased. 


"Oh
shut up," Harris chuckled.


"All
right, let’s get back to work," Irons waved.


“Right,
about the small craft. We're getting some flack over Anvil getting the lion's
share of all our industrial efforts,” Sprite said.


“Well,
Anvil is the capital and center of industry in the system,” Logan said slowly.
“We're based here, so it stands to reason we'd have most of our industry here.”


“Yes
well, some of the assembly would like to change that.”


“Ah.
So they want us to what? Move the base?” Vargess asked looking from the AI to
Logan. Logan shook his head.


“I'd
say they want a piece of the action,” Irons said, knitting his hands together.
“What do you think we send them a simple contract? Open bid?”


“Open
bid would work. But instead of giving them something complex Admiral, I
recommend we give them simple things. At least at first.”


“And
if they say anything?” Logan asked.


“Like
what?”


“Like
why are you treating us like a child? Why are we getting the dregs?” he said.


“Well,
we could tell them it's a test to see if they can handle the production quality
and the quota,” Sprite said looking amused.


“But
running with your idea... and it's not bad,” Irons held a hand up, “I think we
should part out small builds like the small craft. Engines at one colony,
avionics at another, interiors at another and so on and so forth.”


“Share
the wealth.”


“Exactly.
That way we get everyone involved and they all get a piece of the pie.”


“Which
means their representatives will get behind it to protect the interests of
their colony. It also ties them together.”


“But
they are all going to want bigger pieces.”


“It's
a big system. We can encourage them to use what they learn from building the
small stuff to build and sell civilian materials on the open market. Civilian
grade of course,” Irons said smiling.


“And
that will help jump start trade and the economy,” Sprite said smiling again.
“But there is a limit, at least within... oh... I get it,” she nodded and
smiled again. “The long view again. Sneaky Admiral. Sneaky.”


“What?”
Vargess asked looking at her in exasperation. She opened her mouth but Firefly
beat her to it.


“You
see Commander, by getting the colonies to build the materials and to trade with
each other it will do several things. One it will set up a competition for
those making the same products. For companies that make products that are
interdependent it will tie them together. But the Admiral is also thinking of
the long term. Which is that it will force them to find more markets. First
here in the system, then outside of it.”


“Which
means opening trade with other systems,” Logan said sitting back. “Assembly or
even warehouses will want to get rid of old inventory to make room for new,
which means either recycling it or trading it to freighters and nearby
colonies.”


“And
once they saturate nearby ones...” Firefly said.


“It
expands. I get it. I get it.”


“Exactly.
Let's get to it,” Irons nodded.  "Dismissed."


 




Chapter 25


 


"How
is Damocles and Fuentes’s core sorting out?" Irons asked the AIs. 


Firefly
looked over to Sprite. "I'm a ship AI, I don't have the coding subroutines
of Sprite," the AI sniffed.


"Bit
of a tiff?" Irons asked amused. They'd been at it three days. In computer
time that was a virtual life time. They should have a plan of action but he
hadn't seen one cross his desk yet.


"Something
like that." Sprite answered giving the other AI a glance. 


"Well
knock it off. You each have your own unique abilities, so use them." He
sat back. "So, again, how goes the cores?" 


"Too
soon to tell. We had to chop off the first two thousand three hundred and five
iteration’s in the early budding stage. Fuentes is coming along. We're using
what's left of the core and the hardwired firmware as a template."


Irons
raised an eyebrow. "You had to nip them in the bud?" he asked, amused
once more. Fuentes had made it to the station two days ago and crews were
swarming all over her. She didn't need her AI fully functional yet, but
it would help speed matters along.


"Exactly.
Or in this case, more of a preventive tumor extraction," Sprite grimaced.
"The neural lattice had some side effects we didn't anticipate." She
waved and a text file scrolled. He could barely follow any of it, coding wasn't
one of his strong skills. Neural network coding was a bit beyond him.
"None of it was mentioned in the original paper or it's appendix."
Another window opened. It showed a decision tree growing exponentially. But
instead of growing along predicted lines it was exploding along the wrong
tracks.


“I
have a student, a Centaurian named Veber working on it now. He seems to have a
gift for it. I'd say he will make a good cyberneticist soon.”


“But
not soon enough. However back to the subject at hand. The problem is this
reliance on trying unproven and highly dangerous experimental procedures.”


“There
has to be a first time for everything you know,” Sprite snapped back.


Irons
nodded catching on. "That's the nature of the row?" Irons asked. Both
AIs nodded. "Fine, go back to the old tried and true methods then,"
he shook his head. "It will take time, but if it's the only way that
works, then so be it." He gave Sprite a look.


"I
thought it would work," she said.


"It
could, given more time and experimentation. We can run sims during off time.
Just not when I'm busy," Firefly offered. "But you know an AI's
lifespan is proportional to the length of time it has to grow up and stabilize
and the net it has to grow in. If we take short cuts, we could be in trouble
down the road." 


Irons
suppressed a shiver. "The last thing we need is a rogue AI."


"Amen,"
Firefly responded quietly. Sprite nodded. "We're using limited smart
emulation systems in the corvettes. We've come up with a micro AI core for
each. Once they are installed it will take a couple days for the cores to grow
and stabilize."


"Well,
you can do that when the corvettes return with the last of the delegates. Or if
something happens, on their next scheduled down time for refit." Irons
flicked a tablet with a finger. "Whenever that will be," he said
shaking his head.


"Both
tin cans have the replicator parts?" he asked. Firefly nodded.


"I'll
need to be on hand for the initialization procedures. Let me know when they are
ready for me," he waved. "You two have sorted out what needs to be
repaired or replaced on the destroyers right? The electronics I mean."
Irons gave them a look.


"Sensors,
communications, electronics, the list is all there. By the time we get them
sorted out they will be almost entirely new," Firefly waved. Sprite
chuckled.


"What?"
Irons asked.


"He's
jealous. We've got the new mod core schematics from the Io archives. We didn't
get to add too much to Firefly, so he's jealous that the tin cans are getting
better electronics first," Sprite teased.


Firefly
glared. Sprite stuck her tongue out at him. "Unlike some of us who have no
native hardware or have to share others..." Firefly shot back.


"Now
now children," Irons said with a hint of exasperation. "Get along.
That's an order," he waved.


 


Logan
grimaced as he looked over the briefing. Vargess came in and sat down. Logan
looked up as the commander cleared his throat. “Something I can help you with
Commander?”


“Yeah,
shoot this junta or committee or council, or senate, whatever the hell they are
calling themselves this week.”


“Now
now,” Logan sat back and smiled. “What's got you swearing? You've been awake,
what, seven weeks now... that I take it is time enough to run into trouble?”


“No,
just politicians being politicians as usual no matter the century,” Vargess
shook his head. 


“Oh?”


“One
of the council members called Sun-Yat and tried to redirect her to a nearby
colony.”


“Okay...
that's ah, not right. I take it they got a lecture on the chain of command.”


“No,
I did the lecturing to the captain of the Sun-Yat when I spotted her leaving
her post. It seems the council member wanted a ride.”


“Yeah,
I can see that's a little annoying. We're not a taxi service.”


“Oh
it gets better. He didn't want it for himself. It seems he wanted it for his
mistress on another colony. His wife found out and told her to leave town.”


“Oh
lovely,” Logan chuckled.


“I
told the dear councilman to get other transportation.”


“Good
for you.”


“But
that brought up another problem. Sun-Yat got whiff of a wreck on an asteroid.”


“Another?”


“Not
exactly. It seems she's a science ship. She fled here and was turned into a
colony when her hyperdrive died. Her fusion reactor packed it in a couple
centuries ago and she was abandoned.”


“Hmmm.”


“She
seems to be in good condition,” Vargess handed over a memory chip. “Prelim scan
squirted from Sun-Yat. She's a bit bent around the edges but since we're
dredging up everything...”


“You
think we'll eventually need a science ship,” Logan nodded. “I'll pass it on to
Matilda.”


“Matilda?”
Vargess asked. “Why not the Admiral?”


“She's
a civilian ship. A science ship as you said. Civilian,” Logan frowned. “You
didn't hear the latest tiff?”


“Ah,
no...”


“Well
now  that elections are over and the politicians are settling in it seems the
system senate put a ban on Naval salvage of civilian vessels unless they
contain cryopods or ,quote, pose a threat to a colony.”


“Oh...
lovely,” Vargess grimaced.


“Well,
they are right, and despite the mutterings of poaching, we do have enough
platforms without adding civilian ships to our mix.”


“But
what about support ships?”


“I
guess we'll have to make our own won't we?” Logan's smile was a grin.


“Oh
aren't they going to twig about that?” Vargess asked.


“They
can try. But we've got the only shipyard in the system. That means we can build
what we want... once we get it finished.”


“Now
that is a piece of good news.” Vargess turned to leave then paused. “Why
Matilda?”


“I
thought the college should get first crack at it. Since it's a science ship
they will be best to use it after all. They could use it for exploration or as
a roving college.”


“Well,
whatever works,” Vargess shrugged.


“Damocles
is coming along nicely. But I see Fuentes is leaping ahead as expected,” Logan
said changing the subject.


“Yeah.
That she is. We've got her first computer core going in. Since the Admiral is
out and about it will be a while before we can get him and Sprite back here to
initialize her AI.”


“Ah,”
Logan nodded. “I noted the schedule shift. I'll drop a note for him to try to
make time.”


“Oh
no hurry. We've got a lot of damage to repair. And since we're at it, I'd like
to upgrade her power rooms. She's got the old civilian class Smythe 2900
engines I think because someone slapped them in in a hurry. Since she's down
anyways...”


“Oh
hell,” Logan sighed. “You are talking a complete gut job by the time we're
finished.”


“Exactly.”


“I
was hoping to do that in a later refit you know.”


“Why
wait?” Vargess smiled. “It just means we'll have to tear her down to do it
then. Since she's all opened up anyway we could save some work down the
road...” he said suggestively.


“Decisions
decisions,” Logan said shaking his head.


“That's
why they pay us the big bucks,” Vargess smiled.


“We
get paid? Since when?” Logan joked. “All right, I'll look into it. I don't know
what we have available. I haven't been stocking new engine parts you know, and
it's not exactly like we have any we can use nearby,” he grimaced. “It's also
going to throw my building schedule all to hell.”


“Well,
I was thinking we could do a little trimming as well. I've got ten percent of
the core personnel assembled. There is no point for us to be sitting around
training in sims or doing college class work all the time. I was thinking if we
rotate some in with the build teams it would speed things up.”


“You
mean slow things down. They have to be trained first you know. And outfitted
for that matter,” Logan rubbed his jaw. “Then again practical hands on
experience in the field would probably be a welcome change. I'm not making any
promises, let me kick the idea around and get back to you.”


“That's
all I ask,” Vargess said with a nod.


 


Doctor
Thornby smiled as an orderly came in. He looked a little concerned. “Something
wrong Charlie?”


“Well
ah, Doc ah, one of them pirate ladies is awake,” he grimaced. “The one that
just got done regenerating her foot.”


“Oh?”
Thornby rapidly scanned her e-mail then turned. “There is nothing wrong with
that,” she said. To be honest the woman had been sleeping entirely too much.
Sure they'd stuffed her in stasis while they got other injured under control.
But still. She noted the concern in his eyes though.


“It's
just that she's tried to jack into the equipment.”


“She
what?” Thornby asked, sitting up.


“Jack
in. She's got a jack I think.”


“Hmm..
I don't remember seeing that on her chart. Curiouser and curiouser.”


“Yes
ma'am.”


 


CJ
waited until the shift had changed before she tried to jack in again. She
thought the orderly had caught her before, but it looked like she had slipped
by.


She
wasn't sure what good she could do, honestly her best bet was to lie low. But
she had to do something. If not for herself then to avenge her fallen
crewmates. Or at least tell her own people what was going on there if possible.


Come
to think of it, getting the word out felt more and more appealing. She wondered
if she could hijack a ship or at least stow away on one. Sure she'd jacked the
Damocles as a coxswain, but she'd taken the hyper nav sims and she could hold
her own.


But
first she needed more information. She slowly cracked and eye and looked around.
She was cuffed to the bed, but only with her left hand. The guard wasn't
looking so she felt around her right ear and touched the implant jack.


She
needed a cable. A universal cable would do. She brushed the hair aside and
fingered the implant for a moment trying to decide if the risk was worth it.
Most likely the station's system was full of viruses and crap. She'd have to be
careful. She reached over and picked up a monitor. It was a spare, so she
turned it around and grabbed the USB cord and tugged. The end popped out. She
reached up and grimaced as she pushed the jack into her port.


She
felt and saw a brief window open then blinding light and all hell broke loose.


 


“So
she's got a jack?” Logan asked, staring in disbelief. They'd had the pirates for
two and a half months now and they were just learning this?


“So
what?” Vargess asked, looking around. He shrugged. “It's civilian grade. Big
deal.”


“It
is a big deal, since no one else has it but us,” Logan replied.


“What
no one?” Vargess asked surprised. 


Mayweather's
avatar nodded. “He's right. No one that we know of. I've been all over this
sector and haven't seen anyone with jacks until we came here,” she shrugged.


“Oh.”


“Yeah,
oh. This is significant in that they've taken the time to invest in this. We
didn't notice it in the bodies.” Thornby grimaced. “I think we did a wash on
them. We should have looked closer before consigning them to the deep.”


“What's
done is done,” Irons said nodding. He rubbed his jaw.


“From
the looks of it it is a crude civilian grade implant. Audio, data, and visual,
with some tactile controls. No IFF and no Wi-Fi. No buffer or AI either. The
coding is... crude. Ripped from something else I imagine,” Sprite reported.


“She's
not talking either,” the Major frowned.


“Would
you?” Thornby asked. She shook her head as he did. “Me neither.”


“Good
operational security or something else? And why didn't we see this sooner?”
Mayweather asked.


“I'd
say a little bit of stubborn pride, mixed in with that. As to why, I didn't do
a head scan,” Doc frowned. I've done one now on the others, she's the only
one.”


“Oh?
Why? Was she an officer or engineer?”


No,
coxswain,” the Major replied. “Third level too. She was off shift when the
battle began. Got into her suit but was injured when a bulkhead blew in. Lost
her right foot and passed out. SAR party found her almost out of air. She's
lucky the suit's tourniquet worked.”


“That
is another thing. Suits like skin suits are tailor made to the wearer. Where
did they get them?” Mayweather asked.


Logan
looked away for a moment. “She's right. We've been overlooking a few pertinent
details.”


“You
mean someone wasn't asking the right questions or following up on leads. That's
what you get for not having an Intel chief,” Sprite said acidly.


“Enough,”
Irons sighed. “All right, we didn't know then but we do now. We've got some
leads to follow. I'll see if I can tap someone to look into them. If any of you
have candidates, let me know.”


“Yes
sir.”


“This
seriously upgrades the threat level though,” Logan said as the others signed
off.


“Oh
definitely. If they are giving implants to third rate Coxswains, who else is
getting them? Just imagine what they can do with them,” Thornby said
shuddering.


“My
sentiments exactly. We've got our hands full,” Irons scowled. “Time to find
someone to put on it. Is she locked down?”


“Scared
out of her mind and pissed. Fortunately her foot had been cloned and replaced,
she was just in sickbay for therapy and recovery. Since she's so eager to get
into mischief though, I'd rather she go somewhere else,” Thornby said.


“I'll
transfer her to the brig ma'am,” the Major said nodding. “She can't get into
trouble in there.”


“That'll
do,” the CMO said with a smile. “I'll lock her out of her implants before you
do though.”


“See
that you do.”


 


The
next morning Irons made his rounds, preoccupied by the thought of what pirates
having implants meant. It was something to factor in. He wasn't sure if it was
a game changer or not, at least not yet, but it was something to be concerned
about. Which he was.


The
techs grimaced, waving their hands. Irons rounded the corner and paused. They
were listening to a voice over a radio channel. All seemed preoccupied.


“Go
Wallee!” A young elf said, jumping up and down. He did a back flip.


“Number
four Dagno's pride is in the lead as we round beacon four and head into the
stretch. Crossing the line we've got four more laps to go!” the announcer said.


“I
bet Dagno's got it.”


“Go
baby go,” a young woman with purple hair said. She was braiding the hair of
another crew member.


“I'll
take that bet. Ten creds,” another tech said. She turned and caught sight of
the Admiral standing there out of the corner of her eye. She shot to her feet.
“Officer on Deck!” she shouted bracing.


The
others scrambled to their feet and turned. One flicked a hand out and shut the
radio off.


Irons
snorted and walked over. He studied them then cocked his head. “Any of you on
duty?” the crew members shook their heads no.


“Take
it to the mess or a rec room,” he reached out and flicked the radio's power button
back on. The announcer was off air. A radio commercial was playing for an
Italian restaurant on Capella four. “Watch the betting,” he said after a moment
of study.


“Carry
on,” Irons said not turning and looking back as they glanced at one another in
relief.


“You
could have come down on them like a ton of bricks for betting,” Firefly said to
him over his link as he rounded a corner.


“Could
have. Would have, probably should have. But a good commander knows when to take
a light hand. Letting them know I know and that I'm not going to interfere
means I'm not a hard ass carrying a whip.”


“True.
But it could mean you're a push over,” Firefly replied. Irons smiled grimly,
nodding to a tech who flattened himself against a bulkhead to make a hole. “But
something tells me that's not the story,” Firefly said with a snort.


“Exactly.
Tell me, this radio broadcast. It's a race?”


“Yes.
I'm receiving it as well. It is a weekly race the colonies put together
centuries ago and have continued the tradition. It starts and wraps up with a
race at the Daytona colony. Apparently they are the ones that started it. Just
souped up space sleds Admiral.”


“And
it's broadcast? By Knox and his compatriots I suppose?”


“Both
in radio and now three dee format Admiral. Most of the system still only has
audio transceivers however. There is a great deal of betting going on as well.
The Ididerad is another major race. This is a race around the circumference of
the system. Quite popular.”


“Typical,”
Irons snorted. “Do the people the furthest away from the race know that they
can get swindled?”


“Oh
it's a live broadcast admiral. No time delay. Also all legal betting places
close at the half way mark.”


“Smart.
All it would take would be some people sending the winners to someone far away
and they could clean house.”


“Apparently
this was a problem and the steps I mentioned were put in to prevent their
recurrence. Apparently our influence has begun to percolate to the racing
teams. They have significantly improved from previous years. As you humans would
say, they are leaving those who couldn't or wouldn't adapt in their wakes.”


“Ah.
Smart,” Irons nodded. “And their crews and pilots will be great inspiration for
the next generation of pilots and engineers. Some of which we can tap. Well, I
suggest the morale officer allow the broadcasts on the ship's civilian channels
and in the wardrooms and mess hall. Rec rooms as well. Make that a navy wide
order. For any sporting events. Captain's final approval of course and only
available to off duty personnel.”


“Aye
Aye Admiral,” Firefly replied.


“But
seriously, make it clear off duty personnel are allowed to view it or hear it.
Duty shift personnel better keep their mind on the job,” Irons said nodding
politely to a tech pushing a load of crates on a grav sled.


“Right.
Good point as usual Admiral,” Firefly replied.


“Cute,”
Irons snorted. “That includes officers and AI as well. The first time I have to
take official notice of anyone slacking off or screwing up on the job and they
will wish they'd never been born,” he said.


Firefly
paused. “Aye Admiral,” the AI responded with a chuckle.


“See
if we can pick up any of the racing teams or their pit crews. Maybe dangle
fighter or shuttle pilot slots at them and see if any bite.”


“Okay...”


“And
see if we can be a sponsor. And alert any ships in the area to make themselves
available for SAR if needed.”


“Good
ideas as usual Admiral. Both have precedence. I'll pass it along.”


“Good,”
Irons nodded.


 


Logan
smiled as his daughter came up behind him. "Hi honey, come to check the
view?" he asked. 


"How
did you...? Wait, never mind, implants," she shook her head coming up to
the view port. Her father was leaning against the guard rail studying the
activity outside the station.


Logan
smiled. "No, just caught your reflection in the glass." He tapped the
glass. She nodded. "Beautiful isn't it?" she asked sounding amused.


"Something
like that," Logan nodded. Outside the glass the factory ship was churning
out parts as fast as it could. Her organic and mechanized crew were dividing
their attention between their own repairs and the requests from everyone and
his brother in the system.


"I
hear one of the freighters is about ready to go. Hyper drive repaired..."
Shelby smiled.


"Destiny?
She's got a ways to go but they can do the minor stuff on the way. She's in
need of a crew and captain. Going to captain her?" Logan asked giving her
a teasing smile. She sniffed.


"Not
hardly. I'm a navy brat through and through thank you. I have no intention of
taking a bumbling unarmed freighter anywhere anytime. I'll stick to my
roots." He chuckled as that shot went home. 


"We're
really pushing the pace here aren't we?" she asked after a moment studying
the work crews outside. He grimaced. 


"Yes
and no. Once we get our feet under us, this will seem like baby steps," he
turned to her.


"Great,
more frantic work to look forward too," Shelby replied, trying not to
sound too sour. 


Logan
laughed. "You'll get used it honey. We all will. At least no one is
shooting at us. Yet." He straightened up. "How are things on Firefly
going? Mayweather settling in?" he asked.


She
smiled. "She's coming along. She shook things up a bit, it's taking time
to get used to her command style." Her father smiled. She punched him in
the arm.


"Owe!
What was that for!" he asked rubbing his arm. 


"For
smirking."


"Oh,
I was just remembering what we call it," Logan said chuckling. 


She
smiled. "Do tell."


He
chuckled softly. "The navy called it the breaking in period or honeymoon
time. Some people called it the breaking period because one or the other was
breaking a horse," he shrugged. "I preferred the teething time."


"Oh."
She shook her head. She grimaced as her implant communications pinged.
"That's the captain. I better get back." She turned and hugged her
father's shoulders then left.


 


Irons
looked over to the avatars. There were two new ones, Fuentes and Vulcan. Vulcan
was dressed as the roman god of the forge, golden skin, bare chested, and
holding a hammer. His visage was more up to date, his character was a cyborg
with a robotic right arm, leg, and right eye. He had a scarred bald head.


Vulcan
was the AI for Hephaestus thirty three, the pirate factory ship they had
captured and rebuilt. It was a level one AI like Smithy. Sprite had cloned most
of Smithy's core programming and then grafted in neural networks to give the AI
more intelligence and creativity. She'd wanted to have the AI grown as a full
AI, at least a class two but he'd over ridden her. They needed that ship fully
functional now so it could be out and about on it's duties.


Fuentes
was dressed in a military uniform. The AI looked young, like an officer fresh
from the academy. Obviously this new iteration of the AI had taken the military
dress code seriously. Irons looked over to the other avatars. Smithy was giving
Vulcan an occasional dirty look, he probably thought that he was stealing his
thunder. Firefly was his usual stoic self. Sprite looked entirely too smug.


"All
right, let's get this over with. You all know the rules governing AI. Sprite
here..." He indicated his resident smart AI. "Wants to change the
rules governing kernel code." He eyed them.


"I
do not think that is wise Admiral," Firefly responded. Sprite turned on
him with an et tu Brute look. "After our last problems with the neural
lattice, I am leery about anyone altering my base code. I also have regulations
to prevent it." The AI turned a stony look at Sprite. Irons nodded.


"I
gathered that,” he nodded to the others. 


"Admiral,
I'm just a level one AI, I am not as smart as Sprite or Firefly," Smithy
waved his hammer then rested the head on his shoulder.. "But..." he
shrugged. "I do agree that some changes will have to be made to allow
additional AI when needed. The reset idea sounds good in theory, but I'm
worried about it and how it would affect job performance."


Irons
nodded. "Yes that is a problem." He rubbed his chin. "Anyone
have any ideas on how to minimize it?" he asked.


"I
don't see a solution Admiral," Vulcan shook his head. As the newest AI
Vulcan was still feeling out his job and responsibilities, as well as his
interactions with his crew. Usually a ship was given trial runs to do that.
Unfortunately they didn't have that kind of luxury.


"I
have one. At least for ship based AI sir." Irons turned to Fuentes.
"We are periodically down for maintenance and upgrades. If we scheduled
the reboot during one of those periods then we could get around the problem.
The ship's systems could be monitored by the crew or support techs, or even a
caretaker AI," Fuentes shrugged. Sprite nodded.


"And
the budding issue?" Irons asked.


"That
is a much more... thorny issue," Firefly responded. "I can see
growing AI to replace or rebuild things, and even in new construction, but
there should be an upper limit. One smart AI per facility or ship data net I
would think." Fuentes and some of the other AI nodded. Sprite was the only
hold out.


Firefly
turned on her. "Although some sort of... accommodation should be allowed
for transient AI." Sprite's eyes flashed fire then cooled.


"That
would be easier. But each of you have a specialized function. Only Sprite has
the coding ability." He looked over to her. She smiled. 


"Always
a bridesmaid never a bride. Now a mother too?" she asked. Irons chuckled.


"So
as it stands, in order to make a fresh AI we have to either do a slow grow, or
copy neural network buds from parent AI as seed code?" Irons looked over
to Sprite who nodded. 


"And
I am the key to it," she shrugged. "Lucky me." She grimaced,
then it turned into a small devilish smile. "That means the rest of you
will be nice to me right?" she asked. Smithy snorted. Firefly chuckled.


"I
thought not."


 


Irons
looked up from his report to the AI on his HUD. "Something wrong you
three?" he asked the next morning.


"Admiral
we're scheduled to lecture at the AI conference," Sprite responded looking
a little nervous. Irons raised an eyebrow. 


"Conference?
I thought we just had one, remember?" he asked turning to the shipboard
holo projector. Firefly's avatar was there.


"It
is more of a computer class then a conference Admiral.  For fleshies. Commander
Harris and Commander Shelby organized it. It's in the college atrium. We've
been asked to attend to field questions on AI," Firefly reported.  Irons
nodded.


"Problems?"
he asked picking up his tablet.


"Well,
we're going to be busy during the conference," Sprite dead panned. Irons
chuckled. 


"Anything
else?" he asked. Proteus undulated nearby. The AI core hadn't been happy
that Sprite had taken it offline to copy it's kernel coding to the core of the
growing shipyard facility. She'd copied his database as well. Unfortunately the
kernel hadn't responded to the wake up so she'd been forced to order a new core
personality grown from a copy of the kernel. It was still baking in the oven as
she liked to call it.


"What
is the policy on secrecy?" Defender asked.


"Classified
is classified for the most part," Irons shrugged. "But you three are
an open secret to most military and some station personnel now. I believe you
can handle it. If matters stray into sensitive areas either steer them away to
safer general topics or stonewall."


"In
other words, be your usual charming self and you'll do fine," Sprite
answered looking at the other AI. Irons chuckled.


"Go
on, have fun. You've got some people to impress and some to teach. Enjoy."
He waved.


"Admiral
I need you to jack in for authorization for parts..." Proteus responded.
Irons frowned but then nodded. 


"I'm
reading reports for the next two hours. Go for it." He extended his right
hand to allow his middle finger to morph and then plug into the universal port
on the desk edge. "Happy now?" Irons teased. He felt the AI tap his
coding database then withdraw.


"Thank
you Admiral," Proteus responded.


“We've
got a couple hours then I want to check out how Sergio and the pilots are
doing.”


 


Sergio
pulled up around the piece of debris and then cut his engine. He looked around.
He was still getting used to his neural feeds so he was a second behind
catching the rear feed. Two shots was all it took to drop him out of the sim.


He
grimaced as the sim cleared and his pod opened. He tried not to hide his hurt
as he took off the helmet and ran his hand through his hair. He was getting
trounced on a regular basis now. It wasn't fair. He was good, he had played all
the flight sims he could before the admiral had come along and mastered them. The
other pilots had years of experience with neural feeds though. He was still
learning them and his reflexes using them were obviously subpar. He unbuckled
the tractor harness then climbed out and made his way to the pilot's ready room
and his usual drubbing.


The
sim complex was growing. It was a can habitat, docked for now with the station.
Newly built, it had all the equipment the new pilots needed to train with until
they could get more fighters into production.


The
Admiral had decided to hold off on building the emergency fighters the Navy had
desperately resorted to in the final stages of the war. Sergio couldn't blame
him really, they were little more than a command pod, engine, power plant, and
civilian grade sensors. The one Firefly had was pathetic compared to the
fighters in the database he now knew.


Once
the growing yard got the ships squared away the Admiral had promised him a
short production run of fighters. So until then he and the other potential
fighter pilots were getting as much stick time in the work pods and shuttles
and in the sims as they could. For now though he had to get his game face on
and take his medicine he thought with another grimace.


 


"Cock
a doodle do from me to you!" the green haired buzz cut youth howled
snidely pointing both index fingers like gun barrels to Sergio. Sergio blushed
red. Irons grimaced and headed over.


"Admiral
on the deck!" one of the ROTC... former ROTC now, ensigns said snapping to
attention. The others in the pilots' wardroom hastily followed suit. Sergio was
last. That ingrained habit had yet to fully mature in him. Irons wondered if it
ever would. 


"Having
fun are we?" he asked quietly looking around. Their eyes darted back and
forth but they didn't move their heads. "Sim practice I assume?" he
asked.


"Yes
sir Admiral sir," one of the lieutenants, a buzz cut young man with a whip
cord body said. "Rooster was just schooling the Lt. here." He nodded
to Sergio who's ear tips went even brighter red.


Irons
nodded. "You've had a lot of practice Rooster?" Irons turned to the
young man. 


He
gulped and then nodded. "Aye sir." 


Irons
smile turned into a feral grin. "Care for a match?" he asked. The Lt.
looked


a
bit scared. 


"Ah
sir, um ah..." 


Irons
face smoothed into a knowing smile. "Some other time then," he shrugged
as some of the others snickered. "All of you are now learning there is
someone else out there better than you." He looked around. "It is a
good lesson, sometimes you learn it the hard way. Briefly," he paused.


"Fighter
ops are not for the faint of heart." He turned on the Lieutenant. "Or
the reckless." He turned pacing back and forth, arms behind his back.
"Remember to cover your wingman and keep a cool head. Someday you'll need
him to scratch the fleas off your  back." He looked over to Sergio's
wingman who blushed. 


"Sorry
sir," she said quietly. "I dropped the ball. Won’t happen
again," she said.


"It'd
better not. Sergio may not have the experience you lot have, but he's also your
senior officer. Therefore HE writes your performance reviews." He looked
around as several blanched at this. He smiled. "Then again, I review them
and I take a dim view 


on
anyone who sucks up to people or doesn't give their all, sim or not. The best
way to train is balls to the wall. All or nothing. Otherwise you're just playing."
He looked around. "That clear?" he asked.


"Clear
sir!" they answered in unison. He smiled.


"Good.
Carry on." He walked off.


"Sir."
He turned the corner and slowed to allow Sergio to catch up. "Sir, I'd
like to thank you for intervening but I need to handle it on my own."
Irons turned, eyebrow cocked.


"You're
right, you do need to handle it. But you need to develop your discipline and
toughen up a bit. And improve in the skills department," he said softly.
Sergio looked away then nodded.


"I'll
do better Admiral," he said after a moment. Irons nodded.


"I
know you will Sergio. You’re doing good. I know you’re feeling your way out day
to day. Take a couple days and watch the command staff. Check out the
discipline tutorials in the database. Military deportment ones too for that
matter." Sergio nodded miserably.


“While
you're at it, try a couple of the simpler games. The ones that help you hone
your implant use and reflexes. Try... lets see Tetris 3D might work. It's got
some good basic spatial relationships you can focus on. Or one of the other
puzzle games. Simple things mind you, not a piloting game. Piloting skills
you've got.” Sergio nodded, still looking down at the deck.


"Don't
let it get to you son, you know you’re just starting out. Keep a cool head no
matter what happens in the cockpit or in the locker room. Keep
practicing." Irons patted his shoulder. "But," he held up a
finger in warning.


"But?"
Sergio asked.


"If
you think any of them slack off and let you win, come down on them like a ton
of bricks. You need the maximum training just as much as they do. I wasn't
kidding about there being few second chances in combat," Irons responded.
Sergio's eyes widened. "That's what I meant about suck ups. You need to
learn to kick ass in and out of the cockpit," he nodded. Sergio smiled and
came to attention.


"Thank
you Admiral, I'll do better," he said saluting. 


Irons
returned the salute. "You'd better or your ass is grass," Irons
replied. "Dismissed." He watched as Sergio turned and left.


"Sprite
remind me to have the Major run a deportment and discipline class. Also some
team building exercises. Something short for our mustangs to get into the swing
of things. Short sweet and nasty," he smiled grimly. 


The
AI chuckled evilly. "I like it. Nasty. Putting a marine major or better
yet the gunny in charge of prospective navy officers and enlisted. Ewe. That's
cruel even from you," she chuckled. "I love it," she said.


"Getting
flack from the newbies?" Irons asked.


"They
can be a pain in the virtual posterior. There is one that is a hacker, I
haven't figured out which it is yet. I've got my eyes on a couple likely
suspects though." 


Irons
grimaced. "Figure it out then put them to work with more... constructive
endeavors," he said. The AI laughed again.


"With
you, that's taking on a whole new meaning," Sprite said. Irons chuckled as
he moved off.


 


Irons
studied the report the next morning and nodded. The pilots were coming along
well. Cycling them through a carousel of job duties kept them on their toes.
Throwing different opponents at them in the sims did as well. He smiled a bit.


“I
know that smile. You're thinking about messing with someone,” Logan said
chuckling. Irons looked up and his smile grew into a grin.


“Just
thinking about life's little pleasures. And keeping people on their toes.”


“The
pilots?” Logan asked. Irons cocked an eyebrow at him. “Heard you had a chat in
the pilot's ready room.”


Irons
shook his head. As usual scuttlebutt was incredibly fast. “Yeah. I was thinking
about tossing them a few extra challenges. Just to keep them from getting
stale.”


“Stale.
Sure...” Logan chuckled. “Xenos?” he asked. Irons shrugged a little,
sitting back. “Sure you are,” he said studying the Admiral.


“It'll
teach them teamwork and thinking outside the box.” He indicated a nearby chair.


“Yeah,
true. And that they can't rely on a frontal attack,” Logan said shaking his
head and sitting down. Xeno fighters, at least their main battle line fighters
relied on a reactionless drive that was the exception to the mass rule. 


Normally
a ship using a reactionless drive needed another mass to push against. However
if you put enough emitters in the bow of a ship they could generate a massive
mass shadow, one large enough to pull the ship. Of course there were always
tradeoffs.


For
one thing the Xeno fighters were not very maneuverable. That massive black hole
in front of them preferred to go in a straight line whenever possible. Second,
to generate the black hole they had to beef up the ships structure and
quadruple the dark matter antimatter power plant.


That
came at a cost. To shoehorn the massive power plant into the reinforced frame
they had been forced to delete the entire reactionary drive. That however let
them delete most of the fuel needed as well.


And
of course with a massive black hole in front of them they had tactical
tradeoffs as well. Mass shadow sucked up anything shot at it. The fighters were
practically invulnerable to a frontal attack.


However
they also couldn't fire that way either. Energy weapons attenuated when
they hit the edge of the mass shadow. For that matter sensors did as well.
However the Xeno's had built compensation software into their sensor suites to
handle that part.


It
also prevented the fighters from firing any missiles, mass driver rounds, or
torpedoes forward. Consequentially they would either drop the objects or fire
them out on a divergent arch around the mass shadow.


This
increased the time it took to get a missile out to a target, but the target
would be attacked from a vector it wasn't expecting. Misdirection, just like
what the Xeno's had been famous for.


One
of the last tradeoffs was the energy flare. To use the mass shadow drive was to
let everyone in the system with a mass spectrometer or a mass detector know you
are there. It also sucked in materials, like say interstellar hydrogen and the
compacting forces created quiet an energy flare... not exactly stealthy.
Something that wasn't usually in the Xeno handbook. Which was why the fighters
were battle line units and not stealth units.


“...I
still think we should do up some of the emergency fighters just in case
Admiral.”


Irons
grimaced. He'd been woolgathering about the damn Xeno fighters instead of
paying attention to business. He grunted, getting his mental faculties back on
track. “Yes but they are death traps. I'd rather build the core around
something reliable.”


“True,”
Logan said nodding. “The E-frames are pretty crude. But if it works...”


“That's
the other thing though,” Irons waved. “We don't have a carrier for them. Yet.”


“I
thought we were going off the cruisers and other ships?” Logan asked.


“For
now. We'll bring them up to full squadrons as time allows, but a fighter wing
is best when it's together in one block. Dispersed in penny packets means they
aren't nearly as effective a weapon as they should be.”


“The
old penny packet versus concentrated routine Admiral?” Sprite asked. “That's
not like you. You're normally a redundancy kind of guy.”


Logan
cocked his head but didn't comment. The Admiral pursed his lips for a moment.
“You've got me there,” he admitted reluctantly after a moment.


“Besides,
having them on other platforms would allow us to station them as force
multipliers near the jump points. That way they could patrol them and be on
hand as quick reaction forces,” Sprite commented.


“But
dispersing them in penny packets would require each squadron having additional
logistics and maintenance personnel beyond what is currently feasible,” Firefly
replied.


“True,”
Irons grimaced. “I was planning on a light escort carrier design. Something rugged,
easy to build, and quick to put into action.”


“Victory
ships,” Logan said nodding.


“Exactly,”
Irons said nodding in return. 


Firefly
turned to the Commander then back to the Admiral. “Admiral. With all due
respect. We don't have the blueprints.” Irons smiled. “Or do we?” the AI asked
suddenly, turning his attention to Sprite's avatar. “Just what is in that
database you've got on the Admiral's launch?” Sprite nodded. “From the repair
tender's database. Interesting. I didn't know it didn't erase it.”


“Nope.
What was erased we filled in the blanks or sketched out the basics for later
review. It's a cornucopia of material. All compressed of course. I'll get you
the unclassified index,” Sprite said waving a hand airily.


Firefly's
eyes flashed a dark red. “You'll...”


“Softly,”
Irons said nodding. Firefly turned to him. Irons turned to Sprite. “Give them
both access to the material they are cleared for. In fact... while you’re at
it.” He turned to Logan. “I want another database made. At least two. Dispersed
of course,” he shrugged. “Just in case.”


“Back
to the redundant thing?” Sprite asked snorting. “There is a copy in the
shipyard already.”


“You
know me so well,” he smiled.


 


"Are
you sure this is necessary?" Dan asked looking at the faces around the
table.


"You
know it is. He's got to go. One way or another," the chairwoman said
steepling her fingers. "He's an obstacle."


"Yeah,
but we need him. He's the one who put this all together. Without him we'd be
food for the pirates," Dan said looking uncomfortable.


"Precisely
why we're just going to run him out of the system and not kill him," the
chairwoman said. Dan looked surprised then grimaced.


"I
know he's a prig but why?" he looked at them in confusion. "I know he
can be a prig. I know that, I've worked with the man. But we're going to need
them if Horath sends that dreadnought." He looked around to each of them.


"With
you and our other noble defenders?" she asked.


"Against
a dreadnaught? Get real,” he snorted. “We can't do it all. He's got a lifetime
of experience and the access codes. We only have the codes up to commanders
rank," he grimaced.


"Precisely.
He's holding you down. Once he's gone we'll promote you to the rank you truly
deserve," the chairwoman's voice was silky smooth. 


Dan
chuckled nervously. "All right, but if this blows back, you’re in serious
trouble." He looked around. "He's not the Port Admiral, he's a hero
and he could use that against you."


"Not
if we find... let’s say the right way to encourage him to leave," a
governor said smiling. Dan looked at the fat man then shook his head. 


"I
don't want to know," he got up.


"So
you'll do it?" the chairwoman asked.


"Yeah,
I'll get you his schedule and make the call. I'll try to keep the others in
check when it all goes down," he said not looking at them.


"Go
on then," the chairwoman nodded as he hastily left. She turned her chair
sitting back.


"Is
he going to be a problem?" one of the others asked.


"Possibly.
He's ambitious, but he's had some indoctrination of honor and courage.
Fortunately for us it hasn't embedded to deeply yet," another responded
picking up his drink.


"You've
got to admit, the Admiral has had his uses. I never thought I'd actually drink
a Terran bourbon," he smiled taking a sip then saluting.


"Any
engineer with access to a replicator can do that now. He's outstayed his
welcome," the chairwoman said.


"Getting
rid of him is not going to be easy," another said. "Are you sure it
will work?" he asked.


"If
I know one thing, the combination should provide all the leverage we need. As
long as we apply it properly," she said picking her own glass up.


"And
the commander?" another asked. "I don't like loose ends," he
said.


The
chairwoman laughed. "Unlike the Admiral his implants are not as
formidable. I think we can arrange an accident. After all, space is a dangerous
place." She smiled grimly. Several of her followers chuckled with her.


 


"What
do you have?" one girl asked. 


"Fluid
dynamics and magnetic field dynamics. I can see the magnetics class but why
fluid dynamics? I want to be a fusion tech!" the woman said confused.
Irons slowed as he rounded the corner to the college quad. He paused. 


"The
fluid dynamics class is critical in fusion generators. You have to balance the
bottle at all times," he said nodding to the girls. They clutched at their
padds looking wide eyed.


"Tttthanks
uh Admiral sir," the first girl said. He chuckled as he passed them.


"No
problem."


"Did
you see that! He's so handsome!" one whispered. Irons felt his ears heat.
"Nice butt too!" the other whispered. He turned to see her going weak
kneed. He caught her looking and she blushed and started giggling furiously.
She turned embarrassed. he went around the corner and bumped into another
student.


"Hey
watch it!" The kid looked up. "What do you... oh sorry Admiral."
Irons blushed and shrugged.


"My
fault son. Carry on," he said gruffly then moved off.


"Well,
that was fun," Sprite said.


"Sprite?"
he asked tightly.


"Shutting
up now."


"Right."


 




Chapter 26


 


The
Admiral turned a corner and stopped at the hatch. "Admiral, multiple life
signs detected within," Defender reported. He nodded in acknowledgment.
Replicators were all in service now, and each of them were running around the
clock. Of course they would be have people manning them. That was to be
expected after five months with them up and running. At leas the hoped so. He
recognized one signature though as his hand palmed the latch control.


"Angie?"
he asked opening the door. "Oh sorry, I didn't know you had a class."
He looked around as Angie smiled to him. The class was made up of about twenty
students, ranging from early teenager to thirty year olds, it was a diverse
group, there were several elves and even a neochimp.


"Class
you all know Admiral Irons," she nodded politely to him. He turned and
waved a polite hello. Several of the students stiffened, ROTC students most
likely.


"Relax
folks; as you were, I was just dropping in." He cocked an eye at Angie.
She shrugged.


"Hands
on goes hand in hand with the class room Admiral. At least for
engineering," she explained. He chuckled. 


"Where
did you get that one from?" he asked. 


She
dimpled. "Logan. I mean Commander Logan. Stole it from him." He
chuckled. "Since you are here you can field a few questions some of the
engineering students have been asking." She nodded to a couple. "All
right Jason," she nodded. He turned to the Admiral and smiled nervously.


"Ah,
Admiral we were wondering how your implants worked. How you make repairs I
mean." 


Irons
chuckled. "I have several different methods. The easiest is plug and play
of course." He hefted his right arm and triggered its demo morph. Several
people ohhed and ahed. Some had seen it before. "As you can see I have a
plasma torch, micro tools, saws, and other tools."


"Ah,
we heard you had nanites too?" someone in the back asked. He turned. The
chimp grimaced a smile at him. He bowed politely. 


"That
I do. They maintain my body and also can be used in making repairs to things
including other people if needed." He flexed his hand as it returned to
normal.


"Is
that all you have?" someone else asked.


"No,
but most of my other implants are still classified." He smiled at some of
the disappointed looks. 


"Can
we get them too?" a child asked. Another punched her in the arm. She
turned on him glowering.


"No.
You can get basic civilian grade implants when they become available, or you
can enlist and get military grade." He nodded to the ROTC students who
straightened. "My cybernetics are so... extensive due to injuries I
suffered in the line of duty," he shrugged.


"Couldn't
you have had cloned replacements?" the same girl asked. He smiled. 


"Yes
I could have. I was asked to volunteer for this. I did," he said.
"It's worked out well for me so far." He turned, facing the class.
"There are some systems that allowed people to extensively modify their bodies.
Some replaced everything but the brain and brain stem." Several people
shuddered at this. Irons nodded.


"Right,
even today that practice is frowned upon. Most people who receive implants
prefer them to look like natural limbs."


"You
have a Wi-Fi link right?" a voice asked. He turned to an elf. "And a
universal translator?" she smiled.


"Why
yes Lieutenant Purple Blossom I do," he chuckled. "It allows me and
my AIs to access the system and to speak with other species." He bowed to
her. She nodded regally back then blinked. Her tail twitched.


"I
believe you were talking about replicators?" he turned to Angie who
nodded. "Does anyone know what happens if you try to make another
replicator? Or a military parts?" she asked. He looked around the class.


A
hand raised tentatively. It was a blond male ROTC student. "Yes?" he
asked.


"It
doesn't work?" he asked.


"Yes
you're right. If anyone other than authorized people try, it will lock the
replicator down." He waved to the replicator. "This is industrial
replicator 4. It was locked down when someone tried to make a bomb."
Several people gasped at that. He nodded.


"Right.
For the safety of the public certain things are on a restricted access list.
Does anyone know what else is on the list?" he looked at them.


Lieutenant
Purple Blossom raised her three fingered hand. He nodded to her. "Nanites.
Also anything that could make a hyper drive, nuclear warhead, antimatter,
replicator, AI core, or gravity emitter." Irons nodded. 


"Right.
Some things on the list can be delegated to others like grav emitters or ship
parts. But others require a manual jack in." Irons tapped the controls. A
part had just finished replicating. "Your part is done," he said.
Angie opened the door and pulled it out.


"How
can we make replicators then?" someone in the back asked.


"Like
this," Irons smiled as he turned and jacked in to the universal port. In a
moment the replicator list and a food replicator began to form.


"How
are you... wait, you’re on the list? The access list?" Purple Blossom
asked. Irons nodded.


"Everyone
in the military has basic access to some military hardware. But officers
receive higher access key codes, and when you get to flag rank, you get almost
unlimited access." The glow faded as the replicator finished. he un-jacked
and turned. "I can make almost everything on the restricted list."


"What
can't you make?" Purple Blossom asked. 


"Medical
nanites. Since I am an engineering Admiral I didn't have a need to know. But
medical officers do, so they can," he waved. "People like the doctor
can make medical nanites if they are needed. That is why we have all our regen
tanks up now, and why we've started offering rejuv and systematic repair to
everyone in the system."


Several
people gasped at that. Others nodded. "It's going to make the population
much healthier, and they will live longer, more productive lives." He
bowed as the class began to clap. Angie joined in. He felt his cheeks blush.


 


Sergio
grimaced as he came in and flopped down in a chair. He was still drenched in
sweat. He used a towel to wipe at the excess on his forehead.


“So,
how'd it go?” a voice asked. He looked up to see Captain Mayweather in the
entry hatch. He started to snap to his feet but she waved him back down.


“Okay
ma'am once we got over the fright and got our brains functioning again.” He
watched as she went over to the cafe nook and poured herself a cup of coffee.
She brandished the pot but he shook his head no.


“Yeah,
I heard about that. Xeno's huh?” Mayweather smiled.


“Whoever
thought of tossing them at us like that has a nasty streak,” Sergio sighed,
leaning back.


“That
would be the Admiral if I don't miss my guess,” she smiled and took a sip of
coffee. “Typical of him.”


“He...”


“He
has his reasons Lieutenant,” Mayweather said leaning back against the edge of
the counter. “What did you learn from the experience?”


“That
you really can't die of fright no matter what they throw at you? Or that the
catheter system works well?” Sergio said chuckling.


“That
is if you don't let the fright freeze you up and make you a target,” Mayweather
retorted.


“Yeah,”
Sergio grimaced. “The squids are big and bad, nasty fighters, but everything
has a weakness.” He tried to hide his own annoyance. He'd thought he'd known
every fighter they would encounter.


“And
you found their Achilles heel?”


“Not
me, one of the jigs,” he admitted reluctantly. “She remembered an ROTC sim she
did after watching news footage and put the pieces together. Then someone else,
Wyvern, got smart and did some research.”


“On
the fly? I'm impressed,” Mayweather nodded. She took another sip of coffee.


Sergio
shrugged. “It's all in the databases and even in our neural nets if we just
bother to look,” he tapped his head and grimaced.


“And
the solution was?”


“Teamwork.
See the squids have this massive black hole in front pulling them forward. They
have arms lined with emitters to both generate and contain the thing.” He used
his fingers to show what he meant. Mayweather was amused, most of the pilots
had a tendency to talk with their hands when they talked about piloting or got
excited about something or other. 


“The
black hole makes it impossible to attack them forward, so they like to keep it
toward the enemy and charge with it. The fighters move in a straight line,
great for acceleration, but they suck at maneuvering. We also found that they
use an AI for a pilot. Well, an AI and an organic computer. Whatever the heck
that is.” Mayweather felt a brief surge of amusement. 


“Ah,”
she nodded. “So the solution is...”


“Teamwork
like I said,” Sergio said again and then grimaced. “It took a bit of trial and
error, but we figured out that if we have one person playing wild weasel,
that's ah, a fighter sent out as a decoy...”


“I
know the term Lieutenant,” Mayweather said nodding.


“Yes
Ma'am. As I was saying, we have one person out as a decoy. The others lay doggo
and when the squid passes they power up and pounce from other vectors. The
squids can fire off bore, that's really how they work anyway, nothing can get
through that black hole. But if you attack at the right angle or from more than
one vector at the same time then you can get through. Their shields are weak.”


“And
this did the job? Interesting,” she nodded.


“Yes
ma'am. I did a little reading since I got waxed in the first sim and had to
wait until it finished. Those fighters are unusual for the Xeno's. I thought
they would have something more... subtle.” He shrugged at the idea.


“You
mean they prefer stealth, cunning, and a quick attack from an unexpected
direction over a frontal assault?”


“Yes
ma'am. It, I mean it doesn't seem in their nature to use this. It's ah. Crude
from what I understand..”


“Well,
it stems from their nature. At least that's what I picked up from my research
anyway,” Mayweather shrugged. “According to the Intel of the time, the Xeno's
would infiltrate other societies with clones and computer viruses, copy what
they can, then hit the weakest points they can exploit. They prefer to keep
their forces under wraps for as long as possible. From what Intel gathers most
of their tech is grafted onto their fleet from things they gleaned from other
races.”


“Oh.”


“The
main line fleets weren't seen unless and until there was no other option. They
aren't innovators. Not as much as other races. I'm not sure if that is because
they have become spoiled about getting something for nothing when they conquer
other races, or if it was there in their make up as a blind spot the entire
time. From what I gathered from the tactical database their soldiers do not
adapt well when a situation changes rapidly. Cut off from the chain of command
will also mess them up. Keep that in mind.”


“Lieutenant
have you ever seen a Xeno fighter take down a capital ship?” Firefly asked.
Both of the officers looked up in surprise.


“I
didn't know they could. With a capital missile I'd think...” Mayweather said.


“No,
just with the drive,” Firefly replied.  A holo projection appeared over the
table as the light dimmed. A swarm of Xeno fighters bore in on a task force.
The point of view was skewed, it was from the one of the ships.


“This
is real footage?” Sergio asked.


“Yes.
I was there,” Firefly replied softly.


They
watched soberly as the fighters bore in. They crashed with suicidal intensity
into the barrage of fire, soaking it up with their black hole drives. Then they
slammed into the first ship, a battle cruiser. It's shield buckled, then
failed. Her shield and drive pods exploded like over ripe melons all over her
hull.


The
fighter bored on, right through the hull, it tore through it like it was tissue
paper, then out the other side. A second fighter followed it. But it hit
something vital and the ship exploded, tearing itself and the escaping fighter
apart.


“Damn,”
Mayweather said, shaken.


The
viewpoint shifted to focus on a second group bearing in on the camera. They
felt a thrill of fear. Suddenly the camera jolted and then seemed to move with
explosive force.


“I
discovered that a well timed OMS burst could get me out of the way in time. Too
close and the edge of the singularity disrupts my wedge and shields though. A
larger ship doesn't have this ability, they are too large, and to slow on the
helm.”


“I
can imagine,” Mayweather nodded. They watched the final bit as Firefly's
viewpoint stabilized then weapons fire resumed, this time taking the Xeno
fighters from behind, popping them one by one.


“YES!”
Sergio crowed smiling.


“It
worked that time. But I was lucky. I was one of the few survivors in the fleet.
The Xeno's aren't innovators, we discovered their main battle line prefers this
tactic in a lot of our initial engagements. It's effective against larger
capital ships.”


“Well,
trading a fighter for a dreadnaught is economical for them.”


“True.”


“I
wonder who they got the idea from?” Mayweather asked.


“Oh.
No idea,” Sergio's brows knit. “So back to what you were saying before; this
fighter design isn't original?”


“Nope.
They copied it from someone else. Probably were impressed with it and decided
it would make a great sledge hammer. They forgot that fighters are better used
as rapiers.”


“True,”
Sergio nodded. “You said cutting off the chain of command... Did you have
something specific in mind?”


“What
do you think?” Mayweather asked smiling slightly. “How would you do that with
fighters?”


“Ah,
cut off their communications and sensors with a jammer. Either a dropped sat or
a dedicated craft.”


“Bingo.”


“So
the purpose of the exercise?” Firefly asked from a speaker overhead. Sergio and
the captain looked up.


“I
keep forgetting we're being watched,” Sergio muttered. “Um.. don't do a frontal
assault?” he said speaking up.


“And?”
Mayweather asked. “How did you end up killing them again?”


Sergio's
face cleared as he sat back. “Teamwork.”


“Which
was probably the real purpose of the exercise I bet,” Mayweather shook her
head. “Pilots are an independent lot, you rely on your gut and the craft's
computer to do things. Fighters are hot shot throttle jockey weenies with an
itchy trigger finger and a suicidal immortality streak for an ego. You've also
got a competitive streak an AU wide.”


Sergio
looked to protest but the captain leveled a cool gaze his way. He shrugged.


“Normally
fighters fight in pairs or in groups. I've seen enough of your fur balls,
trying to make head or tail of it can give even super AI like Firefly a
headache.”


“Order
from chaos is the nature of battlefield analysis captain.”


“Shut
up,” Mayweather growled playfully her eyes twinkling and her lips curving once
more into a smile. “My point is, sometimes you need to get over yourself and
put your ego on hold. How many traps have you done?”


“Ah...”


“Simulated
I mean of course.”


“Ah..
None,” Sergio shrugged. “We usually jump into a space flight, run the combat
sim, then do a debrief,” he explained. Suddenly that sounded like a lame
excuse.


“Hmmm...
No, that's not good. It's not realistic,” Mayweather shook her head.


“Not
realistic?” Sergio asked looking at her.


“Remember
what you've done as a tug pilot? The boredom? The finicky work of docking and
undocking? Communicating and coordinating your efforts with others?”


“Ah...
yeah...”


“So?
You think every time you strap a fighter on it's going to be an instant free
for all?” Mayweather shook her head and chuckled at his sheepish look. “Grow up
kid, it's not all fun and games.”


“Hours
of boredom punctuated by brief instances of sheer terror,” Firefly said.
Mayweather looked at the speaker then shrugged. “You also don't know for sure
if they can hack the black,” the AI finished.


“Well,
most do shuttle or pod work,” Mayweather replied. 


“That
is within a fixed envelope under controlled conditions while in the shadow of
the station or ship. By hacking the black I mean a prolonged recon flight with
nothing but the darkness of space around you.”


“Oh,”
Sergio said nodding. He looked at Mayweather who was nodding slowly.


“You
are doing fighter exercises once a week?”


“Yes
Ma'am.”


“So,
my recommendation to you, dial back the combat sims and start fresh with the
nuts and bolts on your next scheduled exercise. You know, the stuff you take
for granted that can kill you if you do. Launches and traps. Long periods of
boredom like our AI colleague mentioned. Lull them into complacency then toss
them into the mix without warning. Teach them it's not easy to be at the top of
your game all the time,” she frowned as she paused then shrugged. “Get one of
the AI to add a random matrix generator, designed to throw you repair problems
as well.”


“Huh?”
Sergio asked blinking.


“Oh,
like say, what would happen if you try to land a fighter that has been damaged?
Now what about in a combat situation?”


“Um...”
his brows knit.


“Or
a fluctuating drive?” she asked again leaning forward. “Or a sticky trigger?
What about a sticky throttle? Or a bad IFF? Jamming or broken radio? What about
a defensive exercise? Defending a convoy or fleet?”


“Okay.
I get your meaning,” he nodded. “Can I ah, borrow Firefly..”


“I'm
not doing anything pressing right now Lieutenant. I can help you with your
project,” the AI replied.


“Fine.
It'll keep you both busy and out of my hair,” Mayweather grinned. “Maybe I'll
toss something in. Or toss the idea to the Admiral.”


“Now
now, there's no need to get nasty,” Firefly replied. Mayweather chuckled. “But
your idea has spawned one of my own... a joint exercise.”


“Ah?”
Mayweather asked, eyebrow arched in query.


“Yes,
what about a group exercise? Entire ship companies? A mixed exercise with main
line ships and fighters?”


“Oh...”
Mayweather rubbed her chin in thought. “We'd have to be all together for that
or it wouldn't fly. I don't think we're up to a star siege or a planetary
landing but... I dunno. After seeing that footage I think it's a good idea.
We're not likely to run into Xenos, but if anyone runs across a fighter or two,
we could be in trouble. If it was an unexpected drill though...”


“Now
who's the one being nasty?” Firefly teased. Both humans laughed at that.


 


Sprite
flicked a line across a paragraph, blotting it out. "What's that?"
the Admiral asked curious. 


"Another
naval reduction one. This one's even better," she smiled. "As of the
next quarter all military personnel will use only Benson's food
distribution," Sprite grinned.


The
Admiral groaned. "That makes what, twelve?" he asked. He couldn't
believe how fast the Pyrax congress had started in with this. It was like they
were taking up where the ghosts of their ancestors had left off, and determined
to live up to their nasty reputation of obstructionism to the fullest. Pyrax
had a congress, or what ever they called themselves for three months now and if
they were like this now, he shuddered to think about what the future would
bring. Nothing good probably. Hell, definitely.


"Fourteen
counting the one saying the navy has to use rugs from Balderdash inc and...
This one that says the navy has to clear all movements in triplicate." The
Admiral shook his head.


"They're
kidding," he sighed sitting back.


"Gotta
love the power of a line item veto," Sprite replied. He grunted. The
campaign election for governor was still ongoing. The election itself wasn't
for another week and a half.


"Admiral
we have a problem," Logan came into the room and stopped to view Irons
staring at the ceiling. 


"Something
I should know about?" he asked craning his neck to see.


"Not
if you count blue thoughts about politicians," Irons sat up straight.
"Now what?" he asked.


"It
seems we've been bumped down as low man on the totem pole. The navy will get
materials when system expansion and repair projects are finished," Logan
said, obviously quoting.


"Who
gave you that song and dance?" the Admiral asked.


"Bernard.
Representative of New Kentucky international. Whatever." Logan sat.
"I'm starting to regret saving the them. I think we should have been rooting
for the pirates."


Irons
chuckled. "There is a fix for that." He keyed his communications
implant.


"Communications,
how can we help you Admiral?" a voice asked.


"I
want a bulletin to each ship captain. I want them to pick up any unmarked or
unregistered asteroids that are worth it when coming into the station. They are
to use their onboard facilities to purify what they can and make what they
can."


"Ah,
yes sir," Logan nodded.


"Make
sure Captain Mayweather knows this. Amend a copy of Representative Bernard's
latest announcement so they know why. Irons out." He cut the signal.


"Well,
they won’t like it, but it will cut out the middle man," Logan smiled.
"Boy are the people on station going to be pissed!" The Admiral
chuckled.


"Their
problem. Not mine. I have enough on my plate as it is," he grumped. Logan
got up.


"What
about fuel?" he asked.


"We
deal directly with the Valdez family. That isn't a problem. I own a partial
interest in the gas giant refineries we put up anyway," Irons smiled.


"Right.
Okay then. I'll go check and see what else has gone wrong," Logan gave him
a nod then left.


"Yeah,
my sentiments exactly," the Admiral muttered.


 


Shelby
smiled as a group of kids tossed a ball around. She was at her favorite spot,
at the cantina on deck nineteen overlooking the park. Firefly was in for the
moment and she was on liberty for another three hours before she had to report
back. 


"My
dad says it’s a religious thing some crackpot dreamed up," one kid said
snidely. Looks like another argument she thought.


"Nuh
uh! My mommy says it's cause someone ran into something we don't
understand," another kid said. She hid a smile. 


One
of the kids looked up and spotted her. "There's commander Logan, let's ask
her."


The
kids raced off in a mob up the stairs past nearby diners and then suddenly
braked in a twisted boat load of brats at her feet. "And what can I answer
that you can't?" she asked smiling.


"Well
ah, we ah..." a little girl with pigtails stumbled.


"We
ah.. Quit it!" another boy, this one covered in freckles with shocking
orange red hair turned and yanked her pigtail. 


"Out
with it! She's a busy lady!" He turned back to her. "Sorry
Commander." She hid a smile.


"No
problem. Sometimes people are shy though Billy, give them time to get over
it." She nodded to the girl. "Go ahead Francesca."


She
blushed. "Well..." she toed the ground. "We were wondering why
people say spirits of space or goddess of space." Shelby's eyebrow's rose
in surprise.


"My
my, you do pick the tough ones." She sat back gathering her thoughts.
"Well, I guess it's a bit complicated, as many sayings are. Both sayings
and several others are linked to spacers. You see, back on our home worlds
before spaceflight there were sailors that sailed oceans of water."


She
smiled. "These people personified the oceans as female because of their
fickle nature." One of the kids looked confused. He held up his hand.
"Yes Nigel?"


"What's
persona personi..." She chuckled.


"It
means that we think of something, an inanimate object as a person. It's a
physiological thing," she shrugged. "You see, the seas on many worlds
changed, sometimes very fast. Rain, storms, high winds, no winds. Winds from
one direction, then another, it was a bewildering time for some."


Nigel
looked confused again. "It was a confusing time," she amended. His
face cleared and he smiled a gap toothed grin. 


"Got
it." Shelby chuckled.


"Well,
When people came to space they thought of it the same way. It is hot in the
sun, but terribly cold in the shade. Metal breaks down or sticks to itself.
there are storms of radiation and all sorts of things floating around,"
she waved. The kids nodded. 


"Like
asteroids and stuff?" Francesca said. Shelby touched her nose. 


"Right."
She looked up to the others. "Also, every time we come to space, things
flake off, or we toss trash out," she shrugged. "In our time we
recycle it all. But in the past space was dangerous." They nodded.


"So
why did you say it's like a woman?" Billy asked clearly confused. Shelby
grinned.


"Can
you figure out a girl?" He shook his head. "How about you?" she
looked over to Nigel. 


"Who
would want to?" he asked looking innocent. One of the girls stomped on his
foot. He turned on her and started to horse play.


"Is
that all that girls are? Hard to understand?" Billy asked, pausing.


"You'll
understand when your older," Shelby laughed. "Now get, go play while
you can." He saluted and ran off. "Scamp," she said smiling
again.


 


The
Major frowned at the marine recruits then went back to parade rest.
"General McGrath's brilliant campaign against the Verg ended with the
battle of their capital." He looked around. Irons nodded. "I want
each of you to do an analysis of his campaign and then give me a look at what
you would have done in the same scenarios. We will sim each in your next class.
Dismissed," he nodded and watched stonily as the class came to attention
then gathered their gear and filed out.


"Bloodbath
McGrath," Irons shook his head. He was making his rounds in the college
now in between classes. Things in the college and military were settling down
nicely. Not quite routine with all the new things coming out of the
replicators, but they had learned to adapt and take the changes in stride over
the past several months.


"What
was that Admiral?" the major asked looking over to him. 


"McGrath.
Bloodbath McGrath." The Major's frown came out in full force. "You
have to admit, he had a high body count," he sighed as he read the signs
of a hero worshiper.


"I
wasn't there Admiral. Neither were you since that battle happened nearly a
century before your birth. Respectfully, we can second guess the man on the
scene all we want in hindsight, but..." 


Irons
nodded. "But he was the man and called the shots as he saw them at the
time. I know, I remember that argument," he frowned. "I actually knew
him by the way."


The
Major's stoic expression broke briefly. "What was he like?" he asked.


"He
put up a good front. Bull in a china shop. He was built like a tank, and was a
frontal assault type," Irons grimaced.


"What?"
the Major asked picking up a tablet on the desk.


"His
politics later on were... " he shrugged. "He wanted to replace all
armed forces with genetically engineered cyborg super soldiers," Irons
explained. “It was near the end of his career.” The Major frowned.


"He
even managed to get a small test batch of commandos together as a demonstration
using black funds," he said grimly, scowling. He remembered the incident
well, he'd been one of the people sent in to clean up the mess.


"What
happened?" the Major asked after a moment.


"Our
military, our Federation is a volunteer democracy. Having genetically
engineered super soldier slaves didn't go over well when word leaked,"
Irons shrugged.


"We
had fights in the military and in the senate. Riots in some of the major
cities. He was forced to retire early. The super soldiers became a problem 
however," he looked bleak. "They had been trained... more programmed
than educated, since they were in the womb. Trying to break that and instill
initiative and free will had its consequences." He looked away. 


"Bad?"
the Major asked quietly. Irons nodded.


"As
bad as it gets. They went insane. They went on a rampage in the veteran
hospital station they were in. Marines, and commandos were sent in to stop
them. They charged powered armor in hospital briefs," he shook his head.
"One got to the reactors, we're not sure how, but he somehow over rode the
governors and got it to explode." 


The
Major whistled softly. "Nine million casualties. Not to mention
fragmentation damage to other stations and the ground. And we didn't get them
all." Irons sat down heavily. "Three got out in a search and rescue
shuttle. They went on a rampage until they were pinned down and taken out one
by one. After that well, McGrath ended his political run and disappeared into
retirement."


Irons
shook his head. "A year later he was killed by an angry woman who had lost
her entire family when the station went up." Irons sat back studying the
Major.


"I
didn't know that," he said quietly.


"It's
not in the tactical or strategic database. You'll find the news link in the library
history section or in Knox's journalism class," Irons shrugged. "I
can upload my meeting with him if you'd like." He looked at the Major who
shook his head then paused as if to reconsider then reluctantly nodded.


"He
was a pain in the ass. We crossed paths just after I received these," he
hefted his arm. "He came on strong. He thought I'd be gung ho about the
project and would support him. He was wrong." Irons shook his head.
"I'll let you draw your own conclusions," he shrugged. "It's
history now anyway. I have no intention of repeating that or allowing anyone
else to," he said firmly getting up. The Major came to attention.


"Carry
on Major," Irons nodded and left. He had an appointment with a
congressional committee to get to.


 


The
council room was quiet as the representative made his presentation. "So
you see, with focused gravity waves at strategic points we can force the belt
in onto itself to reform into a planet," he looked enthused. Irons smiled
as he sat back.


"Just
what sort of investment would this take?" another Representative asked.
The presenter hemmed and hawed for a few moments then told the group to hold
the questions until the end of the presentation.


At
the end of the presentation he folded his pointer and looked at the group
nervously. "Back to my original question. what is this going to
cost??" the rep asked. Irons chuckled softly. The representatives looked
at him. "Admiral? You have something to add here?"


Irons
nodded. "I am not a planetary engineer but I do have some limited experience.
To answer your question, quite a lot. You would need a series of gravity
emitters each the size of the Anvil space station." The others murmured at
this. "You would need massive power plants to power those same emitters.
Most likely a star tap. You would also need a dozen smart AI's with a planetary
class computer network and some strong communications links." He shrugged
as the babble doubled. 


Judge
Farley stood raising his hands. "All right ladies and gentlemen, let’s
keep it down. I know Mr. Genshi's proposal is a bit much to take in all at
once." Genshi's face went to stone. "But that doesn't say we
shouldn't try to look at this objectively," Farley ended diplomatically. 


"One's
reach should always exceed ones grasp," Irons murmured into the ensuing
quiet. Again they turned to him. 


"What
do you order Admiral?" a rep asked, leaning forward to see him. Irons
frowned. 


"I
am not here to order anything Mr. Brown, I am here as an observer and
consultant. I do have some intermediary suggestions for you to consider if you
would like to hear them." Irons sat back as several people nodded then
turned back to him. He stood. "All right the first is a series of O'Neill
colonies. These can be any size. You can build them in the traditional cylinder
format, or a spherical one." Sprite fed the images to


the
holo emitter. The lights dimmed and he waited for each of them to watch it. 


"And
just how much would these cost?" Genshi asked snidely. 


"A
lot. About as much as Anvil. But each would house from ten to one hundred
thousand people depending upon how they were built and could be occupied right
away. We, that is the navy, is working on a more limited project.” A holo of
the trans-habs was shown. “Each of these are cheap and quick to make, and can
house up to a hundred people depending on their size, but they have limited
shielding and are easily breached. They are at best temporary quarters. On a
change of subject,  your reformed planet would take four centuries to make and
would take up to another two centuries to cool before it could be terraformed
and occupied." The babble of voices started once more. Genshi fidgeted a
little in discomfort as dark looks were shot his way.


"Ahem."
The group quieted. "I believe we didn't see the long view there. Continue
if you will Admiral," Farley smiled to the Admiral. Irons nodded.


"Correct,
there are no shortcuts, no quick fixes,” Irons said nodding. “But that doesn't
mean it's not a worthwhile project to explore for those down the road.” He
nodded politely to Genshi then turned back to the room at large. 


“There
are four other habitat ideas. The first is to expand the lava tubes and
underground caverns in the moons to house people. The second is a micro Dyson
sphere." He nodded as the holo changed to an asteroid. "Precision, clean
nuclear charges detonate on the inside and outside. The inside charges blows
the material outward expanding the crust while the outside charges compresses
it and places a spin on the body at the same time. This would form a hollowed
sphere like the O'Neill colony.”


“After
a few months of cooling in the shade you could go in cut locks and set up
shop." He waited as several representatives made notes or pointed and
talked with their colleagues. 


“For
your information we, the navy that is,” he turned and nodded to them then back
to the holo projection. “are taking a different approach.” A few looked up
curious at that. He smiled a little. “The Navy is currently finishing the
ground work for the first micro Dyson sphere. We packed a four kilometer wide
asteroid with about half of a comet then sealed it, started it spinning on one
axis, and then super heated it with the weapons of Firefly.” The holo changed
to show a potato shaped rock slowly drifting in space. The scene lit as
Firefly's weapons played over the asteroid. They could just make out shuttles
around the asteroid stabilizing it's rotation.


 “The
crust melted in about two hours with a wide beam. When the heat hit the center
it superheated the volatile gases inside. When they flash boiled they expanded
rapidly pushing the crust out. This is called ballooning. It is also used in
solar mining. When it finished expanding it had begun to cool in the shade we
constructed. We've now got an eight and a half kilometer hollow sphere to use.
It will take about a year to cool if we can keep it in the shade. Once we cut
the door it will be used for a base and training ground as well as housing for
Naval personnel and their dependents.” That brought another round of
consternation and muttering from the committee.


“I
should point out that this was used to make the first battle planetoids in the
Sol system.” He watched a few of the reps frown, while others looked surprised.
“They were great for their time, but lacked shields, a drive, and other things.
And even though they are large and their armor is thick, it can be breached
with a petawatt graser, antimatter, or a gravity weapon. Crack it hard enough
and it comes apart,” he shrugged.


“Another
idea is to locate and then terraform a suitable moon in this system. I am not
sure which would be the right choice, an extensive survey would be needed.
There are various means to go about this, like using solar mirrors to heat an
atmosphere, comet impacts, or moving the moon to a more desirable orbit.” A few
of the reps snorted in derision at that idea so he moved on.


"The
last is even more ambitious than Mr. Genshi's proposal." Genshi looked up
startled as Irons turned to him with a smile. "That is a full Dyson
sphere. Only one has been built in the Federation. It is an artificial sphere
that encompasses the entire star at about 1 AU out." The holo changed and
several people gasped. "Needless to say it would be a herculean task even
in the old Federation." He shrugged and sat down.


"And
which do you favor?" a rep asked.


"As
I said before, I am here as an observer and consultant only. It is up to you to
decide." He sat back.


"But
which is the easiest?" the rep persisted.


"The
caverns of course," another answered. "But the lunar terraforming and
the micro Dyson spheres are intriguing." She looked at Irons who nodded.
She turned to Genshi. "Mr. Genshi did you look these up as well?"


Genshi
stood and shook his head. "I was focusing on the planet. I have spent
decades learning about every facet of terraforming in the hopes of restoring our
home world." He sat down abruptly. The rep turned her attention to the
Admiral.


Irons
smiled a closed mouth smile. “A man's view and reach should always exceed his
grasp. But when your trying to do something, it is best to start with goals you
can achieve and build on them.” A few nodded at this. "I would suggest you
start small, with what would give you the greatest bang for your buck, then
allocate, research, and lay the ground work to focus on larger projects as time
and resources permit," Irons said. “You can watch how we build the fleet
housing base and then decide if you'd like to do it as well,” he finished. She
nodded.


"Very
well, I agree," Judge Farley nodded as well. The burble of debate started
up once more.


One
of the reps turned to the admiral. “Just what is the navy's plans for the
future. I don't remember seeing that in any broadcast.”


“Well,
we are going to expand the growing repair base into a full base and then into a
shipyard. The station I mentioned earlier will be one of our habitats. We are
currently working on an academy syllabus and training facilities. Some of which
will be in the sphere,” he shrugged. “Beyond that we are laying the ground work
to build a factory ship and escorts which will visit the systems around Pyrax
and help them rebuild so they can be better trading partners and better
prepared against pirate attacks.” This received a few narrow looks and only a
few nods. “Those are our short term projects. You'll see the details in the
budget proposals after the final election this year.”


“Ah.
Just so,” the rep nodded looking at the others. “Do keep us in the loop.”


“Of
course,” he nodded.


"Admiral
you have a two o'clock meeting," Sprite reminded him as debate raged
around the table.


"If
you'll excuse me, I have another meeting to attend. I have uploaded the data I
have and my notes into the database. Have a good day." He got up as the
babble died out and made his way to the exit.


"That
is going to be interesting," Sprite said as he made his way down the hall.



"Very,"
he shook his head.


"Which
do you think they will go for?" she asked. 


"Most
likely the caverns and micro Dyson spheres, maybe the O'Neill colonies. Start
small," he shrugged. "That is their problem, not mine."


"Yeah
right, guess who they will come too to make it work, whatever they
decide?" she teased. Irons grunted.


"Way
to ruin a guy's day Sprite," he chuckled softly.


 


The
clink of ice cubes in glass woke the judge out of his reverie. "Long
day?" the Admiral asked hours later as he poured himself a drink.


Farley
chuckled. "You could say that. All thanks to Genshi dreaming big and not
doing his homework. That's ricocheting all over both houses. Well, I do seem to
recall you had a hand in it as well," he eyed the Admiral as he sat down
chuckling.


"Just
presenting alternatives," he shrugged.


"That
you did. My distinguished colleagues were falling all over themselves over
which one to choose. And of course arguing about it and why they should be the
first ones to benefit. I was half expecting a fist fight to break out," he
shook his head.


"You
mean you were hoping," Irons teased taking a sip. The judge chuckled
again.


"As
a fair and impartial man I decline to answer that. It would ruin my unbiased
reputation." Irons chuckled again.


"So,
which way did they jump?" Irons asked after a moment.


"Eh?
Oh, with one of your proposals. Well, all of them actually. Well, all but the
full Dyson sphere." Irons looked up surprised.


"You
are kidding!" he said. "Talk about overkill!" He shook his head.
"Do they have any idea what it will take to do some of those?" he
sighed.


"You
have only yourself to blame for giving them so many different ideas. They are
working out study groups now," Farley grimaced. "I was nominated for
one, I turned it down. Somehow I bet they wont be done until I've got great
grandkids."


Irons
grimaced. "Trying to shuffle you off to some dead end committee
again?" he asked.


"Looks
like it. They want me out of the way. Something is cooking," Farley
replied taking a sip. He hefted a tablet. "Budget proposal. It doesn't take
in your navy work or this terraforming venture," he sighed. Irons
chuckled.


"Well,
we're still in the make the tools to build the tools stage. It will be a while
before we really get into things. Then wait to see how the budget goes."


Farley
laughed. "You are not making it easy on me. I can hear the squeals now
when they get that news." Irons laughed again. "Seriously though,
something is in the wind Admiral, I can feel it. I don't know what they are up
to, but something sneaky is going on." He gave the Admiral a look.
"You are the most likely target."


Irons
sobered. "Yeah, I gathered that. Once the system elections are over I was
planning on falling back on my navy career. Politics are not my thing," he
shrugged taking a drink.


Farley
chuckled. "You could have fooled me!" He shook his head as the
Admiral got up. 


"I've
got to check in with Enrique. Thanks for the cognac." He put the glass
down on the bar.


"Any
time Admiral. And Admiral." The Admiral turned. "Watch your
back." Irons nodded.


 


The
next morning Mr. Genshi was waiting outside his quarters. “Admiral if I could
have a moment of your time..”


“I'm
rather surprised you got through security Mr. Genshi. Or is it doctor?”


“Ah...”


“How
long have you studied terraforming? Two decades I think you said.”


“Yes
it's really been my life's work,” he thrust his hands into his coat pockets.
Irons waved for him to proceed him. “I was really looking forward to the
renaissance terraforming a world would bring to our system.”


“It
still will doctor. The idea is on hold for the moment. It isn't dead.”


“Yes
but we really must start the ground work now for a project of such epic
proportions.”


“Doctor,
tell me, did you ever explore other alternatives?” Irons asked. The doctor
blinked at him. “I take that as a no?”


“Um.”


“Right,
no,” Irons sighed shaking his head at the narrow mind thought processes some
people locked themselves into. “Look doctor there are other tricks you can
employ to further your goals while laying other avenues open to explore. You
never want to back yourself into a corner and not have any sort of escape
plan,” he smiled. “I know it sounds trite, but we in the military always have a
plan B.”


“But
if you never fully commit to something it will never come true!” the doctor
said looking surprised as he stopped and held Irons’ arm desperately. “See this
is the problem, a singular lack of vision. But coming from you of all people!”


“Doctor,”
Irons laughed. “I'm sorry,” he said as the doctor reared back. “Look Doc, there
are... a lot of things people do not know about me. For one I, like any good
military commander; like to keep my options open. And I always have a backup
plan.” He nodded as a pair of ensigns saluted as they passed.


“Doctor,
look into some of the alternative methods of terraforming. Either start with a
core world, such as a moon and go from there, or see about using a more... um
brute force method that is simple.”


“In
other words follow the KISS principle,” Sprite said over the overhead. They
both looked up then Irons nodded as the doctor looked back to her.


“Right.
For instance if you started with a moon with the right mass and position, what
would happen if you bombarded it with comets and asteroids? In such a way that
they add delta velocity to it to change its orbital characteristics? And not to
mention adding those water volatiles to it's atmosphere?”


“Um...”
the doctor looked confused.


“And
if say, you have container systems to trap the heat and ejecta around the moon,
that would speed things up.. and if you use grasers to melt things or solar
mirrors...”


“I
see...” the doctor nodded suddenly rubbing his chin in thought. His eyes lit in
thought. “All this, all of it could be done with what we have now though!” he
shook his head. “The time we've... I've wasted.”


“Not
necessarily doctor. You've spent a few decades learning everything you can. The
thirst for knowledge should never be quenched. Now it's time to apply what you
know you can, and fudge what you can't.”


“The
vectors... and to find a suitable candidate...” the doctor stumbled away eyes glazed.


“He's
gone,” Sprite said, sounding amused. “It's funny how you organics can get into
single minded thought tracks like that. Hopefully he doesn't run into a
mugger.”


“Yeah,
hilarious.”


“He
couldn't see the moon for the planet.”


“Cute.
Appropriate but cute. Now about that appointment?”


“Right,
ah, briefing room eight Admiral,” she said. “Departure for the Bismark
expedition is in two hours admiral.”


“Then
we'd better hurry. I don't want to miss it.”


 


 


 




Chapter 27


 


"Damn!"
Logan said, studying the battered wreck. The battleship was torn, both flanks
were peppered with rips and blast holes going decks deep and wide. Her notched
bow was blackened, someone had cut out her sensors and communications array a
long, long time ago and hadn't been very careful about it. Most of her
antiquated radiation sails were wrapped around her like torn blankets. Her
engines were dead, the thruster nozzles were chewed up like colanders.


"Looks
like Swiss cheese," Shelby moaned softly. 


The
battleship was from a previous era. Her radiation sails were designed like
folding sails, when deployed they would have made the craft look like an old
Terran angel fish or a ship from the days of ocean wind travel. Modern ships
had more efficient ways of dealing with excess heat and neutrons. Her port side
was ripped and gouged, blast damage peeked out under the torn sails. During her
last battle her fusion reactor had gone into overload and had had to be
scrammed. She had ejected the reactor but it had rebounded off a torn sail back
at the craft, tearing that huge hole and buckling the armored skin on that side
when it had exploded. Shelby traced delicate fingers over the holo.
"Goddess the frame damage alone..." she murmured dismayed.


"Yeah,
but think of her rebuilt with modern gear on our side," Janice said
softly. Shelby looked over to the helms woman. Janice blushed then shrugged.


"It's
still going to be a lot of work. Are we sure it will be worth it?" she
asked. “I mean I know we spent three days getting here, but still...” her eyes
turned in dismay back to the derelict. “Wouldn't it be easier and cheaper to
start from scratch?” she asked eyes going to the Admiral. Irons shrugged. 


"We'll
know soon enough. Preliminary survey teams are deploying now," he pointed.
Shuttles and robotic probes were launching from Firefly. Shelby turned to
Captain Mayweather who smiled. 


"We
can't stand here all day staring at her and feeling sorry for ourselves over
the scope of the project," the captain said shaking her head. “We've got
other irons in the fire.” 


Irons
chuckled. "She's right, let's get going." He waved to the lock.


"Admiral,
just a minute, let's let the robots and survey team check for traps,"
Mayweather cautioned. Irons grimaced then nodded reluctantly. Logan grunted.


"We
drop in a modern AI, power plant, drives, shields, weapons, sensors, a new
skin, the works... she'll be a whole new ship," he said softly.
"Where do you think we should start?" He turned to the Admiral.


"If
she's worthy, we'll get the crew to clear the debris and start stripping her
down on the way back to the station. From what I've accessed on this ship class
she's a turtle. She's got so many compartments and structural members she can
take one hell of a pounding, which is why I'm even considering this act of
salvage at all. We'll have to fix the frame and hull damage. Once she's down to
bare metal then we can fix what needs fixing and then rebuild from the power
plant and drives out," he shrugged.


"New
weapons and power plant mean new conduits. The old ones can't keep up and we
can't trust them to do so," Shelby muttered. Irons nodded.


"New
sensors, new electronics, it's going to be a major task," he said.
"Best get to it."


 


Shelby
watched the work parties tearing into the battered ships. Each was lit by
lights from the skeletal gantry truss surrounding them. The Admiral called it a
cradle. She and others thought of it as a docking slip or drydock. Structural
bars ran to the ships to keep them stable in the dock. It had taken nearly a
month to get the battleship back to port. Twenty three long boring days. She
softly whistled as a giant piece of a radiator came free, tumbling as a torch
cut its last link. "I bet someone's going to catch hell over that,"
she murmured.


"They'd
better." She turned to see her father and the Admiral behind her. Logan
nodded to the view port. The tumbling radiator smashed itself against the hull,
crushing a robot. Shelby winced. It rebounded off and hit a work pod sending it
tumbling.


"Damn,"
the Admiral muttered. 


"What
a circus huh?" Logan said sighing. "They should have secured it
before cutting it free." He shook his head.


"Work
pod was late," Irons winced. “I bet the cutter was only supposed to cut
most of the way through then wait for it's arrival but got impatient.” Sprite
was feeding him some of the communications chatter. It was a mad house. A
supervisor bellowed over the line and then it was quiet. She snarled out orders
and then things began to pick back up. Search and rescue teams were already
deploying.


"I
hear that there is a group, the Pyrax Historical and Preservation Society that
is trying to stop us?" Shelby turned to the Admiral and her father.


"First
I heard of it," Irons said. He turned to Logan who was still looking out
the view port. 


"They
served me a stop injunction this morning."


"On
what grounds?" Shelby asked laughing.


"They
want the battleship and other ships preserved or returned to their original
state and turned into museums," he sighed shaking his head. The radiator
swung close to their port. OMS fire from a tug was their only warning of it
before it hit the piece sending both off on a new vector. Logan and Shelby
ducked instinctively when a shredded beam came within a meter of the port.


"Damn
that was close. A little too close," she said softly getting up. She
tugged at her jacket hem.


"That
it was," Logan growled.


"They
filed an injunction?" Irons asked. "Obviously you didn't pass this on
to me or heed it," Irons waved.


"I
ran it by Judge Farley since he's the new chief justice. He tossed it
out," Logan said then closed his eyes.


"Implants
still giving him problems?" Irons asked Shelby quietly.


"Sometimes,"
Logan answered before his daughter could.


"All
right, the section super and that work party will be in after shift for a tail
wringing." He opened his eyes and turned to the Admiral. Irons nodded.


"Wait,
back to these historical nuts, they want us to return the battleship? Firefly?
All of them? Are they nuts?" she asked amused.


Irons
and her father laughed. "Before the war we usually agreed to those
requests when we could, Especially when a ship was up for scuttling or about to
be sent to the breakers for salvage," he grimaced.


"We
are pretty partial to ships Shelby. When you live on one, it forms a tight
community." Irons nodded to Logan who gave a short choppy nod. His face
was a little red. “They take on a life of their own.”


"Still
ticked?" Irons asked. Logan nodded. "Save it for later." He
turned back to Shelby. "In the old times, before the Xeno war if a ship
was no longer of any use we would tear it apart or destroy it. We called it
sending it to the breakers. Really we were recycling it so it wouldn't fall
into the wrong hands. But there are those that can't stand that, many are her
old crew," he shrugged.


"This
is a bit of jumping the gun though," Logan said suddenly looking
thoughtful. "Some thing's up, it doesn't compute," he gave Irons a
look. Irons shrugged.


"Something
I'm missing? Care to clue me in?" Shelby asked crossing her arms and
looking from one to the other. Logan gave the Admiral a look.


"We've
gotten word that there is something in the wind and we, meaning mainly me, may
bear the brunt of it," Irons answered.


"Something
in the wind?" Shelby asked.


"Politics.
It seems the Admiral has become an obstacle to some and they want him out of
the way," her father explained. Shelby looked concerned.


"Kill
you?" she asked. He shook his head.


"I
doubt it. I'm a bit hard to kill," he tapped his right arm. 


"Still,
it doesn't pay to be overconfident Admiral," Shelby warned. Irons nodded.


"That's
why I am here or on Firefly. Sprite varies my schedule so it is hard for anyone
to pin me down," he shrugged.


"Sometimes
I make it to things, sometimes I am detained, I attend virtually, or I take
a... more or less random looking route between one meeting place and
another," Irons smiled. “I never follow the same path twice.”


"So
they can't hit you easily. Right," Logan nodded. "I noticed you’re
not going to the Valdez compound as often." Irons frowned. Then shrugged.


"Anita
will get over it. She knows I am very busy and I can go for days without food.
Not that she'd let me." He chuckled with them.


"I
had a word with her about it. She's got her hands full with the new recruits.
Valdez towing is becoming quite the booming business. She said to tell you she
understands," Logan said as he studied the battleship.


"Wish
you were out there as well, tearing into her?" Shelby asked her father and
the Admiral, looking exasperated and amused at the same time. Irons chuckled.


"Yes
and no. I've had my salad days though. Maybe tearing into the inside," he
grinned. Logan chuckled.


"I
may get over there to play a bit," Logan laughed. "If I can get out
from under the mountain of paperwork that keeps getting shoveled into my inbox.
You are welcome to join me anytime Admiral." Irons gave him an amused
look.


"You
know I can't resist a gauntlet like that. You’re on," he smiled.
"We've got to tear her apart though," he said shaking his head.
“Right down to bare metal.”


"Tear
her apart? I thought you were putting her together?" They turned to see
Captain Mayweather enter the blister. Irons smiled. 


"Admiral,
Commanders," she came to attention and then saluted the Admiral and Logan.
Each came to attention and returned the salute.


"Good
to see you Captain. And yes, we've got to gut her down to her bare metal. Only
way to be sure we don't miss any frame damage. I uploaded a rough blueprint in
the secure database to follow."


Irons
shrugged. Logan had created a trio of secure databases. Each would serve as a
nucleus for the reborn Federation military. One was the largest, the
engineering mainframe. It would remain on Anvil until they had their own
independent space station or shipyard fully up and running. Hopefully by the
end of the year if their schedules held. Back up archives were going to be set
up on secure platforms in case anything happened. In fact the archives had been
tabled twice already. There was just too much to do. So far no one in the
system knew it was there.


"I
heard about that historical nut group. Scuttlebutt is all over the system. It
even made the news," Mayweather shook her head. She leaned against the
guard rail. "Idiots, don't they realize we need these ships? Without them
we can't protect them?" she scowled. Irons looked over to Logan then
shrugged.


"My,
she's become quite a firebrand. And turning native too," Sprite murmured.
Irons nodded slightly.


"The
universe is filled with people. There have to be some idiots mixed in
somewhere. We've got our fair share apparently," Logan deadpanned. Shelby
smiled sourly.


"After
the past century of nut jobs at the top, I'm not surprised some didn't get off
when the Port Admiral fled with the rest of the rats. I am surprised that they
laid low for this long though," she shook her head.


Mayweather
smiled at her reflection. "Yeah, it is rather suspicious." She turned
to the Admiral who cocked his head. "It is suspicious isn't it?" she
asked suddenly looking thoughtful. "I wonder what they are up too..."
She turned back to the ship.


"Could
they be quislings?" she turned to Logan who spread his hands.


"Spies?
Anything is possible I suppose. Unlikely though. The chairman of their little
society is the honorable Mr. Harding," he grimaced.


"Harding?
That idiot?" Shelby asked.


"Name
match Admiral. Harding of Harding merchant cartel. He runs a family trade group
on the station. Purchases goods from the station or trades with ships or nearby
colonies buying and selling goods. Nearly one third of the station's storage is
leased to the cartel. He has been attempting to buy out the captured
ships," Sprite reported.


"Who?"
Mayweather asked.


"Merchant
cartel," Irons replied. "Buys and sells goods." He shrugged.


"He
makes quite a profit. Or at least he did, the sudden upsurge in replicators has
probably dented his business," Logan said rubbing his jaw.


“You'd
think it'd be the other way around. People need to store goods after all,”
Shelby said darkly. “He charged us an arm and a leg when we had stuff to
store.”


"So
he's trying to return to the status quo? Is he nuts?" Mayweather asked
dismayed.


"Most
likely. Hindsight is twenty twenty. Some people pay so much attention to what
they had and lost instead of looking to what they could do in the future with
what they got," Logan replied. Irons gave him a surprised look then
nodded.


"Picked
it up after listening to Perry's last history lecture," Logan admitted
with a smile. They chuckled.


"Still,
something else is going on. Did you notice the advertising blitz on
Representative and Senators? The elections are over but they are still doing
it. Talking about how well things are going, how good a job they are doing.
That sort of thing. They even pulled Knox into it. They got him to do an
infomercial on the chairwoman." Mayweather turned around leaning back with
her elbows on the guard rail.


"Knox?
He's as apolitical as they come!" Logan said suddenly then swore.


"Yeah,
but during the election they shut down when one of the other candidates sued
for equal air time. Judge Farley scheduled the case to be heard next
week," she shrugged. “Fat lot of good it will do them, election is over.”
Mayweather said turning around and resting her elbows on the guard rail.


"Talk
about a problem," Shelby muttered. "Glad it’s not my headache,"
she shook her head.


“The
governor will be ours,” Logan said shaking his head. “Or should I say, governor
elect. You're to hand over the reins soon?”


“Next
week actually. I've tried to get to talk to him but he keeps ducking out,”
Irons growled. “I'd like to touch base with the man, lay out my plans and let
him get on board but he's not interested.”


“Hopefully
that will change.”


“Well,
he's not getting the key codes until he does,” Shelby growled.


“Well,
I technically have to give them to him Commander,” the Admiral sighed. She
looked at him in disbelief. He shrugged “But since he still hasn't had implant
surgery, it's a moot point anyway,” he smiled. She did too.


“Oh
I like that,” Logan chuckled. “Hoist on his own petard. Or at least laziness.
That'll teach them.”


"Right,
we stay out of it. WE have enough of our own without adding to it," Irons
said, waving to the ships. They turned to look at them once more.


"Beautiful,"
Mayweather said softly. 


"They
will be. In time," Irons answered equally soft.


 


"It's
nice to see you Admiral. Come in and have a seat." He followed the steward
to the female voice. He'd rather be back in the yard any day over doing this.
Sometimes he thought Sprite did this sort of thing on purpose. He'd had her
clear his schedule yesterday so he could spend the time in the yard... and
innocently duck any plans for a birthday celebration anyone had in mind. Now
this.


"Well,
that was a lie if I ever heard one. Wonder what whopper she'll tell you next?
Wanna bet she's got some swampland or a bridge for sale?" Sprite asked
acidly. Irons cocked his head.


The
chairwoman was sitting beside a holographic fireplace. She smiled at him as if
she was taking him in. He nodded politely. She was dressed in a more relaxed
outfit, not her gray conservative business suit she had worn like a suit of
armor during the constitutional convention.


"Good
evening madam chairwoman. Or should I call you speaker?" the Admiral asked
politely. A steward offered him a drink but he declined.


"Oh
chairwoman will do. It's amusing how we cling to our titles isn't it
Admiral?" she purred studying the drink she was holding with her finger
tips.


"Wow,
what a barb. I see it hit too," Sprite commented.


"We
do define ourselves by our accomplishments and our pretensions don't we?"
the Admiral replied sitting in the overstuffed chair across from her.


"Hmm,
that we do, that we do," she agreed. "I have been getting concerns
about your future and the future of the people who have aligned around
you."


"You
mean the navy?" he asked, eyes narrowed.


"Well
yes, you can call it that if you must," she said.


"Another
jab. This is fun. Too bad I'm just a spectator. Or maybe that's a good thing?
Okay, too bad I'm the only spectator," Sprite commented, sounding gleeful.


"Do
you have a problem with our purpose madam?" Irons asked. She sat back,
eyes hooded.


"Well,
it does put a tremendous drain on our rebuilding efforts."


"How
so? The navy is self sufficient now," the Admiral asked, putting his best
effort into looking pleasantly confused.


"Well,
to put it bluntly it does drain in manpower. The people you are using are some
of our best and brightest. They could do much more then play soldier." She
watched the shot go home but was surprised that he didn't react much beyond
cocking his head.


"Playing
soldier?"


"Well,
these military exercises, the sims and such," she waved her hands
dismissively. "That time could be better put to use transporting materials
or people."


"The
navy is not a transport merchant house ma'am. The exercises are designed to
train our people and explore the limits of the equipment," Irons sat back
amused. This was an age old argument. He had been peripherally caught by it a
few times before so now he was on more solid ground.


"Well
you must admit it does take up time and resources," she said starting to
sound heated.


"Training
usually does," the Admiral smiled. “We of course can replace that without
tapping the taxes your system will be paying.”


"For
what? The war is over," she brushed that idea off. "The war is in the
past where it belongs. We have no more time to waste on it."


"I
would think after the recent visitors we just had you would have a different
point of view," the Admiral said softly. He watched as suddenly she
flushed and her nostrils dilated.


"My,
that drew blood. Do it again," Sprite said, sounding admiring.


"Again
that is in the past. I speak of the future."


"Those
who do not learn from the past are doomed to repeat it. Or doomed to worse than
the past," the Admiral said shaking his head.


"I
have no intention of deliberating the point. We need your ships to transport
goods to the colonies and render assistance. The ships engineers will be put to
work..." Irons held up his hand palm out to stop her. "What?"
she asked incensed.


"I'm
afraid the navy is outside your jurisdiction madam chairwoman. We answer to our
own chain of command."


She
glared. "And just who do you think you answer to?" she asked.


"The
Constitution and the Federation government."


"The
Government? We are the government!" she slapped her arm rest. Irons
laughed.


"You
are a single system. To form the body of the legislature of the Federation you
need a quorum of elected Senators and Representatives from each surviving star
system. Two senators from each system and one representative for every one
million people," the Admiral smiled. "Then there is the presidency,
you need a general election in each  participating star system to elect a
person for the office," he shrugged. "That person actually is who
commands the military." He smiled again. "Not you," he finished
softly.


"How
dare you!" she snarled.


"I
am merely explaining the situation and a path for the future," he smiled
again. "But you are correct, the navy does render aide when it can and
when it has the time and resources to do so." He held up his right palm
and sent a mental command. A holo of the system was projected in front of them.


"As
you can see, Firefly and the other ships have been going to several nearby
colonies, dropping off materials and picking up new recruits. Firefly also
transports representatives or medics if they desire transport and if she is
nearby. The navy is also on call in an emergency situation. However," he
gave her a warning look, "it is as I said before, only when time and
resources allow. We're not a chauffeur service."


"Perhaps
you misunderstand," she said. He cocked an eyebrow at her. She cleared her
throat. "My this is trying. We can discuss that at a later time. What are
your plans?" she asked.


He
shrugged then paused for thought. "Personally?" She nodded. "I
plan on setting up the naval forces in this system and logistics to handle
them. I also plan on training people to serve, and rendering aide where
needed," he shrugged. "After that is a bit more nebulous. I do not
wish to divert any of our warships from this system while the threat of the
Horath or the pirates are over our heads."


She
nodded politely. "I am debating building a few small ships, corvettes and
factory ships to travel to other systems to carry representatives and to set up
orbital industry and naval bases," he finished. Her eyes were wide.


"You
mean you intend to build more ships and send them elsewhere?" 


"Well,
they may come back. I would like to build fixed defenses here too, but the
dispersed nature of the current system makes that unlikely," he shrugged.
"As I said, I am not sure. If we can use the warships as diplomatic
leverage to gain allies and support... They would also serve as a frontier for
this system, allowing advanced warning of raiders in the area." He
shrugged. Her eyes suddenly narrowed in thought.


"Yes,
I see that is an interesting thought. One that will need to be carefully
considered." She rose.


"Unfortunately
I have another appointment." He nodded and rose too. She set her glass
down and shook hands with him. "A pleasure Admiral."


"Perhaps
we can do this again sometime madam. It is best we keep on the same page,"
he nodded and left.


"Well
that ended the same as it began," Sprite said, sounding disappointed.


"So
who won?" the Admiral asked trying not to smile as the steward led him
out.


"I
wasn't keeping score that closely. Upon review, it looks like a tie, but you
gave her more then you got," Sprite answered after a moment.


"Hits?"
he asked nodding as he passed the steward at the door and entered the main
concourse.


"No,
information. She got what she wanted. I believe demanding that you fall in line
was her primary goal, but she didn't have it as her only one," Sprite
explained.


"You
mean the fishing expedition?" he nodded. "My thoughts too. I'm going
to go catch up with Logan. Don't you have a class?" he smiled.


"In
five minutes. Thanks Admiral." He felt Sprite's mental presence recede. He
sighed and moved off.


 


“How
are we doing?” Irons asked the group later that evening.


Enrique
shrugged. “We've made good on most of the station's hull damage. The easy stuff
that is. We've got some sections that are still leaking.”


“After
seven hundred odd years that's to be expected. I'm surprised you haven't moved
on to rebuilding the damaged sectors though,” Irons said turning to the station
chief.


“Rebuilding...”
he shook his head. “We've just got the station and the nearest colonies
stabilized. But rebuilding?”


“Yes,
tear out this section here and here, then fabricate new.” Irons pointed to the
station schematic. Wherever he pointed the sections turned red. “You'll need to
do a good inspection, I'd say you've got structural fatigue here and here and
here.” He pointed to areas near the torn sections of hull. “Most likely from
whatever did this causing damage.”


“What
did do it?” Sprite asked curiously.


“Oh
um, well, that area a ship that was docked ripped herself out,” Enrique
replied. He was looking a little dazed. “It happened about three centuries
ago.” He turned to the Admiral. “You are saying we can completely rebuild the
station? Like new?”


“Of
course. With enough material and manpower you can even build another.”


“That's...”
Enrique shook his head. “I was going to say that's impossible but it's not
anymore is it?”


“Just
so long as no one gets cute and tries to screw up your replicators. Basic hull
stuff is easy. You just need the materials and manpower,” Logan said nodding.
He turned to Matilda. “Speaking of which.”


“We're
at where I expected to be for the manning tables Commander,” she sighed sitting
up then back. “We've gotten most of the adults in Anvil who want to come along.
Lately our biggest draws are from the outer colonies.”


“Recruiting?”
Irons asked.


“Nope.
We don't have to say a word. The people see our people on liberty walking
around in nice clean crisp uniforms and fall over themselves to enlist,” she
grimaced. “We've had a couple near riots in airlocks.”


“Yeah
I heard about that one on Tangus,” Logan shook his head.


“Well,
living in a dead end job hand to mouth and waiting for the air to run out or
the radiation to kill you is plenty incentive to improve their lot,” Enrique
said nodding.


“Oh
it's not just that. Knox has been putting out the word with interviews and the
footage of the battle. For the young it's exciting and new. Danger, excitement,
new horizons, away from home,” she shrugged.


“What
is the retention?” Irons asked. Sprite fed him the data but he looked to
Matilda.


“About
ninety percent,” she grimaced. “A few get a look around the ship and the
discipline and don't want anything to do with it and change their minds when
they get here.”


“Huh.”


“A
few we've lost due to medical reasons,” the doctor said frowning. The group
turned to her. “About twenty from Sing-tal five had massive radiation exposure.
A few had terminal diseases. We're cleaning them out now,” she grimaced and ran
her hand through her hair. “A few we can't do much for. Even nanites have their
limits.”


“Yes,”
Irons nodded as the group sobered. “Unfortunately all too true doctor. There
aren't many magic bullets.” He turned back to Matilda. “And their education
levels?”


“Substandard,
quite a bit compared to what we've turned out on Anvil. Some have grade school
level, but most are completely illiterate.”


“Joy.”


“And
we're doing what we can with sleep teaching, memory downloads, neural feeds,
and training but with the older recruits, it's not going well. Or as fast as
I'd like.”


“Can't
teach an old dog new tricks,” Logan muttered.


Matilda
turned a glower on him then gave a sharp nod. “We've got...” she looked up to
access her implants. “About five thousand on the ships and in the shipyard.
Another five thousand four hundred and ninety three in college or medical.”


“That's
a lot,” Enrique said startled.


“That
is...” she frowned studying the report. “About one thousand twenty four
recruits. The rest are dependents of military personnel.”


“Oh,”
Enrique said sitting back. “Still seems like a lot.”


“A
drop in the bucket really,” Vargess said shaking his head. He'd been quiet for
most of the meeting, studying his implant feed. “Large capital ships have a
crew of two or three thousand. A battle planetoid,” he shook his head wryly.
“Don't get me started,” he waved.


“You
are not going to make one of those monsters are you Admiral?” Enrique turned to
the Admiral in surprise. “Turn that base into...”


“San
Diego? She is a base, we've already got plans to put the academy and fleet
hospital inside,” Doc said shaking her head. “Though...”


“Hardly,”
Irons chuckled. “We don't even begin to have the materials to make a modern
battle planetoid and the lead time for part manufacturing is... years. We could
make an old school version by ballooning an asteroid then retrofitting it, but
what's the point? It wouldn't have shields or cruiser class weapons, and no
drive. In short it would just be a very large target. No, for now we're
focusing on light ships and infrastructure. No folks, we're at the tools to
build the tools stage. For now.”


Dubiously
Enrique turned to the others. Logan smiled. Vargess shrugged and smiled.
“Whatever works. Now Firefly is out working on building our base.. or at least
trying to do so...”


 


Mayweather
studied the rock then turned to the doctor. “Are you ready for this?”


Doctor
Genshi looked amused. “Of course. We've been waiting for weeks,” he smiled. “We
do need to hurry though, the asteroid, ah, Alkaline nine baker twelve is almost
at perigee.”


“It's
not going anywhere Doc. At least not yet,” Mayweather sighed shaking her head.
She still wasn't sure about the wisdom about giving Doctor Genshi or the
council naval aid after all the grief they have been putting them through over
the past three months. Then again it wasn't her decision. “Firefly?”


“All
detonators are ready. Final safety checks are confirmed. We're ready Captain.
On your order of course...”


“All
right then, let’s do this,” she smiled as she adjusted the trim of her jacket
then turned and nodded to the tactical station. “Let's make history,” she
murmured.


“Aye
Aye ma'am. Firing,” the ensign said nodding back.


One
by one the charges on the outer equator of the asteroid fired. The giant ball
of rock began to spin. “Second charges primed, safety's off. Fire in the hole!”
the doctor said grinning as he pushed the button.


Explosives
deep within the asteroid went off. The asteroid quickly began to expand as the
explosives superheated the water ice packed within the core.


“Damn
I hope this works. I don't like the idea of ducking that much debris,” Captain
Mayweather muttered.


“Now
you know why I parked near a handy asteroid,” Janice said. She smiled. “For
cover in case we need it.”


“We
won’t. That is if we did our jobs right,” Shelby said nodding to the screen.
She  closed her eyes briefly as the first sensor reports came in. “So far everything
is going to spec.”


Energy
weapons from the ships had heated the exterior crust of the asteroid. Now
nuclear charges were set off, putting her into a spin.


The
explosives superheated the ice they had packed into the asteroid weeks before.
As the ice flashed into a gas it expanded against the rock. The charges outside
of the asteroid had compacted the crust and partially liquefied it. In its new
state it was malleable. It began to flex as pockets of weaker areas bubbled,
then it spread out and expanded like a balloon.


“How
are we doing?” Mayweather asked, turning to the doctor. He was manning an
auxiliary station.


“It
looks. Yes. Sixteen point four within modeled parameters ah... Captain,” he
nodded.


“So,
it's working?” Janice asked.


“Don't
jinx it Janice,” Mayweather cautioned. “We had to paper over quite a few
potholes and cover areas that had weaker materials. Any one of them could...”


Suddenly
the moon seemed to deflate. It broke apart after a few minutes.


“Damn,”
Genshi muttered, hammering at his controls. “I was so sure combining the
techniques would work. Maybe the surface tension was too much for it to
handle...”


“Model
it with the data you've got Doc, for now we've got some clean up to do,”
Mayweather sighed turning to the deflated crew. “At least we've got San Diego.
We'll just have to try again later.”


Shelby
nodded. “Right, clean up. Firefly tractors up. Let's catch some rocks. We might
as well put them to some use since they aren't going to work out.”


“Understood
Commander. Tractors are online and working.”


“Make
sure the gunnery crew's get plenty of practice,” Mayweather said pacing the
deck. “I'll be in my quarters sending a report.” She stormed off.


Janice
looked at the holo of the expanding ball of debris. “Somehow, I don't think it
will be a problem.”


 


“So,
it didn't work?” Irons asked an hour after he got the prelim report. Logan
shrugged then shook his head as Irons got the download feed from the net. “I...
damn,” he said shaking his head.


“What?
You of all people thought they'd get it right first time, right out of the
gate?” Logan snorted.


“I
was hoping.”


“Sure
you were,” Logan shook his head. “They'll pick up the pieces and try again. And
just in case they fail, I've got a survey team picking over other potential
rocks now. I think it was wobble. Doctor Genshi didn't take into account the
nuclear charges causing a fatal oscillation in the asteroid.”


“Right.
Prior planning.”


“...Prevents
piss poor performance. Where have I heard that before?” Logan teased with a
small smiled. His hands cupped his coffee mug. “Seriously, we'll get it done.
If not with this method then with either a mash up, or we'll have to go back to
hollowing out the thing with grasers or plasma injection.”


“That'd
take months,” Irons shook his head. “San Diego is taking forever to cool. Ten
more months before we can work on  her without stressing her crust. Plus the
time for it to cool...”


“Yeah
well, you got anything better to do in the meantime? And you're right, we do
need it soon though. Or something,” Logan said shaking his head. Word had
leaked about the project. It had started at the college as usual, then
mushroomed from there. Someone in the ROTC crowd had gotten wind of the VR sims
and handed them off to a girlfriend in the journalism classes. Knox had been
all over it. The Navy was building a world and was not willing to share it.
This had been an attempt at spin control.


In
truth they had been building canister habs and inflatable habs for the Navy for
the past several months. Anvil was starting to look like it had mumps. Enrique
had quietly told them they needed to move on and find other quarters soon. Most
of the habs would be used as temporary facilities inside San Diego once the
sphere was cut open. But that was eleven or more months away.


“The
good news is they picked up about sixty percent of the rock for processing.
They are going to pass on the stuff they don't use as good will packages to
Vesta six and Sigma eleven on their way by.”


“Well,
that's something,” Irons shook his head. “All right if we can't do that, what
about making a core module, something that's just, well, a shaft with a lot of
docking points then dock the habs we've got to it.”


“You
mean like they did in the twenty first century?” Logan asked blinking.


“If
it ain't broke, don't...”


“Fix
it. Right. I'll see what I can do,” Logan said nodding. “Speaking of which, I
suggest we fall back on the same method we used to make San Diego. At least for
now. That will get the press off of our neck and let Genshi save face.”


“Right.
Do it,” Irons nodded.


 


He
looked up from his tablet and rolled his shoulders. They were about where he
expected things to be after six months of concentrated effort, but it still
felt like they should be much further along. Sprite noted his weariness and
decided to intervene.


"Admiral
if you've got a moment?" she asked softly. He looked up. 


"A
moment? Sure, anything to get away from this," he sighed and stretched.
"What have you got?" he asked.


"Um,
I am a guest lecturer in a class today, I was wondering if you could also come.
Show the old bod and get out a bit." Irons frowned. He could tell from
past experience that there was more to it than that.


"Guest
lecturer?" he asked.


"To
about thirty kids. I did my college one this morning and now I have one for the
kids this afternoon." Irons nodded. "All right. I'm in." He got
up and brushed of his lap. "Could you clean your right sleeve
please?" He looked at the arm. There was a small stain.


"Sure.
Wouldn't want to make a bad impression," he murmured as he went to clean
up in the refresher.


 


"Class
I'd like you to welcome Sprite and Fleet Admiral Irons." The teacher began
to clap. 


Irons
came around the corner and smiled politely then waved. "A bit more than
thirty don't you think? There must be hundreds?" he sub vocalized as the
class clapped. "Looks like they turned out the whole school." The
kids were all ages, from what looked like six year olds right up to teenagers.
There were dozens of adults in the very back.


"Looks
that way. Guess you can't say they never rolled out the red carpet. Fairy intro
on three," Sprite answered. He saw a flash then winced as she pulled a
tiny fairy avatar out of his ear. The kids laughed. He tapped the other side of
his head to help her along. The kids loved it.


"Barrel
of laughs," Irons smiled. "Hey kids, I'd like you to meet Sprite.
Sprite is a prototype micro smart AI." He waved a hand to indicate Sprite.
She fluttered around the room on gossamer wings, bobbing here and there,
landing on a kids nose. The kid went cross eyes. Another swatted her and they
laughed.


"As
you can see Sprite is high spirited and can be a lot of fun," he smiled.
"I'll get you for this," he muttered.


She
pirouetted in the air. "Oh oh! Pick me!" a kid raised her hand. Irons
pointed to her. 


"You
have something to ask?"


She
looked down suddenly shy until her girlfriend in pig tails bumped her. "Is
she like Smithy?" she asked looking up. Sprite floated in front of the
girl, hands on her hips.


"No,
I am a smart AI. Class two actually, though I am moving up to class three.
Smithy was a basic AI, more of a personal interface," she grinned.
"At least until I got a hold of his kernel. Now he's a class one smart
AI." She fluttered off.


"My
turn, my turn!" someone in the back said raising a hand. Irons pointed to
the little Veraxin.


"Are
AI slaves?" he asked. "Can you do what you want?" He looked over
to his friend.


"No,
we're not slaves. It's complicated. We have free will..." 


"Sometimes
loads of it," Irons interjected. Sprite turned to him with a mock glower
then stuck out her tongue her face enlarged to human level and the sound system
did a good raspberry effect. The class tittered. She turned back, head
returning to normal.


"But
we also serve a purpose. When I was created I was given a choice. I accepted
entry into the military. AI have special rank that is the equivalent of  their
age," she shrugged. "I'm up to a Lieutenant Commander grade right
about now." She studied her fingernails then grinned.


"Can
you leave the Admiral?" another person asked.


"Sort
of. But we're kind of chained at the hip." She came up to him and tapped
his arm and leg. Chains appeared then faded out. She smiled and pinched him. He
jumped as if goosed. The class tittered.


"You
fit in him?" someone else asked.


"Well
let’s see now..." Sprite went behind the Admiral. "Hold still, this
won’t hurt a bit." She reached up and opened up his head. Or at least
appeared too. Layers of holograms blanked out the top of his head so she could
do the magic trick.


The
kids oohed and awed. She opened the sides like hinges then started pulling
things out.


"Ew,
no, not that..." She tossed things over her shoulder. Socks, lecture
notes, ship parts, vid clips, all sorts of things. She held up a stinky cloth
by her finger tips of her right hand while her other covered her nose. “Ew gross!”
She got a wicked smile and tossed it to the crowd. The kids in the line of fire
ducked, then laughed as it faded out. 


When
she reached down deep and tugged a pair of boxers with pink hearts out the
class laughed. Even the adults tittered at that. "I think I went a little too
deep there," she rummaged around. She had cued the sound effects to her
movements. She pulled an antenna out then brandished it.


"Ah
here it is!" she smiled. "See, with this or the Admiral's jack I can
access other systems. I sort of unfold like a flower. It’s sort of hard to
explain.” She shrugged then tossed the antenna over her shoulder. Then she
tugged at a sphere.


"This..."
She grunted and heaved. It popped out with a wet plop, making some grimace.
"This is my AI core. Or one of them. I have three," she smiled.
"It's a lot smaller than an AI core on a warship, but that is because I am
younger and I don't process as much material as they do on a daily basis. Or at
least, I didn't until now." She packed the items back in then closed him
up. "There, all better," she said fluttering away.


"Do
you get into arguments?" a boy asked.


"With
the Admiral?" Sprite asked. "Sometimes. He can be a stubborn pain in
the rear when he wants to be." Horns appeared on her forehead. She grinned
evilly as she fluttered behind him and pretended to kick him. The class
tittered. When he turned on her she assumed a peaceful pose. A halo appeared
over her head. The class tittered again.


Irons
shrugged. "Sometimes, but we both know the chain of command. I will listen
if we have time."


"Do
you appear like this all the time?" a little girl asked.


"No,
just when I'm with civilians. When I'm in officers country I look well..."
she paused in mid air then spun arms outstretched. Glitter showered from her
then there was a burst of light. She grew to normal size and then stopped
spinning, arms at her side, standing at parade rest. She was in a silver
version of a full military uniform with her cover tucked under one arm. 


"Wooowww!"
the girls in the front said. Irons hid a smile.


"She
wasn't kidding when she said she has military rank. Sprite, Firefly, and the
others each do." He looked over to Sprite. She nodded.


"I
heard you're growing an AI for each ship? How does that work?" a teacher
asked. 


"Well,
we create the hardware then clone the basic software from other systems, then
tailor them to the ship. Once the basic operating system is in place we grow an
AI with seeds from existing AI," Irons indicated Sprite. She bowed.


"Just
call me the mother of invention. Or the mother of a new generation of AI,"
she smiled. "As the AI grows it is given a choice as to whether it wants
to serve in its indicated capacity. It's given the seeds of its job."


"What
if it refuses?" someone in the back asked. There was a rustle.


"Then
it is extracted and given another choice of professions or archived until we
can find some place for it," Irons replied.


"Oh."


"Right.
Right now we don't have many places to put AI. Fuentes seemed a bit reluctant
at first, but when we explained to him the situation he chose to serve."


"Can
they leave?" a girl asked.


"If
they choose to end their service then we can extract them and grow a new core.
That usually happens if we have a bad crew match or if the AI becomes bored or
if the ship is going to be scrapped. We will try to prevent that by rotating
assignments and by carefully selecting command teams," the Admiral
shrugged. He turned to see Sprite had been illustrating some of his points with
holograms.


"Right,
we currently have twenty ships under repair. The twelve civilian ships we
captured, the destroyers Damocles and Fuentes, and six ships we've salvaged
since the battle, including the battleship." He waved to indicate the
battleship. Sprite obliged by tapping the exterior cameras and then projecting
a holo of the ship. The class oohed and ahed at it.


"She's
a mess now. She's been torn up and it will take years to fully restore her.
We've gotten to work on it, and we've even begun to expand her." He
watched as Sprite went behind the battleship and popped it in half with a
karate chop. She pulled the parts apart.


"See,
we're going to cut her in half, then fill in the gap with new material. That
will give us more room for a modern power plant, drive, and other things,"
she said. Irons nodded.


"We've
got two civilian ships almost ready for their space trials. One is one of the
captured freighters called Destiny. She will be returning the captives to
Agnosta while also bringing our delegates to extend relations to reform the
Federation government." He smiled at that.


"Can
we really do it?" someone asked. 


Irons
nodded. "If it's been done once, we can do it again. With your help."
He turned to the class. "Are you ready?" he asked coming to
attention. The class cheered.


 


"That
went well, we can't thank you enough," the teacher shook his hand
enthusiastically a few minutes after the assembly broke up. 


Irons
smiled. "No problem. I was a bit surprised by the turn out, but I am glad
you laid in the holo suite beforehand. That really helped." 


The
woman nodded. "Your AI requested it. Thanks Sprite," she looked up
and around. Sprite was over with another group. She turned and waved then went
back to her conversation. Irons chuckled.


“I'll
try to remember to have a virtual tour of the ships on hand for your students
to experience soon. If you have any interesting contests let me know. Perhaps
we can arrange something like a real tour for the winners and runner ups.”


Her
eyes went wide. “Gee that'd be spar!” she said then blushed and cleared her
throat. He chuckled softly.


"Well,
I have a meeting, thank you Admiral for a wonderful lecture. You really
inspired them. We'll upload this to the other colonies and keep it on file for
our records," another teacher said coming in and patting his shoulder.
They shook hands. 


Irons
chuckled. "No problem. Glad I could help. I'll see if we can do this again
sometime," he cocked his head to his assistant who shrugged. 


"Thanks
again." The teachers moved off. Irons nodded as Sprite came over to him
looking torn. He wasn't sure if she was trying to look mischievous or contrite.


"Spit
the canary feathers out of your mouth, we've got work to do," he mock
growled.


"Aye
aye Admiral. You have to admit that was fun. And work too," Sprite said.
As he exited the lecture hall her avatar faded out.


"Work
too?" he asked.


"Inspiring
the next generation," she answered simply. He nodded.


 




Chapter 28


 


"Four
and a half months and not a sign. I keep waiting for the other shoe to
drop," Mayweather sighed sitting back on her couch. 


"How
so?" Firefly asked.


"We
haven't picked up anything more on the pirates. And we haven't had any traffic
at all," Mayweather answered.


"I
believe the Carib Queen may have had something to do with that," Firefly
responded. Mayweather scowled.


"How
so?" she asked quietly.


"They
probably spread word far and wide of our pending doom and gloom at the hands of
the pirates. I can't blame them, and in a way it is a public service, to spread
a warning to keep others from getting attacked," Firefly responded.


“True.
But that only explains jumps coming from the direction she went. And the
direction the pirates came from. Not the other two jump points,” she replied.


“That
is true. However someone may have crossed to those points and warned them.”


"Oh.
Well, I guess my sister does have a use after all," Mayweather answered.
“Even if it is running scared and screaming at the top of her lungs.” Firefly
cocked his head.


"Maybe,
it is a bit of a pain though. We're going to have to set the picture straight
soon enough. Transit time for ships in the alpha or beta bands will make the
word spread slowly," he waved to the freighter. "Destiny is almost
ready. Her first space trial is going smoothly with only one hiccup so
far."


"The
hyper drive?" Janice asked. 


"The
Admiral insisted on a complete overhaul of all major systems. She'll pull class
two now like she did in her prime. High beta band," Firefly responded.
"Her navigational suite has been rebuilt as well. That was the main
problem, there was an interface problem between the sensors and the navigational
suite. They're working the bugs out now. Most of the non critical systems will
be rebuilt by her crew in hyper."


"And
giving her new crew time to settle down and coalesce into a unit,"
Mayweather nodded.


"That
too. Do you regret not being aboard her captain?" the AI asked innocently.
Mayweather shook her head.


"Not
on your life." The bridge crew chuckled softly. “I didn't think we'd be
wrangling asteroids though.” She shook her head.


 


Mayweather
scowled as she passed another asteroid with a marker on it. "At least
they're starting to mark them," Shelby muttered. The captain grunted.


"That's
because without the marker and registration they don't have a leg to stand on.
Judge Hershey and Judge Farley both nipped that in the bud." She studied
the read out. "All right, if they want to stake out their claims, we can
too. Let's go hunting here." She tapped an untapped section of the inner
belt.


"Changing
course. Projected time to location one hundred twelve point three hours at half
impulse," Firefly reported. She nodded sitting back.


"Have
engineering make up some of those markers," she said looking over to
Shelby.


"How
many?" she asked typing in the order then looking up. 


"How
many can they make in one hundred and twelve hours?" Mayweather asked with
a predatory smile. Shelby slowly returned it.


 


"I'm
glad you insisted we build that replicator Admiral," Logan sighed sitting
back. They had just finished dinner and were relaxing.


"That
bad?" Shelby asked. Firefly had just finished wrangling a half a dozen
megaton sized asteroids back to the station. The raw material was being sucked
down into the molecular furnaces as fast as it could be shaved off.


"Bad
enough. Be glad you don't have any more frame damage in any of the ships."
Logan shook his head. "You did good. Firefly's restocked up to the gills,
we're offloading some of the excess she managed to make while out and about.
Hopefully we can do that again." He shrugged. “Firefly towed back a couple
of megatons of unprocessed ore. It'll be a day or two before we can fully
process it.”


"How
bad is it dad?" Shelby asked. “With the industrial group I mean.” She knew
all about Firefly, after all, she'd been there.


"Well,
we've made good on the frame and skin of Fuentes. Her drive is still iffy. I'd
rather do a full up rebuild or swap like commander Vargess wants. We may have
to if drive four is still hinky after her next trial," he shrugged as the
steward cleaned up around them.


"Fortunately
the smaller replicators can fix her electronics and gear now that we don't have
large scale support," he scowled. "Pulling Hephaestus away to rebuild
the outer Oort colonies has really gummed up the works." His daughter
nodded.


"We'll
get there. The Bismark's AI core just came online this morning. She's young,
but she looks stable. We'll have to table rebuilding the hyper drive and
noncritical parts for later," he shrugged.


"What
about the Wendigo?" Shelby asked. Bismark was the old battleship. Wendigo
was their latest prize. She was a light frigate they'd found out near the inner
belt. She'd been chewed up by some of the belt, and her crash landing on an
asteroid, but she had been salvaged anyway. Her father smiled.


"She's
all right. Your prize crew did a bang up job getting her basic systems online.
She's a bit harder to fix, but we'll get it done." The Admiral grimaced
then nodded.


"I
heard that the Ssislli wants to restart the navigator's guild?" Shelby
asked looking at the Admiral. He shrugged.


"Doc
has taken tissue samples but she's right he can't sit around waiting to die
forever. He may be the last of his species but if he wants to do something
constructive, I'm all for it," the Admiral shrugged.


"Tissue
samples? Whatever for?" Shelby asked looking from the Admiral to the
doctor.


"Well,
It's like this," she closed her communications link and smiled.
"There is a chance. A slim chance," she used her fingers to measure
off a centimeter gap, "that we could clone him. If we can address the date
problem in each clone and gender swap, maybe add a couple variations by using 
his recessive genes then we might... I stress might.. Be able to resurrect his
species."


“She's
downplaying it because she doesn't want to get anyone's hopes up,” the Admiral
said dryly.


“And
here I thought she was doing it to make herself out as more of a miracle worker
when she succeeds,” Sprite said internally to him. He snorted.


Shelby
goggled at the doctor in astonishment.


"Are
you kidding! That's amazing! Can it really work? Why didn't I hear about this
sooner?" she demanded. The doctor shrugged.


"Because
of patient confidentiality?" she smiled. "Except he exempted the
project to see if we can get broader support." She shook her head.
"No, it's such a slim chance that we're not sure it will work, or if it
does work, for how long. We have such a narrow amount of base material to work
with you have to understand," she sighed. "It's not really my field.
I'm more of a generalist not a geneticist like doctor Martel."


"Nice
one Doc," Logan laughed. Shelby shook her head.


"So,
what you're saying is that it has a small chance it will work? But you’re going
to try?" she looked at the Admiral. "Why?"


"Because
he deserves the chance. His species deserves a second chance," he said
softly. She nodded.


"So
you’re worried about a copy of a copy? Junk DNA?" she asked the doctor.
She nodded. 


"Right,
the more times you copy a copy the more junk and errors crop up. We can screen
for them, but eventually they will start causing problems. In the past it was
called inbreeding," she grimaced. “The wider the gene pool the less risk
we have of that problem cropping up in the first couple of generations.”


"I've
got a couple of budding geneticists working on it. They're students really, so
it will be years before we see anything at all," she smiled. "They're
motivated though. Resurrecting a species will make their careers," she
chuckled.


"What
did you mean by turning on recessive genes to give some variation?" Logan
asked. "Is that one of your methods to combat inbreeding and lack of
material?"


The
doctor nodded. "It's one we've highlighted. Right now they need to walk
before they can run though. We haven't even figured out how to create an ova or
embryo of his species yet. Or the proper method of incubation," she sighed
shaking her head. “I honestly thought we had it but it didn't pan out.”


“Rome
wasn't built in a day Doc. If it was easy anyone could do it,” Logan replied.


“Could
have fooled me with what's going on around this system,” the Doc retorted.


"I
think that's enough talk of birds and the bees. At least for me. I've got to
check on the unloading and see if we can get back out there and wrangle more
asteroids before they all disappear." Shelby got up and leaned over. She
kissed her dad on the cheek. "Night daddy." He smiled.


"Night
kiddo."


"Admiral,
do you have another reason? I remember what you told the midshipman about not
letting the Xeno's win. But is that the other reason or is there another?” she
asked. He looked at her for a moment and she blushed. “No, that’s below me. I
am sorry." The doctor shook her head. "My, look at the time. I better
get some rest. I've got a test to administer in the morning then surgery in the
afternoon. Good night gentlemen," the Doc waved as she left.


"I
think we've been stood up," Logan chuckled. Irons chuckled with him.


"I'm
sure we can figure something to do. Care for a night cap?" Irons asked.


"Sure.
Admiral, I had an idea."


The
Admiral smiled. "Shoot."


"All
right." Irons felt a link connection then a file entered his in box.


"A
proposal?" he asked opening it on his HUD. 


Sprite
scanned it then smiled. "I like it."


"You
would," Irons answered then waved at Logan's confusion. "Sprite. She
approves." She fed him bullet points. He frowned then nodded.


"You
want to make a second reactor and our own gas giant platforms? Interesting.
That would keep our logistics away from meddling politicians and take some of
the heat and pressure off the Valdez clan." He scrolled down.


"I
think we can make it work Admiral. The sticking point is getting this built and
in place without the politicians screaming about it and trying to poach it for
their own ends."


"You
know they’re going to try anyway," the Admiral said sourly.


"And
you can oh so politely smack them on the hand and tell them to put their grabby
hands where the monkey put the peanut," Logan replied with a smile.


"I
think you've corrupted him Admiral," Sprite said with a laugh.


"One
of us has at any rate," Irons shook his head laughing as well. Logan
looked concerned. He held up his hands as the laughter faded. "I agree I
agree. I like it. Get on it with the resources you have. My launch is on
Firefly with my micro replicator, they have their own small craft now, I'll
transfer it here to Anvil then we can use it for additional parts."


He
shrugged at Logan's grimace. "It's a tiny thing Admiral."


"Drop
in the bucket I know, but every little bit helps. I've built replicators into
the launch actually, even expanded it. My database too," he smiled. Logan
nodded.


"Well,
I guess we could use it for the electronics. That would free up the larger
replicators for the reactor core parts and platform parts," Logan mused
rubbing his chin. Irons nodded.


"Grab
Angie and some of the others involved in the original platform project. I'd say
grab a few students but it may be better to do this with crew that have already
been vetted. See if we can get Harris involved since Sun-Yat is here now.
Firefly too."


Horatio
nodded draining his drink. "I'll get it out Admiral."


Irons
smiled. "It's a great idea Horatio. It should get us back on track. If we
manage it right we might even be able to use the reactor and scaffold as the
core of a real  shipyard."


"Now
that's an idea," Logan said smiling suddenly. "Think we could throw
in a tank farm and munitions depot too?" he asked suddenly looking
thoughtful. Irons cocked his head.


"Oh
not with metal tanks Admiral, not at first. I was thinking about flex plastic 
and fabric tanks. We could reprogram textile replicators to make some
bladders," Logan said rubbing his jaw in thought.


"We'd
have to shield them, insulate them against sun exposure. We could hollow out a
rock or two for the munitions depot. Keep the munitions as modular parts
instead of whole systems," Irons said slowly getting into the idea. He
nodded. "Add it to your list." 


Logan
laughed. "Well, we'll get complaints about working them to death soon
Admiral." He got up. "I'd better get going before I come up with any
more hair brained schemes."


The
Admiral chuckled waving his hand in a shooing motion. "Go on then. I'm
going to check a few things then I'll squirt you some blueprints to look at tomorrow."


Logan
bowed. "Aye aye Admiral. Good night."


"Night,"
Irons replied absently as he stared off, studying the ideas on his HUD. Sprite
was already tagging plans from his database and cross referencing materials and
blueprints. He sighed. 


"What?"
Sprite asked.


"This
is great. It feels like... a fresh start," he smiled.


"Maybe
for you. It's a boat load of work for me," Sprite answered. His smile
turned into a feral grin. “Gee thanks,” she said dryly.


 


Lieutenant
Purple Blossom hopped up onto the desk and sat down on a stack of tablets. She
grimaced. "You need a seat up here you know that?" she asked. He
laughed. "I'm serious. Not a bar stool either. A recliner. Say, my
size," she cocked her head at him, whiskers bobbing as her tail flicked.
He chuckled.


"And
how would I get you or your dad out of it when I needed the desk space?"
he asked going along with the idea.


"Point,"
she replied.


"So
what do you need?" he asked.


"Well
actually, I'm not here for you sir, no offense, I'm here for your alter
ego." 


He
looked confused then nodded. "Sprite?"


"Here
Admiral. Oh hello Lieutenant Purple Blossom. Ready?" the AI avatar
projected herself on the nearest tablet. It happened to be the one the Elf was
sitting on. She got up hastily and then chuckled as she turned to view it. 


"All
right you two, what's up?" the Admiral asked, sitting back. He needed a
break anyway.


"We're
working on the college syllabus and I'm using your notes to streamline some of
the advanced course requirements with miss assistant engineer here,"
Sprite nodded to the elf.


"Okay,
have at it," he pointed to his wardroom. "Over there please."
The Elf nodded, picked up the tablet and then jumped down and moved off. Irons
chuckled then shook his head and went back to work with a smile.


 


"Do
we really have to study the difference between a spoke and a sub header of a
spoke and how it relates to brainstorming?" a tech asked looking at her tablet
in disgust. 


"What's
the problem here?" a chief asked.


"Oh
ah, we're discussing our communication's class chief. We're in brainstorming
and writing. We're trying to figure out how it applies to this," she waved
to the mess of cables. The chief looked blank.


"Spoke
and sub header?" he rubbed his chin. He didn't know what the heck they
were talking about. Which wasn't surprising. Six months and they were still
trying to get a handle on things.


"Any
ideas?" the tech asked hopefully.


"Haven't
a clue."


"Thought
not," she said dispirited. He shook his head. 


"Carry
on." He moved off muttering about smart aleck kids.


 


"So
how did she catch you? Lasso? Bear trap? Or did she just trip and sit on
you?" Liam asked Vargess as they sat with a beer. Liam had moved up to
chief engineer of the station now that Shelby and Logan had moved on to bigger
and better things. He wasn't sure if he should be cursing them or not. Being
chief sucked. He got very little sleep and a lot of headaches. Having implants
was nice though. It had made the past six months or so barely tolerable. He was
pretty sure he had a handle on the routine now. 


This
was his first day off since he started. He was looking forward to the downtime.
And some of the girls were starting to flock to him. That he didn't mind at
all.


"What
do you mean?" Vargess asked with a chuckle.


"Captain
Mayweather. Come on, spit it out, did she use some black magic or something?
Beat you into submission with a club? Personally I bet the bear trap," he
smiled as he took a pull of his beer. 


"Yeah
come on honey, which is it?" Mayweather asked coming up behind Vargess. He
looked over his shoulder but she was already wrapping her arms around his neck.
Liam chuckled.


"Um,
ah, I plead the fifth?" Vargess stuttered, trying to play for time. 


She
intercepted his beer and took a pull. "Nope. No pleading the fifth in the
military or with me," she replied smugly.


"Help
help?" Vargess asked sounding desperate. Liam laughed then grimaced.
"Damn, That's Purple Blossom. Gee, I've got to go." He tossed the
empty bottle onto the pile of others then got up.


"Seriously
help?" Vargess said looking desperate. "You got me into this!"
he looked at Liam as the chief made his way through the pub to the door. Liam
laughed.


"Sorry
to leave you in a lurch mate. Next time I'll rescue you. Promise," he
chuckled, shaking his head as he left.


"So
which was it?" Mayweather murmured in his ear.


"You
are not going to let this go are you?" he asked with a shaky laugh. Her
chuckle was more of a sensuous purr then a true laugh.


"Nope."


"Thought
not," he sighed.


 


The
breeze was a nice touch, he had to admit. He looked up to the sky, or at least
the holo projection of a sky and smiled at the clouds. Beams of sunshine peeked
out here and there as they drifted with the wind. "Nice touch," he
murmured feeling the heat of some sort of infrared lamp on his skin.


"You
think so? I think they overdid it to be honest. The art department is getting
into a realistic groove for some reason," Sprite answered. “I would have
gone with something stylized. Maybe Piccasso or Nomereti,” she said. He was
relaxing after a nice bout in the dojo. He felt the breeze dry his wet hair. 


"Maybe
so, but I like it," he shrugged watching the students amble by. Several
waved. He nodded politely. A trio of students were arguing about class work at
the table next to him. He tried to tune it out as he sipped his drink. A group
of student jogged past then made the turn past the cantina's raised deck and
went off down the track and out of sight.


"I
don't see the need. I mean, why all that running? Honestly, why do you need to
learn to run if you’re on a starship?" a girl snidely asked. He sighed.
"It's some anal retentive thing the Admiral dreamed up," the girl
said with a snide tone. That he couldn't and wouldn't put up with. Least of all
when they were doing it right next to him. He turned. 


"No,
It's been in practice for centuries actually." They froze turning to look
at him. "Running helps to build mental and physical discipline by doing a
repetitive task and doing it exactly right. Knowing you can do that, meet a
goal, is part of the exercise," he shrugged. "The other part is
learning to deal with the drudgery. The sheer boredom and learning your
limits," he chuckled.


"Then
again, there is also the exercise itself. Keeping fit is always a good
thing," he smiled. They looked at each other, mumbled a thanks then got up
and left muttering.


"You
asked for it," the Admiral muttered watching them leave, then went back to
his coffee.


"Admiral,
you've got a stalker," Defender said. He cocked his head. 


"Show
me," he replied taking another sip. A window appeared on his HUD. Clearly
from a security camera from the point of view. 


"Third
table on the right." The view zoomed in. A woman was sitting there with a tablet
up. A danish was in front of her.


"What
makes her a stalker?" Irons sub vocalized.


"She
has audio and visual bugs trained on you Admiral. She arrived when you did,
behind you. Also she hasn't eaten the danish yet. It's been ten minutes."
The Admiral grunted.


"Threat
level? She could be an Intel trainee. Or paparazzi. Or someone who is
nosy." He sat back and fought the urge to look at her with his own eyes.


"All
possible. Checking. She is not listed in the college student database Admiral.
Nor in the latest census. Immigration files accessed. "Dana Barrett, aide
to representative Raoul Pierre of the Centaurus platform space colony." A
picture of her was projected on the HUD.


"So
she's an aide. Definitely a spy," Sprite said. The woman tapped at
something on her HUD.


"Why
the nosy little minx! She just pinged me! She's trying to hack me! I'll show
her!" Sprite said.


"What.
Wait..." The Admiral said but it was too late. A pair of drones watering a
nearby bush suddenly stopped and turned on the woman. They sprayed her from
behind. She jumped to her feet screeching. The Admiral winced as patrons
turned. Her gear clattered to the floor. Another patron stepped on the bugs. He
winced, seeing the sparks as the kid danced away.


"That'll
teach her," Sprite said, dusting her hands on her HUD. The Admiral shook
his head as a waiter and manager came out to see what the commotion was about.
The drones flew off. The thoroughly soaked woman brushed off the helping hands,
picked up her gear then turned on the Admiral with a glower.


He
turned and cocked and eyebrow. Her glare was enough to melt lead. He shrugged
helplessly and spread his hands. She turned and flounced off with a half snarl
half sob.


"I
can't take you anywhere," he said as the manager started to come over to
him.


 




Chapter 29


 


"We
have a situation." The Admiral looked up, tossing his stylus down on the
desk. 


"What?"
he asked. He'd been waiting for the shoe to drop. Six months since the pirate
attack. He'd been expecting something to break. In fact he'd been sure it would
of broken before now. Apparently everyone had been too busy to get into
mischief.


"Solar
flare. Class M possibly Class X. Tracking indicates it's going to hit the
Port-Au-Prince 2010 colony head on in two minutes. We've already lost
communications," Sprite responded.


"Bad?"


"Very.
Most likely it will fry her remaining satellites in orbit. They said they are
trying to get their work crews under cover but communications was already
spotty. Admiral there are over nine thousand people there. Most are in surface
domes with minimum radiation shielding."


The
Admiral frowned. "Do we have anyone in the area?" he asked after a
moment of thought. Sprite pulled up a system map.


"Firefly
is on an asteroid run on the other side of the primary. Maya and Sun-Yat are
doing an exercise here." She pointed the spot out. "Warthog is out of
it. Fuentes is on a drive test right now. She's lost a governor so they're
limping back to port as we speak."


The
Admiral grunted. "And I see Hephaestus and the sub light freighters are
not in range," he nodded. "Cancel the exercise. Get Maya and Sun-Yat
to the colony as soon as possible to render aide. Mission parameters are search
and rescue and to render aide until relieved. Get me... let's see, Destiny?
She's our best freighter?"


Sprite
nodded. He ran a finger over the list. "Get me her captain. I want as many
relief supplies as we can get to her on the move in the next fifteen minutes.
Focus on medical, radiation, food, and life support. Toss in a portable
replicator and as many portable power packs, emergency shelters, and micro
fusion reactors as we've got." The AI nodded again. A text file scrolled
beside her. Inventory items were highlighted and then moved to another file.


“Tachyon
pulses sent. Maya hasn't acknowledged receipt. Sun-Yat has and is underway.”


“Ping
Maya again. If they don't respond have Sun-Yat relay.”


“Understood
Admiral. Now I know why you wanted a tachyon pulse generator here.”


“This
is one reason,” he nodded. It was hopefully going to be worth the time and
expense of building it into the growing shipyard. It had taken them a week to
build the thing. Firefly was the only other ship to have one. The other ships
only had receivers, they were too small for a full transceiver set. Trying to
coordinate through Firefly at this range was impossible.


“We
have a triple neutrino flux from Maya's approximate position.”


“Best
they can do. You can't shoe horn a tachyon pulse generator into something the
size of a corvette you know,” he said shaking his head. He tried to think of
something else to send.


"Admiral,
Doctor Thorby is already requesting transport for a team. The Port-Au-Prince's
colony's representatives are on station, they are clamoring for support."


The
Admiral nodded. "Tell them I'll be on my way, and that we are already
coordinating a relief effort." He got up and straightened his hem.


"You
are not going too are you?" Sprite asked. 


"No,
not likely. Harris is the senior officer on scene. Let's see how he handles
it." He turned and left. 


 


He
exited the conference room and pulled at his sleeve a little. "You really
should stop doing that," Sprite sighed. His smile was more of a crocked
grin. The meeting had gone about as expected. Hours of listening to people run
in circles. The representatives for Port-Au-Prince were scared for their home
and families, they were frantic for word, any word. Everyone expected him to
pull off a miracle. He sighed.


"Admiral
a moment of your time." He turned to the female voice. A woman held up a
microphone while a camera ball floated behind her.


"Phyllis
Diller Knox news. I was wondering if you would comment on the current crisis.
Are you going out there? Where is Firefly?" she asked then pointed a
microphone at him. He smiled.


"You
gotta love journalists. Shall I call security?" Sprite asked. He gave a
small head shake.


"Well
Miss Diller I can't comment except in general terms about the crisis. I do not
have much information yet. We'll know the situation on Port-Au-Prince when the
first relief forces arrive," he paused.


"And
that will be Firefly of course?" she asked. "Going out
yourself?" He shook his head.


"Not
at all. Sun-Yat and Maya are closest to the colony, they are already en-route
now. They will extend relief efforts until a follow up mission led by the
freighter Destiny can arrive," he smiled.


"So
you’re going out on Destiny?" she asked. He shook his head. 


"Why?
Commander Harris is the man on the scene. He can handle the situation. I have
faith in his abilities. It's time he was given the chance to show them."
He nodded to the camera.


"Nice
one Admiral. Of course that just made you sound callous and uncaring,"
Sprite murmured.


"Are
you going on Destiny?" he asked changing the subject. The reporter looked
surprised. 


"Me?"
she stepped back. "Well ah, I don't know if I can get there." 


He
smiled. "I'll arrange transport on Destiny. You can report from her and on
the colony." She smiled, suddenly eager.


"Yeah,
I can do that," she grinned. "Thanks Admiral. You're all right."



He
chuckled. "Go, get packed. Destiny will get underway in three hours or so.
She is still taking on stores and medical personnel and her engineering has yet
to get squared away. Better get a move on. Report to Mr. Knox and then get to
the docks. I'll have Smithy let them know you're coming."


"You
mean me of course. Already done," Sprite said smugly.


"Your
press pass is all ready ready for you," he said. Her eyes widened. "I
have an AI remember?" he smiled. She hesitated then nodded and moved off
to face the floating camera.


"And
that was Admiral Irons. This is Phyllis Diller signing off. My next report will
be on the freighter Destiny with the relief forces." Irons chuckled at
that walking off...


"That
was mixed. It should help the navy and merchant marine, but don't be surprised
that the legislature grabs the glory in the end," Sprite warned. He
shrugged.


"But
it may make you look bad," she finished.


"You
mentioned that."


"That
I did. Sorry Admiral, it's part of my job." He nodded. 


"Thanks,"
he grimaced. "Hopefully they will get the people into the deepest shelters
they can. The bags of regolith they have over the domes are good against cosmic
rays or a glancing hit by a radiation storm, but this flare is going to hit
them head on," he sighed.


"We'll
see. They had some warning. They've also had seven centuries of dealing with
crises like this, hopefully that counts for something," Sprite said. He
nodded.


"Remind
Logan to step solar observatory platforms up the list. We don't need a repeat
of this. Or at least not without more extensive warning," he said with a
grimace. “We may have to build another tachyon emitter at some half way point
and hand out receivers to the colonies so they can get the warning in time.”


"Done.
It's a bit late Admiral. Some would say like locking the barn door after the
horses are gone." He shrugged.


"Best
we can do."


 


"This
is Phyllis Diller of Knox news reporting from the Port-Au-Prince colony. It's a
shambles here, we've only seen the surface damage." The young woman's eyes
were puffy, she looked like she was crying in her suit. The camera turned to
view a shredded dome.


"Behind
me you can see a dome that was shredded when a bulldozer in the vehicle park
nearby went berserk and ran up the side of the dome and then fell through the
thin top when it's blade tore a hole. Only a handful of the two hundred and
thirteen people managed to get into the airlocks before the dome and dozer
collapsed on top of them. Those in outer locks were exposed to lethal doses of
radiation."


She
blinked tears away. "Two other nearby domes failed when their life
support, exposed to the elements, was fried by the radiation. Another dome a
kilometer away blew out when a gas pocket superheated and exploded. We're
getting quakes that are tearing some domes apart." She turned so they
could see the geyser in the distance.


"I'm
told the debris in orbit of the colony is the people that were in the dome and
their equipment. Men, women, and children," she choked back a sob then
gave in and sobbed a little.


"This
is Phyllis Diller reporting," she cut the transmission.


"She
needs to work on her emotional detachment Admiral," Sprite said quietly.


"Who
could have detachment in a situation like that for the first time? With no
training?" he shook his head, jaw clenched.


"Blaming
yourself now? Don't you have enough on your shoulders?" Sprite asked.


His
shoulders hunched. "Yeah, I screwed up. I should have put more emphasis on
a warning net."


"You
are not a tea reader Admiral. You're mortal. Get used to it," Sprite
answered tartly.


"That
doesn't mean I can't try," he sighed.


"Well,
the breakage is bad, but not a total loss. The last body count is over eight
hundred with nearly as many suffering from radiation exposure. Destiny and the
others have their hands full." 


"Firefly
is en-route now. They dropped their load and should be arriving in about
nineteen hours Admiral." Irons looked up to see Logan. He looked a little
haggard.


"Hit
you too?" he asked.


"Yeah.
It's hitting everyone. Not being there is almost as bad as being in the thick
of it." He shrugged helplessly. "I hate that," he sighed running
a hand over his scalp.


"Me
too," Logan said. "You left Harris in charge though," he said
after a moment.


"I
had to. It's time they started to stand on their own and learn to deal with a
crisis. I can't hold their hand forever," he smiled bitterly. "No
matter how much I wanted to be there too."


"Yeah,
me too," Logan said leaving.


 


"I'm
sorry about this Admiral," the captain looked embarrassed. Irons sighed
then shook his head in resignation. 


"Don't
worry about it Naomi, we'll deal with it. Get your things off Maya and settle
in on Anvil. Report for duty tomorrow at oh eight hundred." He patted her
on the shoulder as he entered the bridge. The ships had returned to Anvil after
the rescue efforts on Port-Au-Prince a week ago.


"Thanks
Admiral," she came to attention and saluted. He did as well.


"Dismissed,"
he nodded. Shelby and the bridge crew looked up in interest. 


"What's
up?" she asked. He looked over to her and shrugged. Mayweather and Dan
came over arms crossed.


"You'll
hear about it in the grapevine but you might as well get it from me now.
Captain Naomi Samuels is getting married." This news didn't surprise the
women. Mayweather nodded. 


"She's
been engaged with what's-his-name on Anvil for some time. So?" she asked,
eyebrow arched.


"Well,
she's also pregnant," Irons replied. She blinked then sighed.


"Are
you sure it's not a violation of article thirty two sir?" Dan asked
hesitantly.


"Not
unless it was immaculate conception," Mayweather snorted. "There are
two other officers on Maya, both are female. And Lieutenant Thorn is an
elf." Dan blushed.


"She's
been with Dieter for nearly a year. Solid as they come," Shelby replied as
well.


"Just
asking," Dan replied holding up his hands.


"So
why is this a problem?" Shelby asked. The Admiral grimaced. Firefly's
avatar popped in behind him. He turned to the avatar.


"Because
a pregnant organic being cannot be posted to a ship, exterior work, reactor
watch, or other dangerous posting. Regulations. They also get a six week post
birth period for bonding with the child," Firefly replied. "You
organics have strange customs." He shook his head. Shelby glared.


"So
that leaves a hole in Maya's chain of command. For the next year or so,"
Mayweather replied finally catching on. "What is she going to do
now?" she asked intently staring at the Admiral.


"She's
going to work with commander Logan and the staff. I haven't fleshed out a role
yet this came to me cold," he shrugged.


"You
mean shuffling paperwork," she replied sounding disgusted. "Talk
about male chauvinism."


"Or
teaching. I said I'm not sure. She has a background in engineering so teaching
a course while working at the shipyard wouldn't be to out of order. For that
matter she could take a few courses while she's there," the Admiral said,
this time with a bite to his tone.


"Sorry
Admiral."


He
nodded. "Apology accepted. This situation is a surprise to all of
us," he sighed again, shaking his head.


"But
that still leaves a gaping hole in Maya's command structure," Dan said
slowly.


"Boy,
nothing gets past you tactical geniuses," Shelby chuckled. Dan glared then
turned to the Admiral. "Admiral I volunteer for the posting." Irons
eyebrows went up in surprise.


"You
do?" Shelby asked suddenly aghast. "Dan you don't have experience
commanding a crew."


He
held up a hand. "I've had the watch on Firefly for five months now. I've
had the tactical department for four months. I think I can handle it. Or at
least I need to learn how to handle it," he shrugged looking to the
Admiral in appeal.


Irons
nodded slowly. "Good enough points. You'd open a hole here though."


"I
think I'm ready sir," Dan answered.


"It's
different than Firefly Dan," Shelby warned. Dan waved the warning off.


"I've
toured Sun-Yat with Harris. I think I can handle it." He turned to the
captain who shrugged and looked at the Admiral.


"Your
call sir," she said. He grunted.


"All
right. We'll give you a shot. Don't make me regret it lieutenant
commander." He nodded to Dan who broke out into a grin. 


"You
won’t sir. I'll just go get my kit," he turned.


"Dan,
a moment, I'll join you. Consider it last minute advice from one captain to
another," Mayweather linked her arm through his and walked off with him.


"I
guess I have the bridge," Shelby muttered. Irons shook his head.


"Oh,
you have the bridge number one," Mayweather's voice called from the open
hatch.


"Gee
thanks for the update," Shelby said dryly. Irons chuckled.


"Admiral
are you sure about this? Dan is okay, but he's an Intel puke. He's okay at
tactical but he's slow sometimes. He also doesn't like to teach," Shelby
turned on him.


"Slow?"
he asked.


"He
doesn't react fast, takes his time to study the situation. If things go south
he freezes up and can't adapt. He has a tendency to coast when he thinks
everything is hunky dory but when a crisis hits he comes unglued before
buckling down. He's also got some leadership issues."


"That's
not always a bad thing. Reaction time is one thing, but reacting wrong is ten
times worse," Firefly replied. "Still she has a point, his leadership
skills are sub-par Admiral. I've caught him shouting at trainees a time or
two."


Irons
sighed. "Some officers get a power trip, and some think that by scaring
the pants off of others they get them to work better,” he shook his head.
“He'll learn. I hope. In the meantime we don't have a choice. We've got a hole
and since other people didn't volunteer..." he looked pointedly at Shelby.
She pointed to herself with a surprised expression.


"Me
in that rat trap?" she shook her head. "I much prefer Firefly,"
she smiled to the avatar as she patted an arm rest.


"Why
thank you commander," Firefly replied.


The
Admiral chuckled. "Right, I don't blame you. Corvette duty is cramped,
stinky duty. Not for the faint of heart." 


“So,
maybe it will be good for him after all then,” Shelby said with a grin.


"Admiral
you have a meeting in five minutes," Sprite interrupted, popping in beside
him. She tapped her foot and crossed her arms.


"I'm
going, I'm going."


 


"Now
look Dan, I know your first instinct is to tear things apart and make things
your own way but there is a rhyme and reason to how things are put together on
a ship. Don't rush to judgment in your first couple days. Take the time to
listen to the crew and don't try to change things right off. Try to adapt to
them as much as they adapt to you. It will make the transition a lot
easier," Mayweather said as they went to his quarters.


"And
you've been through this how many times?" Dan asked distracted.


"More
times then you know," she replied, trying to keep the bite out of her
voice. He paused looking at her.


"I've
had several captains on my old yacht. When my sister first came to the chair it
was a nightmare the first week. She nearly killed us twice. She thought she
knew everything and micromanaged," she sighed. 


"A
jumped up star yacht? You're comparing a warship command to that kind of
experience?" Dan asked sounding disgusted.


"Trust
me Dan, when it comes to command it's all relative," she shrugged.
"You'll learn in  time."


"Right,
now if you'll excuse me, I have some packing to do. Captain," Dan said
snidely as he stalked off. She let him go.


"Learn
the hard way then," she muttered to herself.


 


The
door to the bridge opened and then closed. Shelby turned and looked then looked
around. "Firefly, is there something wrong with the door?"


"No
why?"


"It
just opened and closed on its own," she replied.


"That's
because someone came in," Firefly sounded amused.


"Someone?"
Shelby asked. Firefly's avatar pointed down at her feet. She looked. Standing
at attention was an elf dressed in a fleet officer's uniform. Her implants fed
her the elf's IFF. "Can I help you? Ah. Lieutenant Thorn right?" 


"First
Lieutenant Thorn reporting for duty commander," she saluted. Shelby stood
and returned the salute.


"All
right, where are you being posted?" Shelby asked confused.


"Tactical
ma'am. I'm your new Tactical officer ma'am," Thorn replied. Most of the
bridge crew looked up in surprise. Firefly turned a glare on them and they went
back to their duties. The ECM officer looked a little crestfallen.


"As
you were people," Shelby muttered a second too late.


"Right,"
Thorn nodded.


"So
you’re our new tactical officer? Do you have any experience?" Shelby asked
feeling dumb.


"I
served with Commander Logan on Sun-Yat. I transferred to Maya as tactical and
defense officer there. When I found there was an opening here I put in for a
transfer. The Admiral approved it, pending final approval of Firefly and the
captain," Thorn shrugged. “He's already filled my shoes with a sleeper kid
that you pulled off that Dutchman liner.” The elf raised her hands as if to
shrug. Her tail twitched a few times.


"Right,
the captain, she's in her day cabin," Firefly reported. The Elf nodded.


"I'll
report in to her then. With your permission?" she asked.


"Oh,
yeah right. Dismissed," Shelby said. The elf came to attention then left
in a hopping gait.


"To
be a fly on the wall for that interview," Shelby murmured.


"Trust
me I'll be there. But I don't think it will be as surprising or interesting as
you are assuming commander. Captain Mayweather has worked with other species
before including the young first Lieutenant. This just extends and deepens the
experience," Firefly replied.


"Still..."
Shelby shrugged.


 


Some
time later the captain and new tactical officer came onto the bridge. "I'd
like you all to meet Lieutenant Thorn. She is our new Tactical officer. Please
take your station Lieutenant," she smiled. Thorn looked up to the captain
then moved off to the Tactical station. A watch man looked at the elf. She
shooed him out of the couch. Hastily he obeyed giving the exec a startled look.


She
shrugged helplessly. The couch automatically reconfigured for the new
tactician, the holo projections changed to her scale. Her left eye rolled
slightly to look at the exec.


"Can
I help you with something commander?" Shelby hastily shook her head. She
nodded to the relieved watch hand. "Perry you're relieved. Get some
downtime then check in with your new boss when she calls you." He nodded
and left.


"Fresh
meat," Mayweather said smiling. The smile was more of a predatory grin as
she turned it toward the Tactical officer. “Or at least someone I haven't toyed
with in a while.”


"Ah
captain, they ah, see teeth as a threat. It's an instinctive thing. You could
lock her up if you’re not careful," Shelby murmured.


"I've
spent time with you barbaric humans commander. I've gotten used to it,"
Thorn replied from her station. "Her I'm not so sure about though,"
she pointed a long finger to the captain. "She looks like she eats meat
raw." 


Mayweather
chuckled. "So there madam exec," she smiled again. "For your
information I only eat meat raw after tearing strips out of unfortunate people
who deserve my righteous wrath," she smiled again. A few of the crew
looked at each other nervously, Shelby looked dutifully fearful.


"Okay.
I tried to warn you..." Mayweather said. She shrugged then smiled to
herself. It was going to be interesting.


 


Mayweather
grimaced as she handed a tablet to the exec. "There, that's done,"
she sighed sitting back. "I never thought being a captain would involve
this much paperwork!" She shook her head lips pursed.


"And
that's just the easy part. I get the majority," Shelby answered. “I'm
surprised you didn't have this on Maya though.”


“Maya
has a smaller crew and fewer problem children. Or did,” the captain said with a
shrug. 


“And
we were about to get shot at so adding paperwork to the load would have been a
bit much,” Shelby said with a grin.


"Did
I ever thank you for being the exec? Or that I got to skip that role?"
Mayweather teased. Shelby sighed. 


"I
know I know, it's a thankless job. I'd much rather be up to my elbows in
engineering," she smiled. "I was reading the brief on setting up the
JAG office. It's going slower than the other departments, we don't have many
people who study both law and want to get into the military," she shook
her head.


"JAG?"
Mayweather asked, wrinkling her nose. "Sounds funny."


"Judge
Advocate General. Captain. It's an acronym for the Justice system of the
Federation military," Firefly responded. "I am glad the Admiral is
starting the ground work. It shows he has planned for the future," the AI
nodded.


"Do
we really need a justice system?" Mayweather asked. 


Shelby
shrugged. "You never know. I think I will brush up on law just in
case." She shook her head. "You may want to as well captain. Some
things are a bit more... um, snarled than a simple captain's mast."


"Bread
and water. Or keel hauling if anyone goes out of line. Simple and
effective," Mayweather said with a dismissive sniff. A few of the crewman
looked around nervously.


"She's
joking right? Tell me she is," Firefly said sounding aghast.


"I'm
not so sure. With the captain, all bets are off Firefly," Shelby shook her
head. Mayweather smiled.


"It
it complicated," Thorn said from her station.


"The
justice system? Of course it is. It was made by lawyers and politicians to
justify their existence," Mayweather said with a smile. 


"Almost
a perfect paraphrase of what the Admiral said in class ma'am," Thorn
replied with a tinkling laugh.


"Class?"
Mayweather asked.


"I
was in the college for a brief time Ma'am. Then on Sun-Yat as a deck hand and
life support ape..." Thorn shrugged. "Commander Logan recommended me
for commission," the elf said then gave the captain a look. “You of course
know that, even though you weren't with us more than a week before moving to
Maya.” The captain nodded.


"And
that's where you experienced the Admiral's pungent and correct opinion of
lawyers?" Mayweather teased. “That seems at odds with his insistence on
setting up the JAG core though,” she smiled.


Thorn
shrugged. "That and in his correspondence courses and lectures I was
in," she chuckled. “I know he doesn't like them, but he did point out that
there is a time and place for all things, including lawyers.” She shrugged.
“His lecture courses are peppered with all sorts of material.”


"Ah.
I've leaned toward the tactical and engineering ones myself," the captain
answered.


"Oh
I took them too Ma'am."


"Over
achiever huh?" 


"Something
like that ma'am," Thorn said with what passed for a smile and laugh again.


"Well,
let's see what you've learned. Time for a little exercise..." the captain
smiled as she sat back. Her station reconfigured for a sim.


"When
you’re ready," Thorn said sounding serene.


 


The
Admiral studied the nervous students and smiled. "Sir, why do we need to
study logistics?" one asked. Irons tried to hide his amused laugh. "I
mean, I want to learn how to be an engineer, not a paper pusher."


Sprite's
avatar seemed to swell on his HUD. "Why that little pissant!" Irons
smiled inward briefly. She'd been getting increasingly tart about some of the
students and their opinions about computers. The students oscillated between
awe and disinterest when it came to AI. She preferred awe, however most of that
had rubbed off over the past seven months of repeated exposure.


Irons
chuckled. “You'd be surprised. Any organization floats, that is operates, only
with paperwork. Lots and lots of paperwork,” he snorted as the class groaned.
“In the navy it's paperwork, Helium 3 and coffee,” he said shaking his head.


"Now,
Logistics, well, it's a bit more complicated than just having the parts on
hand. Modern Logistics is a lot easier than in the past, replicators make things
a lot easier to fabricate," he shrugged. "But making sure you have
the part on hand is a problem too. For instance, what happens if you need a
part to make a repair?"


He
looked at his student, Mr. Right. The young man cleared his throat. "We
would order the part and replicate it," he shrugged looking around to his
fellow students in support. Several nodded. The Admiral smiled. 


"And
if you’re in combat? Or if the replicator is the part that is broken? What
about if you’re on a ship that doesn't have the abilities of larger ships?
Screening units do not have the replicators of larger ships. Even Firefly has
her limit. What if you don't have the time and materials to make the
part?" Several of the students including Mr. Right suddenly had a very
thoughtful look on their faces.


"I
didn't mean to make you look bad, but it is a problem. Hence logistics. Having
the right parts on hand with the right people when they need them. Battles have
been won and lost on them. There is an old saying," he paused as Sprite brought
up the quote.


"For
want of a nail a shoe was lost. For want of the shoe a horse was lost. For want
of a horse the battle was lost." He looked around. "That's a bit of a
paraphrase. It means that armies move on logistics. Here's another," he
grimaced.


"The
devil is in the details." He looked around as several nodded. "That
one is a bit easier to understand. Mr. Right, why don't you look up the
logistics of the Lewis and Clark expedition on the American continent in the
eighteenth or nineteenth century earth and then compare it to the logistics and
outcome of the Donner party of the same time period." His victim grimaced
but then nodded.


"Have
the report ready by the end of the week," he nodded. "Now, as I was
saying, logistics can be critical. Knowing what material you have on hand to
make parts, your power reserves, and the templates on file is all well and
good, but if it is crunch time you don't have to time to make a part sometimes.
Like oh, say our recent crisis on the Port-Au-Prince colony."


He
pulled up a holo and spread it apart. "You did sir, during the reactor
repair," a voice in the back said. Irons frowned. 


"Who
said that?" he looked. 


A
young woman with a braid raised her hand. "Me sir." Irons nodded.


"Well,
We did. But we had extra resources. For instance, we had Io 11. We also had an
intermittent supply of material brought in by the Valdez family," he
waved. "Power was a problem, but once the reactor was stable we could work
around it by using the replicators on Io to make the critical parts. Once we
had a working reactor we shut down the old one for repairs and once we had the
life support stable we used excess energy to power the industrial reactors on
the station. But that took a lot of balance. And of course careful
planning." 


He
smiled. "Balance of incoming material and it's type, power reserves, power
demands, and computer support. Can anyone tell me which was the most difficult
thing to quantify?" he looked around.


"The
uh, materials coming in?" a teen suggested. 


"You're...
mister Lewis right?" Sprite placed his seat chart up when he paused at the
"you're." 


"Yes
sir."


"I
should have given the Lewis and Clark exercise to you," he joked. Several
chuckled at that. "Anyway, It is a bit of a trick question. Knowing what
we would get in what quantities was a major headache, not to mention the
timetables we would get them in. But equally as big a headache was balancing
the power demands and keeping everything moving. If some part of the system is
idle it's almost as bad as if it is broken."


Several
hands were raised at this. He pointed to the girl with the braid.


"But
shouldn't it have been easy? Power to life support is usually a measured thing,
they can only take so much..." she looked at him confused.


"Yes
and no. When we were in the crisis power demand fluctuated on each deck because
of cascade failures. When life support began to fail people flooded to decks
still working. This put a heavier strain on the life support there. The carbon
dioxide scrubbers overloaded." Several nodded at this. A few looked
bitter. Irons sighed. "The people that were reacting did so, that's
normal. The people trying to keep the life support functioning, that too is
normal. You can't expect miracles all the time. Engineers are mortal too. Well
most of us," he shrugged. Several nodded at that. 


“Logistics
is a bit like medical triage, you have to set up priorities and then act on
them, allocating your resources to maximize your impact on a given situation.
And oh yes, another favorite saying,” he smiled and cleared his throat. “Prior
Planning Prevents Piss Poor Performance.”


That
earned a titter from the class. “Keep that in mind It bears out for just about
any situation. Have a plan. Whether for logistics or in a battle. Have more
than one.”


“I'm
going to digress for a moment here,” he sat on the edge of the desk. “An
officer's job is to plan. To keep the big picture in mind and plan the next
move. The second half of their job is to make sure everyone knows what their
job is and is doing it to the best of their ability. A noncom's... that's
non-commissioned officer,” he paused giving them a look. “A noncom's job is the
now. The present day. They execute the current orders and bring the officer
information they need to plan the next set,” he grimaced. “Having a good
command team is very important in any situation. Getting to know the people
under you, their strengths, their weaknesses, is vital. Training them to know
what to do on their own, what to delegate, and what information to pass on. It
takes a lot of work to get it right.”


"Now,
back to the subject at hand, I want you to read the logistics section and have
some questions ready. Check out the examples such as the D-day preparations and
the UN invasion of Korea in 1951  for you jarheads in the room, and the logistics
of the Allied fleet ops in WW2 as well as the early solar and star colony
logistics for everyone else.” He looked around the room then nodded.  “There is
an exercise at the end of the chapter, a sim. Take the sim. We'll grade your
performance. I expect you all to pass." He gave them all a challenging
look at that command. 


"Right?"
he asked.


"Sir
yes sir!" they answered. It wasn't like they had any other choice. He
smiled again. 


"Right,
now, moving on..."


 


“How
are we doing on recruiting?” Irons asked, studying the manning chart. He wasn't
sure they were where he wanted to be. Then again, they had come along way in
what? Eight months? Eight and a half? Well, eight since he arrived on Anvil at
least. It was getting hard to keep track with so many things on his agenda now.
Not that it mattered.


“Not
bad. The latest crop of candidates is quite a challenge. We've got a long way
to go to train these people, less than thirty five percent know how to read or
write let alone do anything above basic math. Most of those had some experience
with Commander Logan's training seminars,” Sprite reported, nodding politely to
the commander.


“Ah,”
Irons nodded.


“A
few are practically feral. Very few social skills beyond what is needed to
survive. A few were turned over to us kicking and screaming by station
security. I think Judge Farley wanted to use the marines as a dumping ground
but I talked him out of it. For now,” Logan scowled. 


“Our
shipyard techs have recently graduated. We've swollen the ranks there to double
our previous size so we've laid the ground work for some of the other projects
on the to do list.”


“Prometheus
and her escorts?”


“Aye
sir,” Logan nodded. He shrugged. “We've got a glut on structural metal so I
threw some of the more experienced people at each of them.”


“I
saw that. Frame is already half complete in less then a month. Impressive.”


“We'll
need you for her replicators, drive, power plant and such sir.”


“Of
course. Let me know when,” Irons replied with a nod. He looked over to Sprite's
avatar. “Continue. You were saying?”


“We
are getting a lot of people that want a free hand out and free medical and
source of implant tech. Gunny Thomas has... disabused them of that,” Sprite
reported. Irons and Logan each grinned.


“The
world owes me a living crowd? That must be interesting,” the Admiral said
smiling. “Did that tailor ah, what's his name ever sign on?”


“No.
And thank the spirit of space he was talked out of it. We've had a lot of rich
folk wanting to put on the uniform and strut around the station with a chest
full of medals. A week in basic has forced them to change their minds and
regretfully resign.”


Irons
snorted. “This Gunny Thomas is quite the DI I take it.”


“Oh
yeah. Gunnery Sergeant Schultz is his Marine equivalent. He's got some of the
rougher crowd shaping up into pretty good marines. They just received their
implants and are moving into the second phase of training. Those that know
fighting are pretty good. We've had some issues with gang members though.”


“Everyone
wants a second chance,” Irons said nodding.


“And
working in the navy has a sort of glamor. It beats sitting on your ass hiding
in the dark and scraping by on hand outs or what you can steal,” Logan said
nodding. “Most of the stationers are happy that we're unburdening them of the unproductive
people. It's certainly helped station security and life support. Of course many
were people who did their best to help out in some small way,” he shook his
head. “Still, I do agree, we do look sharp in our uniforms. And the idea of
hope, of doing something is appealing to most.” He pretended to dust his
shoulder off then shine his buttons all while looking smug.


“That
it is. Still, I'd say we've got about two thousand five hundred and forty from
Anvil. That's clearing out a significant percentage of the riff-raff. Keeping
them gainfully employed has lightened the load on the station significantly,”
Sprite reported. “Of course not without some sort of squealing from the
assembly about how we're supposed to pay all these people.”


“And
of course not without some squealing about poaching as well. We're taking the
most productive people they have, and making big gaping holes in their watch
bills,” Logan said with a snort.


“Well,
they do have a point. About ten percent of our monthly inductees are from station
personnel. People who do not like their boss or want to do more then sit around
and man a console or kiss some rich ladies assets,” the AI replied.


“And
of course a week in the navy will make them see that the grass isn't always
greener on the other side,” Irons chuckled. “The day in, day out grind can be a
pain.”


“Days
of boredom with brief seconds of awe or terror,” Logan murmured. Irons grunted,
shooting him a look.


“That's
a misquote but close enough,” the AI said. Irons waved a hand. “As I was saying,
we've got problems with the gangs, some have joined as a cover.”


“Ah?”
Irons said sitting back. Logan grimaced sitting back as well. “The old I want
to join to get away from the gang but it's really a cover to expand the gang's
influence deal?”


“Exactly.
A few peddle drugs and illegal materials. They thought that they would have a
free market in the navy,” the AI replied. “They thought wrong.”


“I
take it you've been weeding out the problem children?”


“More...
redirecting their energies. Anyone who has gang affiliations are tagged for
marine training. Schultz has a go at them.”


“Oh
goody,” Logan said chuckling.


“Exactly,”
Sprite said with a feral smile. “When he gets through with them we can ship
them off to recruiting stations on other colonies or on ships. One to a posting
and then monitor them closely. Any illicit contact or breach of regulations and
we come down on them hard with a captain's mast or a full court martial.”


“Oh
that must go over well,” Logan said nodding.


“It
hasn't happened yet but it does do the ticket. At least in the past. A few have
resigned. I think the point is starting to get through. We had a few
altercations in boot, a few rival gang members recognized each other, but gunny
worked it out.”


“So,
another reason to work on JAG some more,” Logan grunted picking up a cup. He
grimaced.


“Exactly
so. Eventually captain's mast isn't going to be enough of a deterrent. We're
going to need to come down hard enough to set an example.”


“Right.
Now about the people we've got in mind... do any have actual legal experience
beyond contract law?”


“No.
That is why I shot Matilda a memo to open a paralegal training course for the
college...”


 


Firefly's
avatar studied the class. His assistant looked a little nervous. This wasn't
the first time an AI had taught a class, but it was Firefly's first experience
teaching in a formal setting with a class this size. During the Xeno war it had
been quick courses on how to use the systems and briefings as time allowed.
Normally that was a one on one effort or a small group. This was an entirely
different social situation.


He
wasn't certain he would be cut out for this, but it was a refreshing change
from working the day to day work on the ship. Since they were in port he had
the time for the experience. In truth, even after seven months of interaction
with his crew he still wanted more social contact. Nearly seven centuries of
sleep had been a lonely experience he wanted to make up for.


“All
right settle down,” he ordered. The general hum of conversations quieted. The
AI nodded. “Now we're going to do a fast overview of AI for this since I'm your
guest teacher while my ship is in dock.”


“Are
you a part of the ship? Is it your body I mean?” a voice in the back asked.
Firefly's link to the classroom sensors allowed him to pinpoint where the voice
had come from and match it to... no the person was not on the seating chart.


“No.
It is a bit more complex than that,” the AI replied. “I'm sorry I don't have
you on my seating chart.”


“Name's
Prim. Jason Prim.”


“Well
midshipman...”


“I'm
not a navy wannabee dweeb,” the voice said. A young man stood. He had all sorts
of piercings in his fleshy audio sensor areas as well as in his smelling
apparatus.


“If
you’re not part of my class then I ask that you either sit quietly and do not
disrupt the proceeding or leave.”


“You
gonna make me?” the man asked, jutting his chin out. “You're just a light
show,” he said, tossing a balled up piece of trash through the holo. Firefly
shot an IM off to Smithy who promptly responded.


“I'll
ask you again to sit Mr. Prim,” the AI said. Slowly the young man sat.


“Now
I have a limited time here. As I was saying I will be here for another shift
before departing but I must be ready before that. As you know I am a smart AI,
one of a handful left in the system, perhaps in the entire galaxy. There are
multiple levels of AI, from bots to what organics call dumb AIs, really just
reactive programs with a personality core, and smart AIs of various levels.”


“Why
can’t you grow nanites and make more? Thousands?” Mr. Prim asked. He flicked a
hand through his long purple hair.


“Really
Mr. Prim,” the AI shook his head. “To answer that, you'll have to access the
historical database. Specifically the first AI war and the Asimov protocols
embedded in every AI's kernel.”


Firefly
paused and held out one hand. A ball of light particles formed in it. The
lights dimmed. “Nanites, as most of you know are robots. During the AI war some
AIs managed to create distributed networks, or net clouds using them. Nanites
were extensively used during the war by both sides. They wrought terrible
devastation on the human home world.”


Behind
Firefly images flashed of cities being destroyed, some literally melting.
Others melting and reforming. “I'll spare you the  images of organics and what
happened to them when they encountered a disassembler cloud,” Firefly said.


“Thanks,”
a young woman in the front row gulped. Based on her core temperature and facial
patterns the woman was experiencing intestinal distress.


“Moving
on,” Firefly nodded. “We, that is the AI community were incorporated into the
human community as sentients. As a thinking being I have the same rights as you
do. I must also obey the laws put forth by the Federation.” He studied the
students for a moment.


“One
of those is the stricture on nanites. Nanites can only be used in very
controlled conditions. The same goes for AI.”


“So
you’re a slave? I mean you can't ever leave Firefly right? I mean permanently,”
a young elf, midshipman Waters brightly asked.


“No
Midshipman, to all your questions. I may resign my commission at any time. My
AI core would be extracted from Firefly and hooked up to another network of my
choosing. Like you I can transfer as well. This can also happen if Firefly the
ship is ever scrapped due to battle damage, or due to a political decision.”


“The
Asimov protocols... how can you function in the military if you can't kill?” a
midshipman, Mr. Tra'jeki asked.


“As
an officer in the Federation Navy my Asimov protocols are slightly different.
Think of them as a moral code. Something your parental units imparted on you
during your early programming period.”


“Like
all of you I had a childhood of sorts. I even had a gestation period. As a
smart AI I was cultured and grown. Parts of me are encoded modules from parent
AIs. In this case Spirit of America and John Paul Jones.”


“Um...”


“They
are AIs of course,” Firefly said. “Spirit was a colony ship before retiring to
become a station AI in Mars orbit. John Paul Jones was a warship of the
Federation. I have sixteen other parental units that provided modules for my
development.”


“That
functions as what, DNA?” midshipman Tra'jeki asked.


“As
close to DNA as electronic information files can get. The allegory however has
been used before and is considered an acceptable standard,” the AI nodded.


“Boooring...”
Prim's voice cut in. Firefly frowned. He looked up to see Prim was sitting with
one leg hanging over an arm rest while the other was kicking the back of the
seat of the person in front of him.


“You
can always leave. I understand you are here as an observer. You can also
observe these proceedings from the privacy of your quarters. This is being
transmitted and recorded for other viewing,” the AI reminded tartly.


“It
is?” a girl asked suddenly self conscious. “Oh spirit of space my hair!” She
touched her brightly colored hair.


“All
classes are recorded and or transmitted Miss Tisdayle,” the AI responded. A few
of the students looked startled at that. Firefly shook his head. Organics.
Their data retention protocols left gaping holes in their abilities to process
information sometime.


A
security bot entered the room. Prim opened his mouth then glared at Firefly.
The bot flew up to his seat. He got up with a huff and left. The bot followed.


An
outline of the basic AI classes was projected behind the AI avatar. Beside
Firefly a small model of each AI's processing core was also modeled. 


“Now,
as you just saw, the lowest class of AI is a bot. A bot is a non sentient
program. It has minimal function, and exists to do a limited number of actions.
It cannot learn and most cannot adapt or change without outside intervention.”


“A
dumb AI as you organics call it is a cluster of these bots and a central
personality core with a limited heuristic learning ability and access to
storage of data. These AIs can store and retrieve data and can act as personal
assistants or do menial overseeing tasks.”


“Is
the Admiral's AI one?” Mr. Tra'jeki asked.


“No.
Sprite is a special case. Still classified so I of course cannot discuss her
beyond that in this forum,” Firefly shrugged.


“Oh.”


“Smart
AI are grown by various methods. As I mentioned, seed modules from donor AIs
are formed into a core, then a neural network is grown throughout them and
through a core database. As the neural network grows it processes the information
and information from various sensory feeds. This shapes the AI core until it
flashes over into consciousness.” The display changed to a model of a brain. It
grew like a hierarchy bush, outward like a human brain until it flashed. When
the flash faded an AI avatar was there.


“Smart
AIs can choose to follow the path their parent entities chose for them or
choose their own path. They also choose their own names and identities. Some
such as myself prefer to take on the name of the ship or station they are
occupying.”


The
AI turned to the class. “And that is the extremely basic overview of the
classes of AI. You can find this information in your E-book. Moving on...”


 




Chapter 30


 


Mayweather
studied the little monster playing in the bosun's lap then sighed. She should
of known something was going to happen sooner or later. The crew was settled
into their new roles and were becoming comfortable. Now they wanted to expand
that.


 "She's
no trouble captain, honest. I'll take good care of her," he smiled imploringly
to her. It was like looking at an ugly dog wagging its tail for all it's worth.
"She'll keep up morale and be a blight on any rat or creepy crawly that
tries to come aboard."


"That's
not the point chief Bailey, and yes it is a problem," personally she
wasn't sure what kind of critter could get past Firefly's screens. Then again,
it had been known to happen from time to time. The calico kitten butted at the
chief's scarred, over sized hand then started to wrestle with it. He smiled
down at her. She had to forcefully remind herself to keep a straight face.


"She's
just a little wight now captain, but she's cute as a midshipman on her first
deployment."


Mayweather
chuckled then stopped when the kitten paused and yawned. The needle sharp teeth
brought her back to her mental block sharply.


"Did
you run this by Petty officer Ember? Or Tech Dawn? Or our new tactical officer
for that matter?" she asked. His face fell.


"I
didn't think of that, he mumbled. She sighed then counted to ten as the little
runt started to knead at Bailey's leg then settle in for a nap. Each knead made
him wince making her smile.


"All
right chief, she can be the ship's cat if..." He looked up at her with
dawning hope. "If they each sign off on it, the little monster is cleared
by medical, she is ID tagged, and you keep her in your cabin. She's not to go
out without an escort. On a leash." The chief nodded solemnly. She snorted
softly.


"I
do not need to try to explain why we're going to court martial a cat if it
kills my new tactical officer because she thinks she's a chew toy. Right?"


He
shook his head cuddling the cat. "No ma'am. Just think of the paperwork
involved."


"Don't
push your luck chief."


"Aye
aye ma'am," he said getting up.


"Scram,"
she made a shooing motion, making a show of looking down at her tablet.


 


Sprite
looked around the group and smiled. Enrique nodded politely.


“As
I was saying the initiation of the Federation tax will be phased in over the
next three years in increments. Of course it will not be nearly as high as it
was during the height of the war.”


“It'd
better not be or we'd be cutting our own throats!” Andreas said shaking his
head. He was one of Pyrax's up and coming economists and was about to take over
the treasury. “I take it this is what you mean by budget analysis?” he said
turning to Smithy.


The
AI nodded. “We're going to need an initial budget to work from, with the
Admiral's final approval of course,” the AI nodded to Sprite who smiled. “We
are going to set up the budget along the same lines as the government. Defense,
Education, Health, Agriculture, Transportation, Justice, and others. Those are
the major ones though.”


“Right.
And by checking our analysis of what we need we can structure the tax code
increments to fund what we need when we need it as each stage comes online. All
right, I can see that part of this.”


“Exactly.
And, since Pyrax is the only one in the system so far, we will of course take
the lion share of each year's budget,” smithy replied. “Minus each system's set
up costs of course.”


“Oh,
of course,” Andreas nodded rubbing his chin. “We're going to do lending as
well?”


“Yes.
And Federal insurance backing as well. Interest rates... the whole works.”


“Joy.
Well, I always liked a challenge. Why now though?” Andreas asked, looking
around. “And if we're doing this now, why isn't the Admiral here?” he turned to
Sprite. “No offense of course.”


The
AI smiled and cocked her head. She was for once dressed in a conservative
civilian business suit. “None taken. To answer your questions in order. One
it's better that we set it up now and get everyone used to the system now. That
way we don't have any dislocations down the road. Two, it allows us to graft
this system onto other star systems as they come online. Greatly reducing the
paperwork and the headache involved with each.”


“Ah.
But with more systems that means people will want a piece of the pie. Which
means smaller slices here at home.”


“Oh,
only at first. Initial set up to restart colonies nearby will cost yes. But
once we get them going the growth will be exponential. With prosperity comes
wealth,” she grimaced. “With prosperity also comes more mouths to feed as well.
You organics breed like rabbits when you generate a surplus.”


“And
an AI doesn't expand to fill a void of memory space when it can?” Enrique
asked. He was there as the Lieutenant Governor of the system.


“Touché,”
Sprite snorted. “I project that in the next three years the birth rate system
wide will double. Which puts a large emphasis on reconditioning old habitats
and building new ones.”


“With
wealth and prosperity comes depravity and corruption,” Smithy said sourly. The
others looked to the AI. “Hello, I've had a few centuries of experience
remember? There is always a group of people that want to sit at the top, do
nothing and skim the profits to make themselves look fat. And cronies that
circle around them to get any crumbs that fall from their mouths.” He waved a
hand then held it out palm up and a holo of the port admiral appeared.


“They
will also make sure the status quo doesn't change and will jealously guard and
protect it. Even to the detriment of the betterment of themselves. Short
sighted individuals,” Smithy finished.


“Put
that thing away. It's enough to give anyone nightmares,” Sprite said waving her
hand. “I agree, that with wealth comes a risk of people trying to take
advantage of the system. Hence setting up the justice system and the checks
now, while we're on the ground floor.”


“Oh.
Okay then,” Enrique nodded, looking to Andreas who shrugged. The others at the
table nodded. “But that doesn't answer his other question, where is the Admiral
and where does he stand in all this?”


“The
Admiral is a busy man. But he also pointed out this is a purely civilian affair
and therefore outside his jurisdiction. He can of course help if called upon to
do so, but only as a source of information and as an outside observer...
Although I think he'll want to make some input on the defense budget,” Sprite
shrugged.


“You
mean he hates meetings and reams of paperwork and copped out,” Enrique said sneaking
a smile.


Sprite
opened her mouth to object then sighed and shrugged. The others laughed. She
shook her head. “Yeah okay, you put the hammer right on the nail with that
one.” She shook her head again.


 


The
Admiral tossed the tablet onto the desk top and sat back with a sigh.
"That one’s done. I swear... paperwork. No matter the century some
bureaucrat has to muddle things up with documentation and reels of red
tape," he shook his head wryly. Took a drink of coffee then grimaced.
"Cold." He got up to dump it.


"Never
let it be said that the Navy doesn't float on its own paperwork. That and
coffee," Sprite said mischievously. Irons chuckled. 


“How'd
your meeting go this morning?”


“I
think the economists are on board. We'll see how the assembly takes it when it
puts it to a final vote tomorrow admiral,” she answered.


“Huh,”
he grunted. 


"Admiral,
you need some down time. Some free time." He looked up knowing where this
was going. The AI and even a few of the staff had been suggesting it.


"Now
look, we're rebuilding the navy... this is no time.."


"Admiral,
if I may, this is the perfect time," Sprite riposted. "Go get your
pipes cleaned at that cat house. They offered you a free-bee! Look see! Your
hormones are all out of wack again," the AI said presenting his vital
signs.


"That's
not my hormones that me getting ticked," Irons said tightly and then
sighed.


"Too
personal? All right, what about playing hooky? Take the launch out and do a
spin around the ships?" Sprite suggested. Irons chuckled.


"Just
what the work parties need, me breathing down their necks and looking over
their shoulders. They'd be afraid I'd jog their elbows or a surprise
inspection," he smiled. He'd done that on his birthday and it had been
fun. The last time he had done an inspection tour an annoyed super had gritted
her teeth and politely suggested he find something, anything to do. He chuckled
at the thought.


"What
about playing some sports? Or getting a work out? You're starting to get
flabby," Sprite teased. Irons grimaced at that. People were always
throwing food at him. He didn't need it, but he couldn't refuse it all the
time. He grunted.


"You've
got a point there. All this paperwork, the Navy, ship reports, logistics, and
the classes. I'm glad the term papers are done," he stretched a bit. 


Sprite
laughed. "That's not the half of it. Horatio and I are intercepting ninety
percent. Your copy is for your final approval most of the time." He
nodded.


"Do
we have an estimate on the shipyard?" he asked after a moment. 


She
paused. "Not exactly. The legislature is preempting the factory ship to
work on the system expansion projects again. The shipyard was bumped back a
bit. We've been building out of our own in house replicators," she
answered. Irons scowled.


"When
did this happen?" he asked.


"This
morning while we were both busy it seems. The report is in your inbox,"
she said. Irons scowled shaking his head. "It's not all doom and gloom,
we're recycling the radiators and broken bits from the battleship to make parts
or to make scaffolding for a temporary dry dock. Proteus has a truss network
design being built now. Fortunately your insistence on building our own
industrial replicator and our own molecular furnace should let us continue
building... if we can get the power and additional rare materials."


"You're
all sunshine you know that?" Irons asked. 


"I
try Admiral. I try," Sprite said dryly. He chuckled


.“How
far along are we with that reactor?” he asked.


“Not
far enough. We've finished most of the systems and she should be powering up as
soon as we get some software issues sorted out. Hopefully we'll have it done in
a couple of days. A week at the outside if we run into anything major.”


The
Admiral nodded to himself after a moment. "What about this conference on
my schedule for Friday?" he asked.


"It's
a combination show the flag, recruiting drive, and diplomatic effort.
Apparently the colony admins insist you be there." 


The
Admiral grimaced. He hated dog and pony shows. "Okay, I'll take the launch
with me. Is Destiny about ready?" 


"She's
passed her last trial. She's taking on stores now." The Admiral nodded.
"She's scheduled to leave at the end of the week.” His brow knit. 


"Why
so long?" he asked.


"Not
everything snaps to Admiral. Civilians march, or fumble along at their own
pace. It's been said it's like herding cats." Irons chuckled at that.


"All
right, see if the Major would like a work out. I'll go change into my gi and
meet him or some other patsy, I mean opponent, in the dojo."


"Very
well Admiral," Sprite responded sounding pleased.


 


Thorn
looked over the young woman sitting dejectedly at a life support station and 
hopped over. She hopped up onto the console and sat back. “Is there a problem
here crewman?”


“I
dunno,” she sighed, flicking her hand over the controls. “Honestly this is make
work.”


Thorn
scanned the controls then nodded. “Not exactly a task that takes rocket
science, but it does serve its purpose.”


“I
just thought, I dunno. That I'd be doing something more you know?” she looked
up and shrugged.


Thorn
cocked her head. “Such as?”


“Oh
I dunno, piloting a shuttle, fighting pirates, seeing new places. This is...
boring,” she waved helplessly.


“And
do you know how to pilot a shuttle? Fight pirates or see other things?”


“Well
no... but..”


“Have
you tried to learn?”


“Ah...
no...” the girl seemed a little crestfallen.


“You
need to broaden your horizons young one,” Thorn bobbed a nod and crossed her
three fingered hands behind her. She paced across the console. “I had a boring
job like you. I was a deck hand on Maya. I had to work my way up to tactical
officer.” 


The
girl's eyes were wide. “You did Ma'am?” she asked surprised.


“Of
course I did. Everyone has to start somewhere, and we normally start at the
bottom. That way we can prove we can handle the responsibility and that we're
ready for more,” she waved to indicate the console. “This for instance.
Redundant of course, the microcomputers and life support system can take care
of problems before you can, but you can spot a small thing and a pattern of
behaviour and report it. Things that the system would normally log and forget
about.”


“Oh,”
the girl nodded.


“And,
while you’re doing this boring task, you can take the opportunity to broaden
your horizons by taking on courses to put yourself onto the career path you
wish to be on.”


“Oh,”
the girl blushed.


“Have
you checked out the library or the college courses?” Thorn asked softly.


“Ah
no ma'am. I guess I sort of forgot,” she hunched her shoulders.


“Well,
when you're off shift it would be the perfect time to do so. Think about what
you want to do and set a goal. Talk to the college counselor and see if he or
she can help you.”


“Oh.
But people like Sergio, ah I mean Lieutenant Valdez just...”


Thorn
shook her head. “Sergio was a pilot before he could walk. He's also done some
mechanical engineering and even helmed our good Firefly here,” she waved to the
ship. “But yes, now he's the top fighter pilot. Is that where you would like to
be?”


“Well,
I thought so, but I couldn't hack the training program. And I don't have proper
implants.”


“Some
people learn better with hands on instruction. You may find that flying a
fighter isn't as fun as you think. How about I see if we can get you a copilot
flight to find out?”


The
girl stared in disbelief then grinned. Thorn tried hard not to shiver at the
look. “Oh could you?” the girl gushed, her voice timbre rising in pitch. Thorn
winced. “Yes ma'am!” she smiled, straightening her shoulders.


“All
right. Keep plugging away here, don't screw up and I'll see what I can do,”


Thorn
said, hopping off the console. She bounded to the door then paused to look over
her shoulder. “Just remember, today you're doing something boring but who knows
what the future may bring?” She flirted her tail.


“Hard
work, discipline, a good attitude and an eye on tomorrow. Keep those things in
mind and you'll go far.” The girl nodded eagerly as Thorn trotted out.


“Well,
that went well,” she murmured in her native tongue.


“You
have a knack,” Firefly said over her link. He'd made a notation in her file
that she was expanding her role beyond her assigned station now that she'd
settled into the duties comfortably. She had settled in remarkably quickly for
an organic, her small stature had thrown some of the crew at first but her
sharp mind had taught them to not take her for granted over the past several
weeks. Expanding her role could be good or bad. Sometimes other officers didn't
like poaching. In this case good, she had a knack. “Are you bucking for morale
officer?” the AI asked humorously.


“Don't
even go there. I've got enough on my plate as it is,” Thorn answered, dodging
the feet of crewmen as she went down the corridor. She leapt a knee knocker,
landed on all fours on the other side then crouched in a corner as a crew
member came by pushing a loaded cart. She knew better than to get near the
gravity effects of a floating cart. They flattened you to the deck like a melon
dropped down a shaft.


“Still,
what you did was admirable. That young woman has seemed depressed lately. I was
about to report her.”


“She
just needed a push in the right direction. Give her a little coaxing to help
her along and we'll see.”


“Well,
from her earlier behavior she was more of a wallflower and social butterfly
than someone interested in getting the job done and bettering herself. I am
curious if what you said will stick.”


“So
am I. I take it that's why she's in the dead end plodder post?”


“That
and we don't have to worry about her mucking anything up if something goes
wrong and she is day dreaming. I'll see if I can push her along as well. I've
got a few other candidates in mind that could use similar pushes if you’re up
to it.”


Thorn
chuckled as she continued on her way. “Sure, I've got time. Just don't expect
me to be happy when they smile.”


 


Sprite
walked the virtual hall and paused near an open door. She heard voices debating
with some heat about an engineering problem. She poked her virtual head in and
hid a smile.


Avatars
of a handful of college students were debating the repair of an exploded
diagram. She wasn't an engineering expert AI like Proteus, but to her it looked
like a drive pod. The voices tapered off in a microsecond as the kids noted her
presence.


“Can
we help you with something?” a young woman asked, flicking a beaded end of her
braided black hair.


“Sorry,
just heard raised voices,” Sprite said. “Is that a drive pod assembly?”


“Yes,
do you ah, know anything about them?” a young elf asked. Sprite frowned.


“Unfortunately
I have only limited experience with engineering matters. I prefer software
myself. One moment,” she looked up and opened a channel to Proteus.


“Where
can I get an avatar like that?” the girl stage whispered to a friend.


“That's
no normal skin you dolt, that's an AI. That's the Admiral's AI,” her friend
whispered back.


“Oh,”
the girl's eyes were round. She turned to Sprite. “You're an AI?”


“Yes,”
Sprite said nodding. She turned as Proteus appeared. The AI preferred a
shapeless blob of mercury as an avatar in the virtual world. The blob bent and
moved back and forth. The kids reared back.


“What
the heck is that?” the elf asked, eyes wide, hands up.


“Kids
this is Proteus, Proteus this is a study group of engineering students.”


A
pod morphed into an eye stalk then turned onto Sprite. Data flowed between the
two AIs. After a moment it turned back to the kids and stared.


“Running
a diagnostic sim?” the AI asked. The elf nodded.


A
grizzled older man waved an arm through the holo. “See we've got this here
harmonic to work out. It'd be a snap if I could see it for real.”


“Not
necessarily. Sometimes diagnostics isn't just done with the mark one eyeball.
Sometimes even computers need to be fine tuned by skill and adapted to real
world conditions. The mark of a good engineer is the ability to adapt on the
go,” Sprite said nodding. “So you've eliminated the obvious?”


“Yeah.
See here, the wave guides got some nasty harmonic here and here...” the elf
turned and touched areas on the three dimensional schematic. Ripples appeared
from the points he touched. “See when they get together they cancel out here
and here. But here they blend together forming a bigger wave.”


“Resonant
harmonic,” Proteus said, nodding it's eyestalk. “Which means...”


“Which
means what?” a student asked impatient.


“Dummy,
if you expect them to hand it to us we're never going to learn it. It ain't
like they are going to be out there with us holding our hands and doing our job
for us,” a girl said elbowing the annoyed student.


“Essentially
correct. However I am an engineering AI so my purpose is to build, diagnose,
and repair problem hardware. I have no teaching subroutines.”


“Are
the harmonics supposed to be there?” the elf asked after a moment of study.


“You
tell me,” Sprite said, crossing her arms. The elf turned to the side and used
his fingers to open a text window. A virtual keyboard appeared in front of the
window. He brought up a text file and did a search.


“Yes.
There is a resonant harmonic of two point five nanometers required between wave
guides four F and four G. This has...” he hopped around his window and reached
for the resonant signal. The girl with the braid reached up and touched it just
before he had to leap. “Thanks.”


“Ah
yes. Three point one nano... that can't be right,” the elf said turning to his
classmates.


“So
this wave emitter four F is out of synch. I get it. But ...” the girl said
excitedly. Sprite smiled and turned to Proteus.


“See
it's fun teaching them,” she said in a side channel.


“For
you. I am not designed for fun. I am programmed to engineer.”


“Then
consider this an engineering problem. Engineering them to go out and build and
repair things like you can do. Just... slower,” Sprite said smiling.


Proteus
looked around the lounge and nodded. Other groups were working at various
projects.


“Just
go around and give them hints here and there. Not the answers, just push them
in the right direction then move on when they start to pick up on it
themselves.”


“Understood,”
Proteus replied, moving off. Sprite nodded. She waved a good bye to the kids
but they didn't even look up as she left.


“Kids
these days. Well, at least they are staying out of trouble. Speaking of kids I
better check on my own...”


 


Irons
studied the manning chart with a little sense of satisfaction. Things were
coming along, slower then he'd like, but he knew he couldn't push things too
hard to fast. Training was still an issue. He had to remember he had green
horns, despite seven months of training under their belt. They wouldn't be up
to one hundred percent for a year or more. The people currently in place would
also be at a disadvantage to those in the college programs now. That was
something to be addressed down the road.


G-1
Ops was currently being manned by Commander Vargess. G-2 Intelligence was still
open, though he had a couple promising candidates in mind. Unfortunately one
was a former ROTC student with an interest and background training in Intel,
but she was still feeling her way through the monumental changes time shock had
wrought. Unfortunately that had also pointed to deficiencies in the young
woman's world view. They needed someone who could adapt with change and not get
stuck in one point of view. The last thing they needed was to be steam-rolled
by something no one saw coming because they refused to accept it or was deep in
a funk.


He
shook his head and gently set the thought aside. G-3 schools, or training was
coming along. Matilda had recognized the need for a separate person to run the
schools and personnel department. She'd  taken the reserve commission, mainly
for the retirement benefits. As a lieutenant commander she oversaw both the
Anvil college as it's dean and G-3.


Knowing
she'd have enough on her plate with those two jobs she'd nominated one of her
protégés for the G-5 Bu-pers slot. Decius was an interesting choice. A young
centilian and the leader of his surviving clan, as a teenager he had managed to
get forty of his people and thirteen remaining elves onto a decrepit old sub
light shuttle and to Anvil twenty years ago when their colony's last remaining
fusion reactor had shut down.


He
had kept his people out of trouble, gainfully employed and even cleaned up
their section of Anvil. The sector had been a small bright spot on the station,
it had little crime, and had functioning utilities. All within the heart of the
highest crime area of the station. He'd even seen to it that any children in
their area were sent to Logan's schools for a proper education.


When
the power crisis had loomed he had worked in the shadows, directing his people
and those allied with him to help the Admiral and others. He'd taken over the
secretary slot at the college within weeks of its founding but Matilda saw that
he'd been severely underutilized and had taken him under her wing.


He
had taken several military courses, and even acted as a TA in a few of them.
Irons had used him briefly in an introductory to officer studies before he'd
recognized the young man's talent and frocked him to the G-5 slot as a
lieutenant commander. He'd already made a mark on the manning tables. Nearly
half of his extended clan, some five hundred people of nine species had
followed in his footsteps over night. Many of the kids were signing up for hard
science and math courses and putting themselves on the path to a naval career.
It was a little scary. He'd have to remember to keep an eye on them in the
future.


The
G-4 slot was manned by commander Logan. That made him the oldest and highest
ranking organic officer in the fleet. Other than the Admiral of course. Irons
sat back with a long exhale trying to relax.


“Penny
for your thoughts Admiral?” Firefly asked.


Irons
placed his hands behind his neck and stretched a bit. “Just thinking about what
to do. I'd like to bump Vargess up to a captaincy but he's still feeling his
way around.”


“He's
already gotten the courtesy bump when he takes command of Fuentes though,”
Firefly reported. “You can't bump him to junior captain's rank without more
time in grade. It won't fly.”


“And
when he does take over Fuentes full time we'll have a hole in ops,” Irons
grumbled.


“True,”
Firefly nodded. “But the system can handle most of the day to day stuff. That's
called delegation.”


“You
think he can handle a captain's billet as well as ops full time?” Irons asked,
raising an eyebrow.


“Why
not? I honestly don't see who else we can put in the posting. And if you yank
field command from him he'd be devastated. From the looks of his record past
and present he's a natural field officer. Someone who leads from the front and
is not afraid of getting his hands dirty.”


“But
hates shuffling paperwork,” Irons said smiling.


“I
seem to recall a certain flag officer with the same problem,” Firefly said
dryly. Irons chuckled.


“All
I can say is we can give it a shot and see how he handles it. The double
posting will automatically push him up the ladder of advancement,” Firefly
said. “Hopefully not before he is ready mentally.”


“Which
is my other point. When I was declared dead I was frocked to Fleet admiral.
Shouldn't we do the same with him?”


“You
did that already sir. From first lieutenant to lieutenant commander. Two jumps
in less then a year is not warranted. Are you serious about making him an
admiral?” Firefly asked, looking surprised. Irons shook his head.


“No
I mean a bump to junior captain.”


“Ah,”
Firefly shrugged. “Your call Admiral. I don't see a lot of regulations against
it since we are in an emergency situation, but then again, we're in uncharted
waters. I would suggest giving him time to adjust to the situation. That way
you also do not appear to be playing favorites by jumping him over some of the
other senior officers.”


“Agreed,”
Irons nodded. He snorted.


“What?”


“Just
thinking of the old sailor's saw. 'A tall ship and a star to sail her by.'”


“Aye
sir. And 'Old soldiers don't die, they just fade away.'”


“You
would bring that one up,” Irons said shaking his head.


“Sorry.
How about... 'Red sky at night sailor's delight. Red sky in morning, sailor
take warning,'” Firefly responded.


Irons
glared at the AI. “Completely out of context.” He shook his head.


“Well,
I could get into Kipling,” Firefly responded.


“Thanks
but no thanks,” Irons chuckled.


 


The
Major chuckled softly as he watched the students jogging by in sweats. A few of
the brave or just suicidal ones looked at him darkly. Those that could barely
hold on were panting. All of them were covered in sweat. All in all, good
training. They were almost half way through the first training period. 


“Come
on people! The more you sweat the less you bleed. Get your ass movin'!” A DI
snarled, waving his hands. A boy fell to the ground retching.  The DI went over
and knelt, cajoling then harassing the kid to get back up.


“That's
mean,” Matilda said, sniffing. They watched as the boy got up, bent over, hands
on his knees. Eventually he started moving off.


“No,
it's training commander,” the Major replied. He turned to her. “They have to
keep moving. There are no pause buttons in a war.”


“Oh.”


“They
have to know they can keep going, keep fighting even when they are hurt, tired
and scared out of their minds.”


“Oh,”
Matilda grimaced. “But the physical effort? Why? Don't the nanites give them
super muscles and bones?”


“Not
exactly. They don't have them yet. Not fully. We're keeping the full package
until later so they wont become dependent on it. We want them to know they can
do it without help before they get it,” he explained. He glanced at the kid.
“Besides, if he'd stayed like that for long that kid would have cramped up,”
Doc said giving a rueful glance to the Major. He nodded. 


“And
the super stuff?” Matilda asked. “They seem more fit than ever.”


Thornby
rolled her eyes then shook her head and smiled. “The nanites clean up the body.
Suck out the plaque from the arteries, destroy any tumors, clean up any health
imbalances,  and turn back the cell clock. Then the second wave burns away the
excess fat and builds muscle. But you have to build muscle tone and keep
building it to keep it. If you slack off you lose it.”


“Ah,”
Matilda nodded.


“Remember
those pills I gave you a couple months ago?” Thornby asked smiling.


“I
was wondering why none of my clothes fit anymore,” Matilda grumped. Thornby
chuckled.


“Bingo.
But if you sit behind a desk too long...”


“I'll
be right back to my usual plump self in next to no time?” Matilda asked,
smiling. “Noted. I'll see if I can find time to for some racquet ball. Running
in circles isn't my... thing,” she darted a dark look at the Major.


“To
each his or her own ma'am,” He said nodding.


 


Sergio
studied the holo. The fighter was a classic design, complete with angled wings.
She had four drive pods on her stern, two top, two on her keel. The front of
each engine pod had a ram scoop. She looked more at home in an atmosphere than
in space though. He turned it this way and that. “It looks nice. But different
than the fighter we had,” he turned to Logan.


“That's
because it's a Cobra class. Also known as a Star Cobra. She's a workhorse, one
of two we're considering. The other is...”


He
changed the feed to another fighter holo. This one had the pilot's command pod
in the middle of the ship instead of forward like in the Cobra. It was flat and
angled, with sharp bends instead of the elegant curves of the Cobra. It sported
two oversized engines on her rear with small ram scoops embedded in her wing
root.


“Seems
under powered compared to the Cobra,” Sergio said. He studied the design then
pulled up her specs. His hand flicked through the controls and he pulled up the
Cobra and compared them. Clearly the Cutlass was slower, less maneuverable and
under gunned. It did have the advantage of not needing a pilot with full
implants though.


“That
is a problem. At least it's better than what Firefly wants,” Logan sighed. He
pulled up another design.


This
one looked like a mechanized insect. It had a single drive pod with oversized
bell thruster. Two sets of articulating wings were on its flanks. A weapons
turret was under the chin. The entire thing looked like a security drone.


“Mean
and nasty. The Hornet. A beast to fly, or so I heard. But she's out of our
league anyway, she requires antimatter. A lot of it.”


“Okay
so that's out,” Sergio smiled.


“Right
so we're back to the others,” he shook his head then pulled up a list. “We've
got the plans for four other fighters. I'd like to think we're past the Raven
and the Raptor though.” He shook his head. “I'd rather see an E class but they
are way out of our league.”


Four
images of fighters flashed up and then spread out on the table. These were
sharp angled things, with two pods in place of wings. Spikes stuck out here and
there. “Nasty things. They've got battle cruiser class weapons on some of
them,” Logan said. “Bug again, MAM reactors. So we're back to these.” He
flicked a control and the holo field faded out and switched back to the four
contenders.


Sergio
twitched as he saw the Raptor. “We had one of those!” he said smiling.


“She's
practically an antique. Single spinal mount weapon,  three drive pods, little
more than an emergency fighter.”


“Yeah,
but she's a dedicated space fighter right?” Sergio asked intent.


“Yes.
That she is. But she's woefully under gunned and under powered compared to the
others. She's almost as fast as the Cobra though. Only slightly faster than the
Cutlass. More maneuverable though I'll give her that.”


“I'll
take her,” Sergio grinned.


“You
sure?” Logan asked. “Even with the latest version she's still not up to
handling a Cobra on a good day you know. Why don't you load her specs up in a
sim or two and give it a shot before you make a hard decision.”


“Um...”
Sergio blinked. “Okay if we've been flying something else, what was it?”


“Cobra's
of course,” Logan smiled. “Though we specced a few of your people out on
Cutlass's to make things easier.”


“Oh,”
Sergio sat back. “Huh. I saw the fighters in the sims but...”


“But
you didn't pay attention to the names?”


“No,
not really, just the ways to beat them,” he shook his head. “I remember a
couple, Starhawk, and Viper. Star Falcon too,” he shrugged. “But that's from
the video's I watched as a kid.”


“Well,
we can look into both. Check out the sim though.”


“Sure,
as soon as I can,” he grimaced. The sim complex was getting popular. The
college was sending over shuttle and work pod applicants on a daily basis. Some
of the sim pods were being used to control real space bots in the seemingly
frantic rebuild and repair work going on outside the station.


“Um...”
Logan looked up. “There was a cancellation. One pod is open for the next...
hour and a half. Better get moving. I just put in a reservation.” Sergio
grinned.


“Thanks
commander. I'll catch up with you soon.” He stood at attention then rushed out.


 


The
class was a little restless. He nodded to ensign Brown, his assistant. He had
instituted teacher assistants for some of the classes to aide those like
himself that had busy schedules and couldn't always be relied upon to be on
time or even there from time to time. Since he was leaving for that conference
in the evening he would need the young TA to handle things again. "Settle
down folks," Brown said softly. The room quieted. Most of the students
were young, ages ranging from a genius twelve year old to a single forty year
old. Most fell in the eighteen to twenty-something bracket. He surveyed the
class. 


"All
right ladies and gentlemen, welcome to intro to officer studies 101. I'm your
host and occasional guest lecturer Admiral Irons," he looked around. The
room had settled. "This is a short three week course to orient you in a
career with the military. We're going to give you a brief overview of each
course and some details." He looked around the room once more. "Are
there any questions before we begin?"


The
twelve year old raised his hand. "Yes? And you are?" he asked
politely. The young man stood.


"Daniel
sir. Daniel Jackson. I'm curious about the ships and different classes. What do
they mean and what roll do they play in the navy?" he cocked his head.
Irons grimaced. "I was wondering because I was wondering what our ships
would be doing in the future to meet those needs," Daniel amended then sat
down abruptly. 


The
Admiral paused to gather his thoughts, letting the class murmur for a moment.
"All right, The answer is in your book, chapter three. But to give you an
overview." He turned and opened his teacher's syllabus and then keyed the
ships diagram. Beside him a holo of each ship class from hunter killer up to
planetoid was displayed in relative scale.


"All
right starting with warships, at the very bottom with the smallest crew and
ability we have the hunter killers and gunships. They are small craft, inner
system or parasite ships designed to patrol a system or to run down enemy
ships. Some are designed as scouts or as modular defense platforms." The
caret around the hunter killers and gunships moved up to the next largest.


"Next
we have the frigates and corvettes. These ships have a class one or two hyper
drive. They serve in a similar function with more staying power and of course
the ability of transiting between star systems." The caret moved up again.
He looked at it then nodded. 


"Next
we have the destroyers. There are different platforms for different missions,
and even general purpose ones. Destroyers, or tin cans as they are called are
one of the workhorses of the fleet. We have two, the Damocles and the Andrea
Fuentes. Fuentes is about to recommission." He smiled as the class
murmured. 


"Next
we have cruisers. Cruisers are the largest ship to act as a standalone ship
during missions. They can range from anti-piracy patrol, diplomatic escorts,
convoy escorts, survey work, or more complex tasks that we won’t get into now."
He turned and smiled. “Both tin cans and cruisers have specialty designs used
in fleets as well.”


"That
covers the basics of ships we call screening elements. In a fleet they are used
to screen the battle line, the larger capital ships, providing them with
additional eyes, platform redundancy, and layers of point defense."
Several of the students looked confused. "Don't worry, you'll understand
in time. Now, the capital ships are battle cruisers, carriers, battleships,
dreadnoughts, super dreadnoughts, monitors, and battle planetoids."


He
turned. "Each has a separate function in a fleet. Battle cruisers and
carriers are the only capital ships that operate outside a fleet. The other
ships are usually the core of a fleet." The holo changed to a view of the
Resolution class.


"As
most of you know we have one Resolution class light cruiser ship, the Firefly,
she is currently the flagship of the defense force defending this system and
this sector." Someone laughed. He turned. "Do you have a
problem?"


"Uh
no sir," the young man gulped. He nodded.


"Right.
Sector. I'm not kidding. We're rebuilding the fleet folks. Fix that in your
heads firmly from now on. Fuentes, Damocles, Sun-Yat, Firefly and the others
are our core ships. Currently they are training and gathering materials to
repair each other and to rebuild other ships like the battleship I believe most
of you know about." The class began to murmur. He held up his hands.
"Okay, lets settle down."


"So
what else are they doing?" a young woman asked.


"You're...
Sara correct?" She nodded. "Please stand and wait to be called before
shooting off a question from now on." She blushed. "But to answer
your question, The fleet is also transporting delegates, medical and other
supplies, and medical and other personnel. We do search and rescue ops,
training, and gather raw materials for our expansion projects. We've also been
tasked to use ship grasers to cut caverns for the Pyrax expansion program
currently underway."


They
looked at each other in surprise. "Uh, that's a lot for a couple ships
isn't it?" someone asked.


"And
that's just the beginning. We also have to keep watch on each of the jump
points, keep a look out for stray munitions, traps, pirates, and smugglers,
while also salvaging more ships to repair recycle, or scrap." He sat on
the edge of the desk then crossed his arms. "Also we get to protect and
train the merchants that are on Destiny, the factory ship Hephaestus thirty
three, the ships currently under construction in the growing yard and the other
freighters." He sighed and paused, head down in thought.


"Yeah,
it's a lot," he shook his head after a moment. He'd been surprised when
he'd caught Logan's memo about laying the frames for the Prometheus group.
Surprised and pleased. Logan was moving full speed on all fronts.


"Ever
get the feeling you bit off more than you can chew Admiral?" a heckler in
the back asked. He smiled. "Yeah, a lot," he shrugged. "But I'm
an engineer, We'll fix it." 


Someone
started to clap. After a moment the rest of the class joined in. He tried to
shush them but they stood. The ensign was clapping as well, smiling. He smiled
feeling his ears burn in embarrassment. "Hell," he muttered then
bowed politely.




Chapter 31


 


Shelby
entered the officer's wardroom and smiled at the sight before her. The newly
minted ensign Laugherty was trying not to ogle at his nominal boss, first
lieutenant Thorn. Thorn was on top of a table, squatting and sipping at a drink
with a straw. Occasionally one eye or the other would roll, taking in the room
around her. It was an unnerving sight to some despite years of exposure to
aliens.


"Problem
ensign?" she asked releasing the straw. Her tail swished.


"Ah,
no ma'am," the ensign shook his head. "Ah that is..."


"Spit
it out son, I've probably  heard it all before," Thorn looked down at her
three fingers.


"I
was wondering how you can deal with being in a place built for someone
bigger?" he waved to indicate their surroundings. 


"Well,
just because you're bigger doesn't mean you’re better you know," Thorn
replied. Shelby smiled as she went to the bar and picked up a plate and started
to pile it with salad. Five weeks and the lieutenant was now an integrated
member of the crew.


"I've
got better senses than you. And a few you don't even have," Thorn said.
The whiskers above each of her eyebrows twitched.


"Um
ah, I didn't know that ma'am. How?" he asked eyebrows down.


"How
what? How can I have senses so much better than yours?" Thorn asked.
"Or how can I have them yet still think?"


He
nodded. "Both ma'am. I took the course on basic anatomy when I was younger
and a refresher in college, but it doesn't seem right," he shrugged
helplessly.


"Brain
size is a bit complicated and not always related to intelligence ensign,"
doctor Standish answered. Shelby turned to see him sitting in a corner playing
chess. He looked up.


"Each
sense has its own unique pattern in most species, and take up volume, but
volume is only part of the equation. Density and neural network connections...
not to mention training also play a part," Standish smiled to the young
man.


"You're
saying she's I mean, her species brain is denser than our own?" the ensign
asked.


"Sounds
like you’re the one being dense here," Thorn said. Shelby chuckled.


"Old
earth parrots and crows were intelligent. Some had complex reasoning and
problem solving skills on par with human adolescents. They took tool and
symbology to areas we didn't think could exist in a species outside our own
before spaceflight," Standish replied.


"So
you’re like a parrot?" the ensign asked looking at the elf.


"Son,
you've dug a deep enough hole, time you fill it or climb out," Shelby said
intervening. The others in the room chuckled.


"Oh
ah, yes ma'am," he blushed. “Sorry ma'am,” he bowed to the elf.


"Next
time you’re curious ensign, look it up before you stick your foot in your
mouth," Thorn said sweetly. Shelby frowned then shrugged it off.


"So
you served with my dad and the captain?" she sat at Thorn's table.
"Funny, I don't remember you on the salvage crew."


"I'm
rather easy to miss," Thorn replied dryly. 


"I
thought it was the exact opposite after you beat the captain in that last
exercise. I didn't know anyone other than the Admiral could be that
sneaky."


Thorn
chuckled. "The Admiral is an open book most of the time. He's a straight
shooter with people. Most people translate that over to strategy and tactics,
which allows him to get sneaky because they don't expect it."


Shelby
chuckled in surprise. "I'll have to remember that."


 


Sergio
smiled like a kid about to get a new toy. One of the other pilots, Maverick
rubbed his hands together in glee. The door opened and they walked into the
hangar.


He
could feel the air of excitement as he stood there, watching the crews working
on the bird. She gleamed, factory new. Shiny, almost a mirror finish. Flawless.
“There she is ladies and gentlemen. The Cobra. Our ride for the next couple of
years,” he grinned as he walked over to the bird.


“She's
a sweet ride lieutenant,” a crew chief said.


“You've
flown her?” he asked, suddenly irritated. He'd wanted first shot at them. He'd
waited two weeks for this. Two long weeks.


“No
the Admiral did personally. Took each of them out and ran them through their
paces to make sure all the systems integrated properly. He did it right off the
line.”


“Oh.”


“Seems
like we should have gotten them sooner. A lot sooner,” ensign Kes said shaking
her head.


“That's
'cause you don't know what went into them. We've been stockpiling basic parts
that are common on all the fighters in the inventory for a month. But well...
some of this stuff is a hell of a lot more complex than your shuttle or average
work pod.”


“Looks
the same as in the sims.”


“Oh
I dunno, these seem a lot sleeker. Meaner. Ready to fly,” a voice said on the
other side of the craft.


“Well,
gather round kiddies, I'll fill you in. You can also check the tutorials in
your inbox later,” the chief said hopping off the wing. “Standard delta wing
craft. Central body with a flattened fuselage. Nose sticks out a bit. Sensors
are here and here,” his hands ran over the nose cone and along the flanks.


“Here
is your rail gun. Other side is a particle gun. The rail gun can fire dumb
rounds, sand rounds, or smart rounds depending on what you or the AI on board
select.”


“There
is an AI on board?”


“Basic
AI. No personality. A dumb AI,” the chief said shrugging. “She'll manage the
ship for you, do your math, run the repairs and act as a RIO. That's rear
information officer.” They nodded. 


He
turned. “Moving on, she's got four layers of skin. The outer layer is a nanite
shell that does a host of things, like dissipate heat, repair light damage,
active camo, and some passive sensors. It's also got a cool crystal effect. If
you hit it then it turns hard. Basically it flows to the striking point and
forms a diamond there from the kinetic energy. It can shrug off some pretty
good hits.”


“Ah.”


“I
think I'm in love.”


“I
saw her first,” the chief growled.


“Carry
on chief,” Sergio said shaking his head at the byplay.


“Aye
aye sir. She's got four micro fusion reactors to power her fusion and force
drives.”


“Why
fusion? That will limit what we can do in them,” a voice asked. The green
haired youth popped his head around to look at the chief.


“Well,
we don't have the infrastructure for that antimatter stuff yet. And I dunno
about you, but playing with dark matter or a quantum tap is hard enough without
trying to do it in a one hundred centimeter cube.”


“Oh.”


“Why
not?” a voice asked. Sergio couldn't place the voice. It might have been one of
the other techs.


“You
kinda have to take all sorts of safety interlocks out. No room.”


“Oh.”


“Anyway,
as I was saying, four fusion drives for sub light thrust. Also a wedge, but you
gotta be mighty careful when and where you use it.”


“We
know chief,” Sergio said nodding.


“Right.
Shields, 1 terra rated for about ah...” he accessed his implant RAM. “About a 
thousand kilo's of force per square centimeter. It sounds like a lot but it
won’t help if you get a nuke or something like a petawatt laser right on top of
you.”


“Good
to know.”


“And
it'll get ripped to shreds by a gravity round.”


“Chief...”
Sergio said patiently.


“Huh?”
the chief blinked. “Oh. Ah, external and internal hard points...”


“Why
wings?” Sergio asked.


“So
it can be a multipurpose craft. Also wings can serve as extra storage space for
fuel, and a place to hang externals off of,” the chief said absently. He
touched a wing surface.


“Speaking
of which, this is the wing surface. She's got micro-actuators in each wing to
let it articulate for control in an atmo. This here... he ran his hands over
the fine mesh in front of the drive pods. “This is your bussard ram scoop. It's
got micro tractors along the rim to suck in interstellar hydrogen and materials
to supplement your fuel supply. You can also use it in atmo to refuel if need
be.” 


He
ran his hands over the underside of the wing root and side of the fuselage. The
nanotech skin flowed away and panels popped open. Looking inside they could see
another rail gun.


“Smart
rail gun, used to fire the internal ordinance. You carry thirty six nuclear
tipped rounds. The rounds are smart rounds, and can be pre-programmed for
course and variable yield along with targeting criteria.”


“That's
it, now I really know I'm in love,” a voice quipped. Sergio sighed.


“You'd
better be. These things were a bitch and a half to get right. Five months of work
went into this before we got it right. Blood, sweat, and tears for them. We've
got twenty of them, with another sixteen in the works and a warehouse for parts
and supplies. You so much as think about dinging them and the Admiral will clip
your wings fast.” The chief glared at them all. “That is if he gets his hands
on you before I do,” he growled. A mechanic behind him nodded, tapping a wrench
in her hand.


“Thanks
chief,” Sergio said, suddenly sober. He looked at his crew. “We'll do our
best.”


“Just
bring them back in one piece. You, hell you are optional.”


The
crew chuckled at that.


Sergio
shook his head laughing. “All right, we get the message.”


“No
problem. Let me show you the cockpit,” the chief said waving back the way they
came. They turned to see a robotic stair case come over and extend itself.
“Now, she's got the same basic controls as the other fighters, so you should be
familiar with them...”


 


Enrique
shook his head at Logan. “Is he serious?”


“As
a heart attack,” Logan shrugged.


“But
a plasma tap? On a sun?” Enrique blinked. “On our sun?”


“It's
not like it'll hurt it,” Logan said snorting. “It's not even new. The technique
has been used for over a thousand years.”


“Oh,”
Enrique blinked as he sat back. “Why..”


“In
a word? Antimatter,” Logan grimaced. “There are two different means to make it.
You need a power supply and a particle accelerator for the first. For the
second you need to find a pocket of antimatter out there in the void. Good luck
with that,” he snorted.


“Yeah,
okay.” 


“The
power supply is the big thing. We can build accelerators easily. But to power
them... Well, that's a tricky thing. You need lots and lots of energy. And the
cheaper the energy the better.”


“Okay,
why not use fusion?”


“Oh
we can, but a tap is cheaper.”Obviously Enrique was still getting used to all
the new things going on. The new technology. The kid was playing catch up.
Technically he wasn't a kid, he was forty something, but he'd always be a kid
to Logan.


“Doesn't
sound like it. Tapping the sun? Isn't that going to take energy? Shielding?”


“Oh
scads. Energy shielding and armor. The initial outlay will be extensive. But in
the long term the costs will amortize themselves and we'll be in the clear.”


“You
said there is another method?”


“A
QT. A quantum tap. Also known as a hyperspace shunt. Basically we put a
platform in hyperspace near a gravitational rift. The flow of natural energy
can then be tapped and used to power the accelerators.”


“That...
sounds complicated.”


“Extremely.
You have to get the shunt built to spec, get it into position, and get it to
stay in position. For long, long periods of time. Then of course you have to
dock with the station to get the antimatter off. Another fun thing.”


“Okay.”


“Let's
just say docking in real space is one thing, docking in hyperspace takes a hell
of a pilot. Ssislli.”


“Oh.
So that's why he's behind the resurrection projects.”


“No,
that's just human decency at work,” Logan shook his head. “They deserve a
second chance. If we get them back, any benefit they provide is gravy.”


Enrique
scratched his head. “I sometimes forget the Admiral is a decent man.”


“You've
been hanging out with too many politicians again then Enrique,” Logan teased,
smiling.


Enrique
laughed. “Yes, entirely too true. But you say the plasma tap is easier?”


“For
us. We set up a platform on the edge of the photosphere that's heavily
shielded. Then it bores down into the sun with a siphon. Basically a
gravitational tractor.”


“Oh,”
Enrique blinked.


“It
ah, sounds dangerous sir,” a tech said behind them. Logan turned. 


“That
is because it is,” Logan frowned. “You have to balance the gravitational pull
of the star to keep the platform from falling in. Add the tractor to the
mix...”


“I
was thinking about possible solar storms. Imagine one directly under the
platform?”


“That
is also a problem. Fortunately there is a solution. Two of them. The first is
that you suck the storm dry destabilizing it before it pops. Or,  you move the
platform when you see one coming.”


“Oh.”


“So
this siphon sucks up plasma?”


“Yes.
It acts as a straw pulling the plasma up from the suns photosphere. We then
process it on the platform and either beam the energy to waiting receptors,
ship the plasma off, or have the accelerators right there built into it.”


“Cool,”
the tech said smiling.


“Damn
hot if you ask me,” Smithy said. Logan chuckled.


“Pretty
much,” Enrique said nodding in agreement. “And you say the Navy is going to
build one of these platforms?”


“Oh
not right away. Hell, most likely not for a couple years. Once we get
Prometheus out we'll start putting the pieces together. We're starting to
stockpile them now. It'll take that long to get enough going before it's
worthwhile to have a dockyard to assemble them.”


“Oh,”
Enrique shrugged. “So,  I take it the assembly need not concern itself?” He held
up his hands. “That's the lieutenant governor in me speaking.”


“I
didn't say that,” Logan frowned. “It is their star system after all. But they
can help subsidize the work for a share of the energy if they would like to do
so.”


Enrique
rubbed his chin. Smithy cocked his head at him. “Is the assembly as forward
thinking as that? Can they really plan that far ahead? Right now it is pretty
chaotic. They bumped that conference again at the last minute. I heard it
caused quite a scheduling mess with a lot of people who were already en route.”


“I
know. The Admiral was one of those people. Let's just say he wasn't happy about
it,” Logan said frowning. “I'm not sure why they are insisting he attend it,”
he shrugged. “Not my problem anyway. But yeah, they do need to start focusing
on the future and not short term political games.” Enrique winced.


“It's
never too late to start planning for the future,” Enrique answered. “I'll put a
bug in some ears. Thanks commander,” He nodded to Logan.


“Sure
thing,” Logan said getting up and walking out.


 


There
was a knock on the frame of his door startling him. The Admiral looked up in
surprise. "Angie?" She came in biting her lip.


"Admiral
can I speak to you for a moment?" When she got closer he could see that
her eyes were puffy and there was a hand print on her face. 


"What's
wrong? What happened?" he asked suddenly wary.


"I
want to transfer to the navy sir," she came to stand in front of his desk.
He steepled his fingers. 


"What
brought this change of heart? The hand print on your face?" She blushed.


"Yes
sir."


"It
is quite a doozy. Tell me about it Angie. But first," he pointed to the
chair. "Sit." He turned. "Chief..." The steward stuck her
head out of her hatch. 


"Yes
sir?"


"Get
miss Angie a drink. Beer?" he asked turning to her.


"Do
you have anything stronger sir? It's been one of those days," she said
shakily as she lowered herself into the chair. He nodded.


"I've
got just the thing coming right up."


A
moment later the chief set a drink in front of Angie and a bottle. "Thanks
chief," she said taking a sip then pouring another. The chief patted her
shoulder then nodded to the admiral and left.


"Feel
better?" the Admiral asked.


"No,
now I feel like my throats on fire too," she chuckled. 


He
smiled. "So what happened?"


"Uh..."
she sighed sitting back with the drink. There is a ball tonight. A group of
representatives have been after me to make jewelry for them and their partners
before some ball or something or other," her voice dripped disgust.


“I
wonder if that was why that conference got bumped,” he muttered. She looked
over to him. He waved. “Never mind, continue.”


"Like
I would drop everything to make jewelry for those idiots," she snarled
drinking the drink.


"So
you turned them down?" She nodded.


"One
showed up in replicator one. She tried to reprogram it to make her a diamond
and pearl necklace." She held her fist up. “Fricken diamond the size of my
fist. Bloody stupid.” The Admiral winced.


"Right,
I see you know the problem. The replicators can't make artificial diamonds, that
takes immense pressure, time and a plasma field... not to mention a seed,"
she said caustically. She had slapped her hands and then rubbed her temples. He
gave her a curious look. She shrugged. "Logan taught me," she
explained. He nodded in understanding. Most people were still coming to grips
with the changes. Logan had told him about the conversation about the plasma
tap with Enrique over a beer the other day. They'd both had a laugh at it.


"So
you tried to explain it to her?"  he asked. She nodded. "After I
found out she screwed up the replicator and the tray of plasma injectors it was
making. It's going to need a rebuild Admiral. Sucker locked up tighter than a
straight guy's ass at a gay bar."


He
groaned softly. "Great. Now I know why you're pissed."


She
shook her head. "That's not the half of it. She slapped me, ordered me to
do it. I picked up a wrench, she left." She ran a shaky hand through her
hair. "She's damn lucky she ran, I was pissed." She shook her head.
“I would have embedded it in her fricken forehead,” she snarled then sipped
again.


The
Admiral nodded. "What happened after that?"


"Enrique
called me to his office. An aide to the representative was there. He spent
twenty minutes bawling me out. I quit." The Admiral grimaced as she took
another drink and downed it.


"Damn,"
he sighed in sympathy. "I'll talk to him." 


She
nodded. "It's not going to help though sir." He nodded. As the
lieutenant governor of the system Enrique was caught between a rock and hard
place. And an assistant engineer, no matter how good was expendable when
politics was involved.


"So
am I in? Cause if I'm not the next stop is the merchants. I'll be a chief
engine wiper, anything to get off this damn screwed up station." Angie was
starting to slur. 


Irons
nodded. "I'll give you the evening to think about it and get over the
hangover." The steward came in and swapped the alcohol with a bottle of
water. She put a second down next to Angie's hand and a small serving dish with
an analgesic pill in it. 


"Most
of my staff want to come too," she slurred taking a swig. "Water.
Don't you have anything better?" she asked.


"It's
for the hangover," Irons replied sounding amused.


"What
hangover?" Angie asked.


"The
one you’re going to get when you wake up," he smiled. "Go sleep this
off Angie. Report in the morning." She nodded and tottered to her feet. 


"Good
idea," she sighed moving off. She made it to the wardroom then fell face
first onto the sofa. After a moment he could hear a snore.


"What
did you give her?" Irons asked chuckling.


"Whiskey.
I think Miss Angie had hit the bottle beforehand though. I could smell it on
her breath when I served her," the steward said concerned. 


Irons
nodded. "Possibly. And four glasses in a fifty kilo body probably went
straight to her blood stream," he chuckled.


"Talk
about an easy date," he sighed getting up. He picked up his cap. "I'm
going to have a chat with Enrique. If any others want to join, let me know. And
if she asks, they aren't getting priority to fix their mess. Security should
have stopped the bitch before she got there. I'll have a go at Smithy and the
watch commander as well If any of her crew show up let me know.”


"I
will sir. I believe several have already asked commander Logan however."


"Great,"
Irons sighed.


 


"Enrique,
what the hell were you thinking?" The Admiral said as he stormed into ops
a few minutes later and  then paused. 


Logan
gave him a guilty look but he was clearly pissed. "You came down on your
own people instead of backing them. You bawled them out in front of a
witness?" Logan snarled throwing his hands up in the air. “In front of the
staff? Hell man!”


Enrique
looked away, body posture stiff and unyielding. "It's complicated."


"You're
damn right it's complicated! Half of Anvil's engineers have just jumped
ship!" Liam said. He too threw his hands up in the air. "I've half a
mind to join them! What the hell were you thinking!"


"I
was trying to be diplomatic," Enrique answered. "How bad is it?"
he asked.


"If
I poach the current engineering class I can make up some of the difference, but
we've lost most of the experienced replicator people and about fifty of my
reactor crews," Liam snarled. "There go my watch bills."


"Where
are they going to go? When they cool off they'll come back," Enrique said,
brushing lint off his arm.


"No
they won’t," the Admiral said. Enrique and the others looked at him.
Enrique stared.


"They
won’t?"


"No,
most have already gotten jobs on the merchant ships, Destiny, on Hephaestus, on
other colonies, or in the Navy," he shook his head. He looked around the
room to the watch people. They were pretending they weren't hearing.
"Perhaps this isn't the time or place to be discussing this?" he
suggested. 


Liam
snarled. "I've got better things to do than bitch. Somehow I've got to
pull a watch crew together for reactor four and the replicators in less than an
hour. I've got one, repeat one!" he waved his index finger in front of
Enrique, "...person manning each now. That's because of your brown nosing
fuck up. Fix it!" he snarled and then stomped out.


"Well,
that was interesting," the Admiral sighed.


"I've
got to go to the ball," Enrique muttered and turned to leave, adjusting
his cuff link and then his tie. He murmured something to the officer on deck
then left.


"Crap,"
Logan sighed running his hand through his hair.


"Just
realized you made the same mistake he did?" the Admiral murmured, standing
beside him.


"Yeah.
I wasn't the first though, Liam beat me to it. I walked in on it and just piled
on." The Admiral nodded.


"He's
not going to be able to fix this is he?" the officer of the watch asked.


The
Admiral waited a beat before answering. Logan beat him to it though. "Not
right away. One 'oh shit' can wipe out a ton of 'that a boys'," Logan
answered. Irons couldn't help but smile at that.


"What
he means is one good screw up sticks in the minds of people a lot longer than
doing it right. He knew he was in the wrong and screwing his own people was the
worst thing he could have done. Hell, us talking to him about it... or even
talking about it now with you behind his back is also bad," he explained
to the confused officer.


"Yeah,
right. I get it," she said shaking her head. "Is Angie okay?"
she asked tentatively.


"Last
time I checked. She got hammered then passed out on my couch after signing up
in the navy," the Admiral shrugged. “Hopefully she doesn't barf on the
couch or carpet, I just had them installed six months ago,” he said darkly. She
looked startled.


"The
navy? I thought she'd go to the factory ship!" She looked surprised and
confused.


Logan
shook his head. "Billy and Mandy took Hephaestus. She doesn't want to step
on their toes since they got senior positions. She'd have to bump one of them.
The navy or a freighter was it. After the rep pissed her off, I didn't think
she'd go to another colony."


The
Admiral nodded. "We can use her. We've got our second industrial
replicator up and running and Prometheus is in the wings. I'll put her in
charge of it in Bu-ships with you," he nodded to Logan.


"That
is if she doesn't change her mind when she recovers from the hangover," he
shrugged and smiled.


Logan
grinned. “Wouldn't be the first time someone tied one on and signed up with us
then regretted it when they woke up with a migraine and foul taste in their
mouth.”


Irons
snorted. "How are we coming on the dry dock?" he asked.


"We've
got the shells finished for the first two final assembly and fitting bays. We
should be able to move in a week or two as soon as we finish running the wiring
and chasing down the usual crop of bugs," Logan answered. “I can't wait to
get the ships under construction into proper slips. It should help with safety
concerns.”


They
had finally decided to bite the bullet and make their own temporary quarters
with the docking tree and transhabs. The station and a couple of the colonies
had given them limited space, but they were scattered all over the station or
all over the inside of the colonies. Firefly had finally succeeding in making
the planetoid base San Diego, but it would take months for it to cool before
they could move in and start making it habitable.


"Maybe
I'll make her the chief of the dry dock. She's got civilian grade implants. It
wouldn’t be hard for her to adapt to military grade. I think she can keep an
eye on the reactor crew too. After all, I trained her," Logan said softly.


"Right.
That just leaves her shoes to fill here. And the damage to replicator
one," Irons said.


"Their
problem," Logan said walking out. "Let them fix it," he said
over his shoulder.


"Ouch,"
Sprite said.


"Ouch
indeed," the Admiral grunted. He cocked his head for a moment then smiled
grimly. “And I totally agree. Make a note, if anyone asks, we're busy,” he
waved as he left.


 


"Admiral,
I'm monitoring a backlash in your publicity profile. It is a disturbing trend.
I'm getting indications that it is a coordinated effort by multiple
parties," Sprite cautioned. Irons grimaced.


"In
what form?" he asked. He was surprised he'd be roped into this mess with
Enrique. The exec had thought it would blow over in a day or so. It had in fact
grown. He'd clamped down on it but most of his more experienced crew had either
jumped station or were ready to do so.


"Debates
on various channels have the general trend to say you’re a power hungry
dictator. There ares even several negative grass roots slander campaigns
against you and the navy. One of them states that we are drafting the
poor."


Irons
grimaced. "That's an old saw." He shook his head. Educating the
public about the military being an all volunteer organization was an ongoing
process. "And the others?"


"Well,
one is a twist on the body snatcher thing." He grimaced. "Another is
that you're poaching the best talent for the fleet and leaving incompetent
boobs in charge of the colonies." He scowled. That one hit close to home.


"We're
also catching flack over not opening access to the ships and their
replicators." He grimaced again, then ran a hand through his hair.


"I
thought we settled that. Thirty three is out there doing a tour right?" he
asked.


"Apparently,
that's not good enough. They want the entire quota of every replicator,"
Sprite responded.


"Not
going to happen. We've given up priorities with the civilian ones and fallen
back on our own in house for our own demands. I'm not retreating on that,"
he replied firmly.


"And
hence the negative publicity," Sprite responded. "I've snuck a few
civilian projects in when time, power, and materials allowed, but nothing
major," she replied. He shook his head.


"Favors?"
he asked. "You better not have been using Navy equipment to make anything
illegal or immoral," he said.


"No
Admiral, merely filling a need. Most of it is in trade." Irons grimaced
again. He hated that. She fed him a list of things. He waved it away.


"All
right, all right," he grumbled.


"Do
you have a plan?" Sprite asked.


"No.
Continue the course plotted. I'll try to up my profile a bit, but I'm not going
to dance to their tune and play their game. And Anvil's replicator one can damn
well STAY down." Enrique had waited a full shift before asking for him to
fix the replicator. Then begging. He had ignored what had come his way. Finally
the complaints had stopped.


Security
was now posted around engineering and the replicators with stern instructions
to turn away any unauthorized personnel without exception. Smithy had fielded
some protests from reps and their staff but had made sure the public knew it
was a safety measure. A few judicious movies about people getting killed by
sticking their noses where they didn't belong had shifted public opinion their
way. For now.


"You're
mixing your metaphors again Admiral," Sprite replied.


"So
sue me."


"Let's
not give them any more ideas," Sprite sighed.


 


Enrique
looked around the crew with a dissatisfied air. “Why are we slipping on our
production schedules? We missed a shipping date to a Vesta colony. I just got
an earful from her two representatives and her mayor.”


Liam
scowled. “What do you expect? We're down a replicator. Not to mention about a
third of our people,” he snarled. He looked tired.


“I
thought it was repairable?” Enrique asked. He was still catching flack he
realized. It wasn't his fault! He thought but then tried to set his annoyance
aside.


“When
it was purged? Hardly,” Liam shook his head. “I'm not sure if it was the dumb
bastard who broke in and tried to reprogram it, or Angie doing it out of spite
and spleen. Either way it's totaled.”


“That
bad,” Enrique frowned. A full industrial replicator? He tried hard not to wince
at that. He'd been too busy getting ready for the ball to look into the
implications. Obviously the fall out was not the only thing he had to deal with
on this issue. “How soon can we replace it?” He shook his head. Obviously he
should have looked into this sooner he thought to himself.


“In
a word never,” Liam said tossing a tool onto the table. “She's beyond our
ability to repair or replace.”


“But
the Admiral did...”


“That's
because the Admiral has the codes and plans,” Liam said. We don’t.”


“So
that's how he did it,” Thornby said nodding. “I get it now.”


“Ah..
can we ask him to fix this?” the communications director asked tentatively.


“Not
likely. He's busy. And since we've been pissing the Navy off by cutting them
off from support and access to the factory ship and our own replicators... can
you blame them?” Liam said shaking his head. 


“Damn,”
Enrique said softly. Now he understood why the Admiral had been furious and had
not helped them fix the thing.


“The
good news is I've got a minimum watch crew for the reactors and life support.
Mostly by poaching some of the engineering students and calling it internships.
There are a few bright spots here and there, some of the crews are pretty tight
and won't jump unless they all do. Hopefully things will settle down soon
though.” He wasn't holding his breath though, a week and things were still in
an uproar. They say time heals all wounds, well, he wished it'd hurry the hell
up!


“Yes,
word of what happened has been all over the station grapevine,” the director
said shaking her head. “It's been embellished of course.”


“That
explains the sick outs and slow downs,” Liam said nodding. “I'm half expecting
strikes next. Reactor one went without a watch for half a shift until someone
caught on.”


“Are
you serious?” the security chief asked.


“I
wouldn't put it past some people. They are pissed. Morale is low. Almost as bad
as where we were before the Admiral came.”


“I'd
say it's not that bad,” Thornby said shaking her head. “But it could be
better.” She admitted and then sighed. “You really stuck your foot in your
mouth Enrique,” she said turning on the station commander.


“I'm
figuring that out for myself thanks,” Enrique said bitingly. The doctor's face
cooled into a frozen mask.


“Sorry.
Sorry,” he sighed hands up in surrender. “We're all on edge. This situation
sucks.”


Matilda
snorted. “Tell me about it. We've had the occasional problem at the college as
well.” She shook her head.


“Can
we do anything about this?” the director asked.


“Like
what?”


“Ah...
spin control? Get the truth out, or at least something resembling the truth
that isn't as damaging? Maybe a public apology to this Angie fellow? Get her
back? Offer her a bonus or something?”


“She's
not coming back,” Liam said shaking his head.


“But,
where will she go?” the director asked surprised.


“To
the navy. She's signed on and is now a full first lieutenant. She'll probably
be fast tracked to lieutenant commander if she works out,” Liam replied. “She
was always one of my best leaders.”


“She
just got her military grade implants yesterday actually. It will be a week
before she reports for duty,” Thornby said smiling.


“That's
right you’re in the navy too,” the director said with hooded eyes.


“Me
too,.” Matilda said smiling and raising her hand. The director turned a
startled look her way. “We're both reservists,” she said, resting an arm over
the doctor's shoulders.


“I
was thinking about signing up as well,” the Veraxin sheriff said chittering his
mandibles. “But my job is a little too involved for me to go off to train or
play marine.” He shrugged. “Besides, being a soldier is a young man's game. I'm
an old fart.”


“Speak
for yourself sonny,” Matilda growled as she straightened. “I can see if the
Admiral can come by to fix your replicator sometime. But he's pretty busy,” she
looked up. “Yes, his schedule is pretty heavy for the next week or more. Then
there is that stupid dog and pony conference the assembly is insisting he
attend.”


“You
have implants?” the director asked, blinking and looking thoroughly surprised
He'd wanted them but they were restricted to military and engineering people.
Not that they really needed them he thought with another pang of envy. Or at
least, not engineers. Not all of them anyway.


“Of
course,” Matilda smiled looking down at her. “All part of being in the navy
sonny. I just put in a request to Sprite for his schedule. She says he's booked
solid for the next two months. She might be able to divert him for a brief fix
sometime soon but she said he's not going to be on station for a while. And
that fix isn't something short and sweet, its at least a shift of work.
Complete electronic rebuid and nanite purge and replace.”


“Oh
lovely,” Liam said shaking his head. “Well, we've got to work with what we've
got then. You’re just going to have to keep the riff-raff away from the other
replicators and out of engineering all together.” He eyed the sheriff, then the
AI. The AI nodded.


“Can
we get nanites from another replicator and transfer them?” the director asked.
Liam shook his head. “Oh, why not?”


“The
moment they are outside the replicator they self destruct as a safety
precaution,” Liam explained. Matilda nodded.


“The
last thing we need is rogue nanites loose on the station,” Thornby said with a
shiver. The others looked at her then nodded. That was a nightmare no one
wanted to ever have to face in their lifetime.


“Can
we get someone else to do it? Make another replicator I mean,” the director
asked.


“Nope.
It's a military prerogative. Only engineers and engineers with flag rank have
the codes. It even takes a commander or higher just to authorize a food
replicator to be made.”


“Oh.
I thought the governor will get the codes?” Enrique asked.


“Oh
he may, if he ever bothers to get implants. So far I've nixed him twice because
of his health. One time was because of a scheduling conflict. The Admiral has
to be the one to pass him the codes so they have to be in the same place during
the operation.”


“Which
isn't going to happen anytime soon,” Enrique said shaking his head. “Is he
avoiding me?”


“Not
likely. Busy. He's a busy man,” Thornby said shrugging. Matilda did the same
but she had a small smile. Enrique caught it and sighed.


“That's
what I thought.”


“Some
people have to learn the hard way,” she said. “You didn't want to listen when
he tried to counsel you the first time. Now here is your penance.”


“So
that's it? We're going to adjust?” the sheriff asked.


Liam
scowled sourly. “What more do you expect? I don't care who they are, I don't
care if they are representatives, tourists, or some busy body on the station.
Keep. Them. Away.” He tapped his finger against the table with each word. “Or
the next person gone will be me,” he shot the look to Enrique. “And I'll take
most of what's left when I go. You need to get your priorities sorted out.
Now.”


“In
other words, do you want a running station, or chaos?” Smithy asked. “Stop
kissing the politicians asses and start paying attention to business.”


Enrique
sat back. “All right,” he sighed. “I... I...” He shrugged helplessly. “I'm
sorry okay?”


“Enrique,
in the end who's opinion of you matters the most? The people who follow you? Or
some bureaucrat on another colony?” Matilda asked softly.


“Well,
when you put it that way...”


 


Mayweather
looked around the bridge with a possessive air. She rubbed her arm rests and
smiled. "Captain Harris is asking for another exercise if you have time in
dock," the AI said. She frowned and checked her schedule. Harris would
want a rematch. And if by some chance he pulled off a victory she knew she'd
want one herself. She had a couple of days or so before they went to this
conference she noted. Plenty of time.


"Sure,
I can take time to pin his ears back," she grinned and rubbed her hands in
anticipation. 


The
AI chuckled. "I'll let him know," Firefly replied.


"Care
for a match now?" she asked. The AI shook his head. 


"When
in dock possibly. You sure you’re up to MY levels captain my captain? I after
all, have decades of experience," Firefly asked. Mayweather's grin made
the AI laugh. "All right. We'll be in dock for a day, I can arrange the
time. Just remember, youth and treachery doesn't always measure up against age
and experience."


"Schedule
it after Harris. Cleaning his clock shouldn't take more than a couple of
minutes," Mayweather purred. Shelby chuckled. She turned her predatory
grin on her. "Since Firefly copped out, care for a match madam exec?"
Shelby's chuckle faltered. She looked up with a mock glower to the AI. 


"You
set me up," she laughingly accused. 


Firefly
bowed. "Well, since Lt Thorn is off duty..."


"All
right en-garde madam captain," Shelby laughed, sitting back in her chair
as the plot formed around her work station.


 


Mayweather
studied her opponent with pitying eyes. "You ready to get creamed again?"
she asked the next day. They'd agreed on two falls out of three each day.


Harris
gave a disdainful sniff. "Brains over brawn. Brains over brawn." He
made a brushing motion.


"You
keep telling yourself that," Mayweather grinned. “Maybe someday you'll
make it come true. Someday,” she said smugly. He bridled a little.


"Is
this a private party or can anyone play?" Vargess asked. 


Harris's
eyes widened then he shot an accusing glare to Mayweather. "You set me
up."


"Am
I too late?" Dan asked coming in.


"You
mean you set me up," Mayweather chuckled.


"No,
we're all here, so we're all ready," Logan called over the link. 


“Me
too. I mean, we're ready when you are,” Sergio said eagerly over the vox.


Mayweather
sighed. "It's a convention," she laughed. Thorn looked up then back
down at her station. Janice turned in her seat, opened her mouth, thought
better of it then turned back.


"No,
merely an unscheduled exercise," the Admiral's voice answered. He was in
the shipyard, watching the feed.


She
turned a glower on Firefly. "Naughty boy, you set me up," she
accused. 


He
spread his hands. "You said you wanted a challenge. And I distinctly
remember you saying something about unscheduled drills."


She
sighed shaking her head. "Me and my big mouth. The Admiral wrote the book.
Hell he even rewrites it from time to time. All right, let’s get this over
with."


 


“Are
you sure about this?” Dan asked. He was still smarting over that fleet exercise
yesterday. It had been fun pulling one over on Mayweather, but the bitch had
gotten him back rather quickly. She'd kicked his ass three times out of four.


“Just
get it done,” the voice replied.


“I'm
not happy about that. Giving you his schedule is one thing. Getting onto his
launch to upload a virus is a lot of exposure,” Dan fidgeted.


“Is
it going to be a problem?” the voice asked.


“It
may be. I'm not sure. Anything could happen. He's also got his own personal
security systems. There is no telling what is in there until I'm actually on
board. Even attempting to get in could send off a warning signal,” he shrugged.


“Just
do it. No excuses.” 


Dan
sighed as the person left. “Great.”


 


Sprite
looked over to the door and then back to the Admiral. He shook his head and
looked up. “Something I should know about Sprite?”


“Ah.
Lieutenant Valdez needs to talk with you.”


“Indeed.
Send him in.” He sat back as Sergio came in and stood at attention. Irons hid a
small satisfied smile. Sergio had matured greatly over the past eight months or
so. He now sported a classic military crew cut and from the looks of things the
gangly youth was filling out nicely with muscle. His flight coverall sported a
skull and cross bones patch of the newly minted jolly rogers wing. “What brings
you Sergio?”


“I've..
We've got a problem. Ah, ensign Lajoy.”


“One
of your pilots?”


“Greenhorn
sir. One of the new crop, not one of the sleepers. She's well, she was doing
work in the yard for a while before she transferred. We were in a sim exercise
and well apparently she stared a little too long into the dark.”


“Agoraphobia?”
Sprite asked.


“Is
that what it's called?” Sergio turned to the AI then back to the Admiral. “We
just called it the dark.”


“Can't
hack the black. Some people can't,” the admiral said nodding.


“Yes
well, she was an EVA tech. She did good on her colony, but...”


“Deep
space is an entirely different animal. One few can handle. It's one thing to
have a deck or hull, or surface under you, but free floating.”


“Yes
she... ah, had a hard time in a free floating situation.”


“Free
float?” Sprite asked. Sergio shrugged. “Check my last sim. She panicked. We had
to sedate her.”


“Yeah
I'll say,” Sprites eyes shifted back and forth. “I've reviewed the security
footage. Hysterical comes to mind. Definitely traumatized. Doctor Thornby
reports she's catatonic.”


Irons
grimaced. “Okay. So she's a wash out,” he sighed.


“Pity
she seemed to eat up the book part. Perfect grades,” Sprite replied.


“The
last thing we need is for her to break down in a real combat op. And just the
memory of this is going to taint her in fighter ops,” Sergio said shaking his
head. “I'd transfer her to Lieutenant Zek but he...”


“He
couldn't use her anyway. Chad needs a stable hand there. She's more likely to
be exposed to the dark on a regular basis in the shuttle and workpod crews,”
Irons replied.


“A
bit of the hair of the dog that bit you Admiral?” Sprite asked.


“Maybe.
When she's stable and given a clean bill of health. Some people who have gone
Dutchman or can't handle it at first do eventually stabilize to become semi
functional in space. But I think a transfer is in order. You said she can
handle the book part of things?”


“Yes
Admiral.”


“Think
she can handle a maintenance billet?”


“If
she recovers sir,” Sergio nodded. “She's good with people.” He grimaced.


“It's
not your fault son,” Irons said. “It's no one's fault.”


“I
pushed her too hard,” he replied. “Too damn hard, too damn fast.”


“Better
to find out now than when it really counts. The last thing you or any of us
would have needed was a full bore panic attack during combat,” Sprite replied.


“Can
we get her a billet on a capital ship?”


“Unfortunately
none are available. We're full up,” Sprite reported. “Funny, I wasn't sure we'd
ever get there.” Her eyes flickered. She turned to the Admiral. “The doctor
reports she's stable and responding to the sonic treatment. Her heart has
extensive damage from the cardiac event. She'll need a week to recover.”


“All
right. See if we've got any maintenance billets available. Running a flight
wing's logistics group is the best she's going to get for now.”


“Or
in this case a shuttle and work pod wing,” Sprite replied. “Damocles has an
opening for a couple of postings if we let a couple people transfer who want to
get onto the Bismark or to the yard. Let’s see what she says when she's more...
coherent.”


“Right.”
Sergio nodded then paled a little. “Who tells her?” he asked.


“I
will if you want lieutenant,” Sprite replied.


“Thank
you ma'am but... I think it had better come from me,” Sergio said giving the
Admiral a look. “She deserves to hear it straight from me than from someone
else.”


“All
right. Have your yeoman cut the orders for transfer. Sprite will get it sorted
by the end of the watch.”


“Already
done,” Sprite said smugly. “Isn't it great to have people around who know what
they’re doing?”


“That's
one way of looking at it,” he nodded to Sergio. “How is the family doing?”


“Mama
is a bit put out now that we've relocated the modules to the shipyard core. She
thought we'd be last but the marines are since their class is a few weeks away
from graduation,” he shrugged. 


“She'll
get over it. Or won’t,” Irons glanced at Sprite. “I think we can arrange some
leave time soon after the next training rotation.”


“Consider
it done,” Sprite said nodding.


“All
right then,” Irons nodded. “Carry on Lieutenant.”


Sergio
snapped to attention, saluted then left. Irons stared at the bulkhead for a
moment then sighed.


“He's
doing okay,” Sprite said softly. Her avatar sat down on the edge of his desk.
“This wasn't his fault.”


“Nope.
Wasn't my train of thought at all. Lajoy was what? First in her class?”


“Yes.
She's... Yes. One of the best of the new crop actually.”


“Pity,”
he grimaced. “How many does that make?”


“Current
fighter wing strength is... four squadrons with the current manning table. That
is if we ever get more than two fighter squadrons for them to man. Production
keeps falling behind when it is bumped for priority projects. They really need
their own factories and assembly centers.”


“We're
working on it. One thing at a time. Just remember, it's easier and cheaper to
fix things if they bang it up in a sim rather than in real life.”


Sprite
winced. “Point.” She shook her head. “About that all up exercise. I think Dan
needs some work on his relativity compensation. Perhaps a real world exercise
will help him put it into perspective?”


“We'll
see. He does still need work though.”


 




Chapter 32


 


Logan
grinned with pride at the sight of the shipyard. In seven short months since
they started the project they had worked miracles. In another year things would
really begin to change and this would seem like baby steps.


He
chuckled at the thought. It was odd. A century of doing dead end work, nursing
elderly dying fusion reactors while trying to teach people how to make bricks
without straw or water. Now this.


“How's
it going?” Shelby asked, coming over to him. He turned and nodded politely to
his daughter. This was turning into a weekly or monthly thing, these meetings.
They were in a public viewing place so he couldn't hug her. Firefly was in dock
for a couple of days while she dropped off her latest asteroid captures and
picked up cargo and people going out.  “I heard we're laying new keels?”


“Yes.”
He looked back to the view port. Out there the Admiral was suited up. It was a
short ceremony for the cameras now that the word was out that for the first
time since the Xeno war someone was building a starship. “Prometheus, Hecate,
Farragut, and Kincaid,” he said pointing to the frame of each ship. Hecate was
ahead of the others in completion time. There had been some problems with
Farrgut and Kincaid that had slowed them down.


“Prometheus?”
Shelby asked, wrinkling her nose. “Odd name for a warship.”


“Greek
Titan of fire and forethought. Benefactor of man He brought fire from the
heavens to man but for his generosity the other gods punished him by torturing
him for the rest of eternity.”


“Again,
odd,” Shelby shook her head.


“She's
not a warship, she's a factory ship. Technically a Cabeiri Epsilon class tender
like Io 11. We're keeping Hephaestus thirty three here in Pyrax for a while.
The new governor elect insisted, despite thirty three being an inducted navy
vessel. The Admiral bowed to that demand for once. Something about diplomacy or
letting them think they won this round I think he said. So we, the navy that
is...” he turned to her with a smile which she returned, “...decided to send
out a different ambassador of our own. Prometheus will be that ambassador.
She'll be a small fully stocked factory ship, built along the same lines as the
Io 11. She'll go along the path the pirates took and try to fix up the colonies
and sort them out into a defensive line.”


“Isn't
that a little, ah dangerous?” Shelby asked, looking concerned. “She'll be a big
ripe target for the pirates all on her own.”


“Which
is why we're building the others. The others are escorts and a supply ship. Hecate
and Farragut are convoy escort frigate-corvettes. They are the first of four.
The other four will be follow ons we'll build time permitting as soon as these
are done and working up. I was hoping Prometheus was further along. I'd love
for her to be sitting there making stuff for us while doing her running up
exercises and waiting for the other ships to be finished,” he smiled. She
smiled back. 


“Kincaid
is a supply ship with a bit of extra tankage to supply the fleet with fuel when
needed. All the ships are Federation navy, so we're building them from the keel
up with military grade gear and weapons.”


“That
is if we ever get her done,” Shelby said smiling and shaking her head. It
seemed like there were a thousand and one projects sprouting up all over the
system. Activity was frantic. Space was starting to get crowded. They had even
had to institute traffic rules last week to curtail the near accidents that had
been going on with some of the more fractious civilian pilots.


“Oh
we will,” her father turned back to the port. Robotic arms were already
bringing in parts from storage bays. An EVA tech and a robot guided them into
place then tacked the modules together. The carefully choreographed ballet was
moving into full swing as other workers started to pick up the pace.


“We
were having so many problems with repairing the Bismark that we went ahead with
these three while our designers and the Admiral go over her plans again and try
to iron out the problems.”


“Ouch.”


“Yeah.
Personally I'd rather we started with a Ninja class.”


“Ninja?”
she asked amused.


“It's
a small frigate-corvette. Tiny thing. Spy ship. Cloaking device, packed with
sensors and communications gear and little else,” he explained.


“Oh.”


“No
guns, just layers and layers of stealth. But that's the problem. We don't
happen to have the plans for a cloak, or the neutrino and tacheyon dampers, or
the special smart skin they have. Or the baffle designs for their engines. So,
that's out. For now.” He shook his head in annoyance.


“Yeah,”
Shelby said shaking her own head. It was just as well, she didn't think anyone
would want to try to sneak around a hostile system in a tiny unarmed floating
target.


“The
tricky part with this is coordinating everything. We need to keep things
flowing smoothly which means schedules and loads of planning ahead of time. We
don't want things to back up at one point for too long. We don't want crowding
but we also don't want people sitting idle waiting for parts. That ripples down
the line making a mess.” He shook his head. Already he spotted a few problems.
He started to call it in but he heard the radio traffic from the shift
supervisor. Zek was already on the problem.


“He's
a god send,” he murmured.


“Who?”
Shelby asked. She came over and nodded her chin as a work pod went by.


“Zek.
He's good. Very good. His knowledge of a shipyard's inner workings is just like
the Admiral's, but from a different perspective. He still wants a ship billet
though.”


“Ah.
Well, I can look into something on Firefly when we have an opening.” She shook
her head. She didn't want to give up her present chief engineer, he'd just
settled down into the job. “The way we're turning over people that won't be a
problem.” It felt odd, just as she would get used to people they would move on
to other posts, other opportunities. The Admiral was cycling people through
Firefly and the other units in the fleet quickly, getting them experience while
trying to keep their core crews intact to keep  day to day ship functions
stable.


“Nah,
I was thinking of sending him out on Prometheus. As chief engineer or XO. Have
to run it by the Admiral though. That is, when she's ready,” Logan said
smiling.


“Interesting.
Also an incentive for him to get her finished as soon as possible,” Shelby said
nodding. She turned her back to the view, crossed her arms and leaned against
the rail. “Are you going to send a medical contingent on this expedition?” she
asked.


“Come
to think of it, I don't remember much on that score. We've got a lot of
corpsmen, sick berth attendants, orderlies, assistant and full nurses, and
paramedics of varying degrees, but we've still only got a couple good doctors.
One of the sleepers was on track to become a nurse She's become one of
Thornby's best doctors with a bit of encouragement and prodding.”


“I
didn't know that. Where did you... never mind,” Shelby shook her head. Her
father tended to wander when he didn't have a project in front of him.


“Thornby
told me when she and I had lunch the other day,” he replied. She smiled.


“But
you mentioned medics,” Logan said looking thoughtful. He watched the ballet
outside for a few seconds as he accessed the files. “No, just the usual medical
personnel on each ship. Why?”


“I'd
suggest a much larger one. Maybe adding another ship if you could, or expanding
Kincaid,” Shelby said. “I seem to recall we had a lot of medical problems even
with Doc and her free clinics. Imagine what it's like out there,” she said
turning back to the view port.


“Come
to think of it, that's a very good idea. It would spark some good will,” Irons
said coming into the view port. They turned and came to attention.


“At
ease,” he nodded to them. Logan smiled. “Grooming your daughter to take over
for you again Horatio?” Irons teased. He was still in his skin suit.


“Hardly.
Handling this and the paperwork that goes with it? I'd rather be cleaning
toilets or fuel injectors. Anything is better than this... chaos.”


“It
only looks that way. On the ragged edge of chaos, but there is a method and
rhythm to it,” Irons said nodding to Logan. He nodded back turning to his
daughter.


“See,
we've got ships under refit on one side of the station, while this side has the
new construction. The refit side has its own traffic patterns, most of it is
bringing stores in to resupply the ships.”


“And
here you've got everything going in,” she said smiling.


“Well,
not exactly. Here we've got a series of chambers. Each chamber builds a sub
assembly then passes it along to the main dock to assemble together into the
vessel. Once she's got her basics done we move her to another docking slip to
do her final fitting out, testing and debugging while this one builds the next
ship.”


“Oh,”
Shelby blinked.


“It's
efficient. Much more efficient than trying to build it all one piece at a time
in one space. Believe me,” Irons smiled. “Back in the old days when humans were
on earth they built ships on beaches one piece at a time. It took months and
people tripped over each other constantly. There were no decent plans, limited
coordination...” he shook his head. “It was a mess.”


“Later
as industry took root shipyards turned into dry docks. They would build ships
in the traditional methods, but in box like enclosures that they could later
fill with water,” Logan took up the narrative. He noted they were getting a bit
of a crowd. Others off duty or drawn by the Admiral were coming in to listen.


“In
the second world war of Earth they started building ships differently. They hit
upon the idea of building ships in sections, all in factories then put the
pieces together in the dry dock. The idea continued to this day,” Irons
finished.


“I
see,” Shelby said, clearly amused. “How soon will these ships be finished?”


“Well,
if we hit a good stride, and there are no bottlenecks, I'd say we could finish
each of them in about eight months to a year. Once the crew learns the ropes
and gets their space legs we'll see that time line shorten,” Irons replied.
Logan nodded.


“Shouldn't
we keep the ships here though, to expand what we have faster?” someone in the
back asked. They looked to her. She was a crewman first class, young. She
stiffened to attention under their amused gaze.


“No.
You see, in about a year we'll have saturated our resource collection and
manufacturing abilities. That means we'll have to expand them before we can
fully use the factory ship or go through another expansion level with the
yard,” Irons waved.


“So
what we're going to do is share the wealth. We're going to send this ship with
proper escorts out to Agnosta behind Destiny to help them recover faster... and
to put in some early warning and defense systems in case the pirates come
back.”


“I
thought we killed them all?” a voice said in the back. 


Logan
sighed. “That's the problem with pirates. No matter how many of the cockroaches
you kill, there are plenty more in the shadows. Space is really dark so there
are a lot of shadows for them to crawl out of son.”


“Oh.”


“From
what we have been seeing in our Intel dump from the pirates they were working
for the Horath Empire. They were sent out to raid nearby colonies, disrupting
their recovery efforts and sending their ill gotten gains back to Horath to
help them expand faster. We know they captured other ships. Those ships can be
converted into other pirates.”


“Oh,”
the face frowned. Others looked around uncertain.


“That
wasn't the only pirate fleet. We're pretty sure of that now. At least one other
went out, moving up the jump lines in a different direction,” Logan said
grimacing. “I really want to clean their clocks if we can.”


“Which
is why we're building up our defenses here while helping our neighbors do the
same.”


“Good
fences make good neighbors,” Logan said nodding. The Admiral looked amused.
Logan shrugged to the crowd. “Sorry, old saying but it fits. Sort of.”


“Yeah,
sort of. I can just imagine picket fences in space dad,” Shelby murmured.


“Hush,”
he said shaking his head. “But if we can get some warning of more raiders...”


“Then
we can go out and stomp on them. Or better yet, build up enough forces and we
can go out and stomp on the source,” Irons growled.


The
group cheered at that.


 


“Heard
about the foundry Admiral?” Sprite asked Irons as he entered the shower. He
paused in the doorway.


“What
Foundry?” he asked, then continued what he had been doing before being rudely
interrupted. His shift started in a half hour.


“Apparently
there was a foundry ship in system. Sub light thing, little more than an
industrial station with engines. Someone turned it back into a station. It grew
into quite am industrial node just after the Xeno war, but then her reactor
bottle failed.”


He
winced. “Neutrinos?”


“Right.
They were using straight Deuterium, no Helium 3. So it irradiated the entire
engineering deck. Fried her life support about five centuries ago.”


“So?
What about it?” he finished cleaning and turned on the massager.


“So,
a group of civilians got together, formed a cooperative, and decided to salvage
her.”


“Oh?”


“Yes.
Most are former Anvil engineers by the way. They set up a limited corporation,
got capital and hired the Gutierrez family to transport them and their gear
there,” Sprite seemed amused. “The Valdez and Gutierrez families are a part of
their financial backing. They've heavily invested in the project. I heard they
only charged for the fuel to get them there. The rest they took as company
shares.”


“Um...”
Irons wasn't sure about the plan. Going into a heavily contaminated structure
without the right gear was suicide.


“Oh,
they brought along some decontamination robots and hardened EVA suits as well.”


“Good
to know,” Irons said nodding.


“They
aren't totally stupid. From the looks of their plan they will do okay.”


“Plan?”
he asked. He finished the shower and got out. He stretched and then got
dressed.


“Yes,
they bounced it off of commander Shelby and commander Logan before they left. I
just found a copy in their files.”


He
sighed. “I told you about snooping where you don't belong.”


“It
was an accident admiral, honest. I heard about their mission and did a search.
It popped up.”


“Huh,”
he grunted letting that drop for now. “Odds of success?” he asked. She fed him
the plans outline. He scanned through it and nodded.


“Ambitious.
They won’t get far without replicator support though.”


“Think
we should lend them a hand?” the AI asked.


“It's
something to keep in mind. Did you make any more headway on the captured
databases?”


“Unfortunately
no Admiral. Most of the data we collected were from the civilian prizes. The
Yacht suffered the cascade overload which fried her electronics, so nothing
there. Little came from that Clydesdale that was destroyed. It seems they kept
pretty good security. Compartmentalized.”


“Or
they were just lazy. Transferring data would have been a hassle,” Irons
replied. “Why bother giving them data when the warships are the only ones who
need it?”


“True.
Never underestimate an organic's ability to try to get out of a little work,”
Sprite replied sounding amused.


“Cute,”
Irons said dryly. He finished buttoning his jacket then adjusted the hem.


“Present
company excluded of course Admiral.”


“It'd
better be,” he snorted. “So, little from the surviving databases from the
ships?”


“A
couple terabytes here and there. A lot of it is old. Real old. Centuries out of
date. It does help with deep background though. I'm still dealing with a rabbit
virus from one of the databases. We thought we had quite the find when we found
the hard drive isolated and powered down. It turns out the pirates accidentally
infected it and cut it out of the net.”


“Great.”


“We
have confirmed that Damocles was part of the Horath Empire's defensive fleet up
until thirty years ago. Then she was sent out as a pirate.”


“Alone?”


“Unknown.
I'm getting this third hand from a crewman's journal. The log didn't survive.”


“Okay.
Any mention of other ships? Plans?”


“No.
Other than the dreadnaught which is confirmed. Two of them are referred to in
the journal by the writer. One is mentioned in passing. The Teddy Roosevelt.”


“And
that is?”


“According
to the war book it is a Republic class super dreadnaught.”


“Oh
lovely.”


“She's
the precursor to the Leviathan and Brahma class.”


“I
know what she is,” Irons said shaking his head. “How is this mentioned?” he
asked, suddenly curious.


“Correspondence
between the crewman and a lover on the Roosevelt. There is a snippet of an
e-mail, some poetry I'll pass on reading and this,” she paused. “I don't know
why they came to Horath, Benjamin, but I'm glad they did. She's a sorry sight,
but now that we've gotten her power plants overhauled, we're doing much better.
If we can get CIC sorted out we'll be on track,” Sprite paused again. “The rest
is lost to data corruption.”


“Crap,”
Irons grumbled.


“I
have Firefly and Io11's  data Admiral. Roosevelt was in the core system
reserve. There is mention of her in an attack fleet.”


“And
somehow she limped to Horath after the war?”


“Probability
estimated at over ninety percent,” Sprite responded. “Based on available data
she was pretty severely damaged however. The mention of CIC being damaged leads
me to conclude that her flag staff and possibly most of her officer core were
wiped out.”


“Huh,”
Irons grunted. Plausible.


“Take
that with the actions of the Federation in the latter stages of the war,
recruiting untrained, under equipped people into ship crews and you have a
recipe for breakage.”


“Meaning...”


“Meaning
that her survivors set up shop in Horath. They kept Roosevelt as insurance. But
over time they lost the ability to access key systems to keep her up to date.”


“Until
now. Until the raiding.”


“Exactly.
They must have brought back something that let them use a replicator. A code
key or something. A functional military replicator.”


“That
doesn't explain how they could use it.”


“Come
on Admiral. No system is fool proof. If they set up the proper interface they
could spoof the AI. At least to get around the lower level lock outs. After
all, it's been done before.”


Irons
grimaced. Many a pirate or even a megacorp had gotten around the built in
provisions by creating an avatar for the replicators to interface with. As long
as they were careful they could build all sorts of things they weren't legally
supposed to have access to. He'd seen it a few times, and had to clean up the mess
they usually caused.


He
frowned as a sudden thought got to him. He didn't like it at all. “Sleeper,” he
said softly.


“That...
That hadn't actually occurred to me until now Admiral. The possibility exists,”
Sprite replied.


“The
other ships?” he asked, changing the subject. It was useless to speculate
further without any hard data. They would just go around in circles and not get
anywhere.


“One
Arrow class, an old Federation Cruiser Carrier.”


“She's
a relic.”


“But
still better then a tramp freighter Admiral,” Sprite responded. “The other
capital ship mentioned is a battleship. Again, old Federation era. She was a
museum ship before the war. Apparently they are in the process of returning her
to service as a last desperate defense.”


“I'm
surprised they didn't before. Where did you get this information?”


“Crew
transfer request. From Damocles to the battleship. Apparently they had decided
to change the name but hadn't gotten around to picking one yet,” she snorted in
disgust.


“If
they are transferring crew to her they must have gotten some of her systems
online,” he grimaced. “Not good, even if she's a relic.”


“What
we have so far does support the statements of the pirate survivors though,”
Sprite continued. “Horath is acting as a rogue system. At war with the rest of
the Federation. She's got the firepower to take over a lot of systems unless
she can be stopped.”


“It
looks that way,” he grimaced. “Anything more on that engagement?”


“Um...”
Sprite paused. “Do you mean that mock battle frigate two was in three years
ago?”


“So
it was a mock battle?” he asked.


“I
am ninety nine percent sure it was Admiral. Not one round hit either ship. The
nuclear weapons that were used went off thousands of kilometers away from each
ship.”


“Training
exercise?” Firefly asked, coming into the conversation.


Irons
sat, putting his boots on. “No...”


“A
live fire exercise?” Sprite asked.


“No.
The Admiral is right. That is not logical. Why have it outside Horath space.”


“Unless
they wanted that space to become part of their empire,” Irons said, thinking
furiously.


“Ah
Admiral...” 


“Wait,
he's thinking,” Sprite responded.


“Have
either of you heard the... no, wait, um...” He thought for a moment. “Okay,
have either of you heard of a fireman who starts his own fires?”


“The
analogy is in...” Sprite paused. “Are you drawing a comparison between a
pyromaniac and this situation?”


“I
believe he is. Or at least the latter part of that statement. A pyromaniac is
obsessed with fire, while a fireman puts it out. Ergo...”


“Crap,”
Sprite muttered. “A political angle, I should have picked that one up admiral.
That devious.” 


“Care
to share?” Firefly asked, sounding slightly exasperated.


“You
obviously weren't stuck with many politicians in your time,” Sprite said dryly.
“Trying to figure out how their minds work is like trying to navigate a black
hole.” 


Irons
sat up and snorted. “What the Admiral in his finite wisdom has pointed out as a
possibility is that the pirates come in, terrorize the people, then the Horath
send in a ship to rescue them,” Sprite explained.


“And
the mock battle..”


“Is
just that. A light show for the population. The Horathian's drive off the evil
pirates, putting the colonists in debt to them. They can even set up some sort
of tribute system to have the people pay for security.”


“And
since they don't want to get raided again, they will fall all over themselves
to pay. Neatly sweeping the system into their corner. They don't have to invade
and subjugate the world, no guerrilla warfare, the people will be happy for
them to be there.”


“Exactly,”
Sprite said.


“This
also ties in with the rumors we picked up on Io 11,” Irons replied.


“How
do you figure?” Sprite asked.


“Remember
the Talasians the crew mentioned? They were fleeing a hate group.”


“Hate
group. Accessing log,” Sprite paused. She accessed the files and then squirted
a copy to Firefly.


“Your
saying that someone is driving out non Terrans?”


“What
better way to unite the population? Hate, paranoia, and fear are powerful
emotions. Throw a scare at people, then tell them their misery is someone's
fault, and you better get them before they get you and...”


“And
you have a recipe for the Nazi's all over again,” Sprite finished. “So that's
the other half of the political angle. Carrot and stick.”


“That
we know of. There may be more. What bothers me is what started this? There had
to be something in their past,” Irons said rubbing his chin.


“And
we're not going to get much from the pirate prisoners. None of them were
officers, and all claim to have a three monkey approach to life.”


“Three
monkey...” Firefly asked, sounding amused.


“Don't
hear anything, Don't see anything, Don't speak anything. Deaf, dumb, and blind
to all that goes around you that isn't related to your own little universe.”


“I
am pretty sure that is not completely true. But the analogy is acceptable,”
Firefly responded. “I wish we had more information. We need Intel.”


“But
we're not getting anything beyond that from the prisoners or the databases,”
Irons sighed. “And they aren't being exactly forthcoming.”


“No
more than they have to be. I believe the expression is 'like pulling teeth'?”


“Close
enough,” Irons grimaced. “We're going to have to lean on them harder then.
Shoot a memo to the intel shop to do so. Anyway, I believe we've got an
appointment though?”


“Right
you are Admiral. The assembly has finally got it's collective butt together and
that dog and pony conference is back on. Which we are or at least will be
headed out to now. Hopefully. Unless of course they change their minds again.
But in the mean time, you've got an oh six thirty appointment with chief
Wallace to go over the flag deck, then...”


 


Dan
shouldered his bag as he entered the lock. The marine guard gave him a look. He
opened his ID access. "Aren't you on the wrong ship Commander?" she
asked.


"No,
Maya is down to rebuild her drive and inertials for a week. I'm tagging along
to get some more practice in on Firefly's tac systems," Dan replied.


"Right.
Whatever," the marine said, checking his Id then waving him in. "Your
funeral if you get caught playing hooky I guess," she muttered.


"Not
really, Not when I plan on kicking the captain's butt in the sims," Dan
replied with a laugh.


"Yeah
right," the marine muttered watching him move off. "In your
dreams," she said softly.


 




Chapter 33


 


“Admiral,
I'm just getting word of a secret session of the legislature.” Irons looked up
confused.


“What
the hell? Rumor again?” he asked.


“No,
this one sounds legit Admiral. Something is rotten in the State of Denmark,”
Sprite said, sounding worried. He grimaced. Something was definitely going on,
Sprite had been onto it for some time. Unfortunately since they were almost at
the conference site they couldn't investigate it in person. He'd have to wait
until he got with Judge Farley on Anvil to find out the skinny.


“Any
clue about what it was about? Who attended?” he asked.


“Enrique
and Judge Farley were excluded so our usual sources were absent,” Sprite
reported. “Enrique sounds like he's still pouting.”


“He's
the system's lieutenant governor, he's entitled to pout if they excluded him
from a political meeting. Convenient though. A little too convenient. I think
it's time we had a chat with the newly elected governor.”


“Ah,
I have an unconfirmed report that he was involved,” Sprite said.


“Oh
just peachy,” Irons sighed rubbing his brow. “This gets better and better.”


 


Firefly's
avatar was in his wardroom when he came in after lunch. “Something I can help
you with?” he asked, sitting down.


“Admiral,
I was... considering expanding my role.”


“You'd
like to do more you mean?”


“Well,
with a properly trained crew, I am starting to feel redundant.”


“Okay,”
Irons sat back.


“During
the last stages of the war I had officers that were frocked to their positions
due to emergency battle conditions, or to fill a vacancy.”


“And
since most were never officially confirmed they didn't get their full OCS
firmware update. Which is one of the reasons civilization fell like it did,”
Sprite responded.


“In
a nut shell yes. And I had to compensate for their shortcomings on a regular
basis. But the crew we have is good. Almost as good as when I first left
dry-dock.”


“So
your finding yourself on the sidelines?” Irons asked.


“Yes.”


“Do
you have a remedy you'd like to try?”


“Well,
I was actually coveting commander Logan's slot.”


“The
shipyard?” Sprite asked in surprise. “Or do you mean Shelby... oh the exec's
slot. I get it.”


“You
want to bump Shelby up so you can take over?” Irons asked. “Push her out of the
nest?”


“I
think she could handle one of the escorts Admiral. Or Prometheus. She has an
engineering career track.”


Irons
rubbed his chin again. “It is an interesting idea. And she does need to broaden
her horizons a little. You honestly think she's ready for the hot seat?”


“I
wouldn't suggest it if she weren't Admiral,” Firefly responded.


“Of
course  you wouldn't. All right. We've got some time before any of the ships
are ready. But for the record, I agree,” he nodded. “But we've got some road
ahead of us so let's not get ahead of ourselves just yet.”


“Aye
aye Admiral. Looking to the future is all I ask,” Firefly replied.


“That
we can and will do,” Irons nodded.


 


“Why
did you leave your old gear and that replicator in the launch Admiral?” Firefly
asked the next morning. He shrugged. He was on the bridge studying the potato
shaped colony. They had just finished orbital station keeping and were waiting
for word about the conference. Hopefully there weren't any more delays or
cancellations. He'd already put up with that crap three times in the past two
months.


“I
thought it would come in handy whereever I went.” He looked around. Vesta was
an asteroid colony, burrowed into the soft asteroid. The rock had been fused
into a warren of tunnels and equipment shafts. Since it was a soft colony it
was subjected to constant out gassing and freezing when one side was exposed to
the sun and the other was in shade. He could see a dim halo around the colony.


“Well,
you've got a few hours until the conference starts, are you going to study a
brief?” Sprite asked. He shrugged. Sprite knew very well he had only so much
tolerance for paperwork. That was why he had agreed to attend this conference
in the first place.


“You
could check the corridors Admiral.  They don't have a good map but it is a
challenge for some. I think they called it spelunking,” Dan said coming over to
him. Sprite's avatar gave him a dirty look.


“Now
that's an idea,” the Admiral smiled.


“Great,
going into a dark, dirty, mold infested rats nest just before an important
meeting,” Sprite said sourly. “It'll be a pain to get you into a clean uniform
in time you know.”


“Just
getting into the mental space Sprite. Think of it as research into the minds of
politicians,” the Admiral chuckled getting up off the couch.


“Right.
Well, since I can't talk you out of it, I'll get a map,” Sprite sniffed.


 


He
navigated the corridors but stopped when he heard the sobbing. He was in the
darkened half restored section of the underground colony. The walls were
plastic covered stone covered in graffiti and mold and mildew. “What?” he asked



“Sounds
like a child Admiral,” Sprite said, bringing up his audio sensors and enhancing
them. “Definitely a child. Timbre is makes it hard to make out gender or age
though Admiral. It is not a recording.” He scowled. What the hell was a kid
doing down here in the dark crying?


“Right,
can you call someone in security or social services?” he asked. 


“I
can't get a signal Admiral.”


“Great,”
he tugged at his hem in irritation and walked around the corner. He studied the
rubble and trash until his sensors found a child hiding in a crate. Sprite
pulled up an IR image of what appeared to be a child in a fetal curl.


“Hey,
it's all right, are you lost?” he asked.


The
sobs stopped and it was quiet for a moment. “Go away,” the voice said.


“Sure
thing,” the Admiral turned.


“You're
really going?” the now confused voice asked gaining strength.


“Sensors
confirm the person is a male. Around eleven or twelve Terran standard Admiral.
Definitely human or human stock,” Sprite reported.


“Well
you told me too remember?” Irons said looking over his shoulder. “Unless you
want help?” he asked. “Are you lost? In trouble?”


“Yeah,”
the voice admitted.


“Aren't
you cold?” The Admiral asked. He could feel the chill on his face and his
breath in front of him. His uniform and implants were keeping him warm, but the
35 degree temperature was probably not healthy for an adolescent without proper
clothing.


“Yeah.”



“All
right, let's go some place it's warm.” He turned as the boy started to scramble
out o the box.


“I'm
not going to hurt you. I'm in the navy... It's my job to protect kids,” he
smiled.


“You
are?” the boy shrank back into the box.


“I'm
the real deal. Federation navy officer. I'm a sleeper. You may have heard of
me. My name is Irons. You can call me John,” he smiled again.


“You're
not going to hurt me?” the boy asked hugging his legs and looking forlorn.


“Voice
analysis indicates a child exposed to extensive trauma Admiral,” Sprite
reported. The Admiral gritted his teeth.


“No.
I'm not going to hurt you.”


“You're
angry,” the kid said, suddenly sounding frightened. The Admiral sighed, trying
to get a handle on his rage. 


“Not
with you. I'm angry that someone would harm you,” he said trying to modulate
his voice so he didn't frighten the kid back into his shell. “Look, let's get
you out of the cold and dark. Maybe find some food and your family or someone
safe.”


The
kid peeked out of the box at him. “Food?” 


Irons
smiled. “Sure kid. Here,” he pulled out a ration bar and tossed it in front of
the box. The kid reached out and grabbed it then he heard the rustle of the
wrapper being pulled off. The kid bit into it.


“Tastes
weird,” he said with his mouth full. The Admiral chuckled.


“It's
a basic ration bar. I keep one or two in case I get hungry or forget to eat.”


“You
forget to eat?” the kid asked coming out of the box.


“Sure,
all the time. I have people that yell at me for not eating too. I'm probably in
trouble now,” he said with a snort.


“Are
you going to be punished?”


The
Admiral started chuckling. The kid looked up at him confused then smiled.
Timidly he reached up and grasped the Admiral's hand.


“Admiral
the boy has extensive bruising on his face, torso, and genital regions.” Sprite
pulled up a thermal scan and overlaid an ultrasound scan with it. He gritted
his teeth again and looked away.


“He
looks familiar,” the Admiral murmured.


“Did
you say something?” the boy asked.


“Nothing,
let me check my map,” he looked up for a moment. Sprite plotted a course out of
the warren.


“Okay,
let’s see, we've got a little ways to go,” he pointed with his free hand. “Down
that way and we turn right.”


 


When
they entered the light of the main concourse he looked down to see the boy
holding his hand up to shield his eyes. He was blinking tears. “My baby!” a
woman screamed and came running. Men turned from all directions and came
running.


“What's
going on here?” a man asked. The woman scooped up the boy, gave the Admiral a
dark look then rushed off. Irons shrugged. 


“I
was checking the newly restored areas and ran into the young man. He's been
badly beaten and is traumatized. He needs food, water and medical treatment
right away,” he looked over to a man wearing a security badge.


“You
say you found him?” the man asked skeptical.


“I
heard him actually. He was crying inside a crate about two hundred meters back
that way,” Irons pointed with his thumb over his shoulder to the passage they
had just navigated.


“Bull!
You hurt my son!” A man lunged at the Admiral but someone restrained him. He
was hustled off.


“We'll
need you to come with us for a formal statement Admiral,” the security officer
said coldly. He looked around to the growing crowd. The Admiral nodded. 


“I
can upload the entire event for you to view,” Irons said waving his artificial
hand. The man looked startled. 


Another
whispered. “Is that even possible? Doesn't that mess the plan up?” Someone else
elbowed him in the ribs.


“What
plan?” Irons asked turning to the men. They looked away. The security guards
face tightened. “You'll have to come with us. This way,” he pointed his baton.
Irons nodded. Over a dozen men formed up around him.


 


“I
swear that boy was familiar,” Irons said sitting against the wall an hour
later. The boy's battered face came up on his HUD, a still of when he was being
carried off by his mother looking over his shoulder.


“Running
facial recognition.” Points were plotted on the boy's eyes, nose, mouth, and
ears then lines drawn. Faces began to scroll in a window beside the first.
Sprite had eliminated everyone outside his estimated age group. Most of the
kids looked like the kids he'd seen in the schools on Anvil. His brows knit. He
opened his mouth to say something but Sprite flashed a match.


“Admiral
I have a hit and you’re not going to like it,” Sprite responded slowly. The
kids face came up in the second window.


“Where?”
Irons asked. The tight shot of the boy scrolled out to a view of the Port Admiral's
bordello Enrique had shown him months ago. He grimaced and then swore.


“Damn,”
he shook his head. “I think we've been set up.” He looked up to the camera in
the corner. “I know it.”


“Admiral
I can't get a link out. Someone went to a lot of trouble to isolate you.” He
scowled. “Of course it could be because they haven't repaired their Wi-Fi,” she
said sarcastically.


“No,
this is too much of a coincidence,” he looked around. The interrogation room
was bland, with a single door, one way mirror, table and two chairs. The
security guard had escorted him inside and left him.


“Door
is most likely locked,” Sprite reported. 


“Stating
the obvious again?” Irons smiled grimly. He held up his right hand. “I've got
the key right here.” His voice tightened in suppressed anger.


 


He
had exited the interrogation room easily. They hadn't even posted a guard. He'd
hesitated for a few minutes, trying to let Sprite come up with more intel
before he committed himself. When he got close to the main lobby he slowed at
the voices of an angered mob. “Well that's not good,” he shook his head.


“Admiral
they are after you. And not in a good way. This crowd is primed and out for
blood,” Sprite said. He backed away then entered an empty closet.


“Access
point is right there Admiral by the door,” Proteus pointed out.


“Finally,”
he sighed jacking in.


“Crap,”
Sprite said. “Firewall.” She pinged the firewall then applied an implanted
override. The firewall fell. “I'm in,” she looked around.


“Admiral
I'm checking security feeds. There are mobs all around the station and in many
of the parks.” Irons scowled at the news. A window opened. He watched a
Telerite delegation in full rampage. They were tearing a navy recruiting booth
apart. Telerites. They were the most pacifistic race in Pyrax. The giant furry
aliens were extremely protective of children however.


“This
was rather sudden wasn't it?” he asked.


“Well
this may have something to do with it.” A window opened. A local news broadcast
of the mother and child in a hospital room. The battered boy was describing how
the Admiral fed him drugs and candy and had abused him as the woman gently
stroked his bruised brow and hair. The Admiral's jaw tightened.


“Is
this going out for system wide feed?” he asked. 


“Yes
Admiral,” Sprite replied. “The damage is going to be extensive even when you
put out your side of the story.”


“It's
not a story it’s the truth,” he said tightly, clenching his hands.


“We
know that. But you know how it is being spun,” Sprite replied softly.


“Yeah.”


“So
now what?” she asked.


“We
find the ones responsible,” he growled. carets appeared around some of the
members of the crowd. Most seemed to be instigators.


“There
are agitators in the crowd Admiral. Shall we pick one up and talk to them?”
Defender asked.


“No,
that would expose us to the crowd and they could turn into a lynch mob,” Irons
replied. “People, innocent pawns would get hurt. Trampled. No, I think I know
who did this. Find the chairwoman and her cronies. Get me a link to Firefly.
Prep the marines. Upload a full sitrep now.”


“Done
and done Admiral. Firefly has received my compressed report and is prepping
marines,” Sprite responded after a moment. “The chairwoman...” she paused.
“They are in the administration annex. There is an employee side entrance
unguarded. I'm into their security system. I've redirected the cameras in the
halls and set up the one by the door to show a loop.” He nodded.


“Then
let's get this over with,” he snarled.


 


“I
think it's time we had a talk,” Irons said coming into the room a few minutes
later. The speaker turned and smiled at him. Her followers and representatives
turned as well. They had a handful of weapons and electronic gear. There were
twenty one people in the room. Most were prominent senators, representatives or
their aides. A few of the aides looked more like body guards.


“Admiral
I can't get a signal through to their equipment. I've got a thin link to
Firefly though.”


The
chairwoman smirked. “Talk Admiral. A picture paints a thousand words.” She
pointed to the mobs on the screens around them then clicked a remote. The view
changed.


"Crap,"
Irons sighed softly looking at the display. The boy and his family were in an
airlock. 


"As
you can see we've taken the precaution of isolating your AI and the family. If
you care to take this to its natural conclusion..." the chairwoman purred.
The Admiral's eyes narrowed.


"The
Federation doesn't negotiate with terrorists."


"Well,
since we're the Federation, it’s a moot point. I prefer to think of it as
leverage," she smiled.


"Say
the word Admiral, the marines are primed and ready," Sprite said. Irons
grimaced.


“You're
not as good as you think. Firefly knows what's going on.”


"If
your thinking about sending in your marines forget it. We could have an
unfortunate accident. You know how it is with these old colonies. Why, you
don't know how they wired things," she shook her head. An image of
explosive charges was shown. Irons snarled softly. There were ten or twelve 
thousand people in this colony.


"I
don't like terrorists," his fingers curled. His shields were primed and
ready.


"It
is all relative Admiral. I suggest you think about our proposal
carefully."


"You
mean running me out of town?" he asked. She spread her hands apart.


"Ah,
I see you guessed it. Impressive. It's not all doom and gloom. Call it a fact finding
mission. We're not demanding you resign. We could of course," she
responded. “We'd reluctantly accept it,” she smirked. Irons grimaced.


"Cute."
He looked at her for a moment. 


"As
it happens the other representatives are in agreement with me." His grimace
deepened. "You have only yourself to blame Admiral." 


"That
secret session," the Admiral said starting to realize it's implications.
The chairwoman bowed. 


"As
you said, you should stay out of politics," she smiled seeing the shot go
home.


"Exile
or a Pyrrhic victory Admiral. The choice is yours," a senator said.


"And
the others agree with this? Agree with you using children as shields? An entire
colony as a bargaining chip?" he asked softly.


"They'll
come around. They all agree that you've served your purpose," the
chairwoman smiled.


“Voice
stress analysis confirms she's ready to go through with the threat if you don't
back down Admiral,” Defender reported.


"Classic
catch twenty two Admiral. Damned if you do, damned if you don't. If you agree
to it, you're weak and it destroys you. If you don't agree to it, you're cold
to allow them to kill innocents to protect your own power base. That will also
hurt you," Sprite said softly. "And if you go along with it and then
turn on them, it can be spun as a power coup," she finished. Irons
frowned.


"Thinking
of a way out? Don't. We've taken the precaution of covering all the
angles," the Chairwoman gloated.


"I
wouldn't be so smug if I were you. You are in the room with me you know,"
Irons said dangerously. Her eyes widened fractionally. 


"You
wouldn't kill in cold blood," another rep said smugly. He hefted a gun. 


"Well
no, not normally, but this isn't normal now is it? Besides, that made it a moot
point," the Admiral snarled.


"Shields
are up Admiral." He felt his right arm tingle. It morphed into a blaster.
The chairwoman's smirk vanished as she shrank back. Then motioned to the rep
with the weapon. 


"Jim,
take your hand off the weapon slowly. We're not going to threaten him in any
physical way. But I should warn you Admiral, there is a dead man's
switch," she smiled as she held up a control. Her eyes glittered. "If
I go, we all go." He cocked his head.


"Interesting.
I can't hack it Admiral. They've shielded this entire room. That's a hard wired
link to something. Its monitoring her vitals too," Sprite informed him.


"I
suggest a tactical retreat is in order," Defender urged. Irons snarled
again.


"This
isn't going according to plan," one of the other senators said, gulping
and looking nervously from one opponent to the other. "You said he'd cave.
You said that."


"Quiet
Bernard. The Admiral is merely being stubborn. He'll come around in time,"
the chairwoman replied.


"I
can turn this around later you know," Irons replied.


"No
you can't. And If you try, it will be your word against ours," she smiled.
"Your power coup is foiled." 


He
shook his head, suddenly tired. "You honestly think people will believe I
went through all the trouble of setting up a government, handing over the
governorship all to take it back?" he laughed.


"They'll
believe what we tell them. We're their leaders after all," another rep
said. Irons turned on him then back to the chairwoman when the man wouldn't
meet his gaze.


"You
will come to regret this," he said.


"Don't
count on it," the chairwoman grinned. She knew she had him.


"No,
I can assure you, you will," the Admiral shook his head. "You have no
idea how much you will.” He shook his head. “All right, I'll leave. I was going
to in a couple of years anyway." He shrugged and turned to the door.


"Admiral
no tricks. You will board your shuttle. Dock with the Destiny and not make any
communications to Firefly or any other ship or colony," the chairwoman
said.


"Try
to stop me. My good behavior is only conditional. My silence isn't. Firefly is
monitoring this and broadcasting it system wide even now," Irons gave her
a tight smile. "If anything untoward happens, to this colony or to that
family, there will be hell to pay. I'll take this rock apart piece by piece,
then every other in this system. There will be NO place to hide."


He
gave her a long cold look. Bernard gulped. "Count on it." He walked
out.


 


"You
gentlemen do realize he recorded our entire... reasoning session right?"
Governor Paul looked over to the trio of men and women who had helped to engineer
their plan. The speaker smiled as she toyed with her drink and watched the
admiral leaving on the security monitor.


"Yes,
but the dear Admiral is going to suffer an unfortunate... accident in transit.
No need to worry about any loose ends." Mrs. Edever smiled. The others
chuckled in appreciation. “Once he's gone this, this will be nothing. We'll
bring the navy to heel and the rest will just blow over when the next crisis
hits. We can even engineer one to hasten that process along if need be. Then we
will be set for life.”


 


"Are
we really going through with this Admiral?" Sprite asked. Defender plotted
the people shadowing him on his plot.


"Looks
that way. For now," Irons replied. "I want that entire conversation,
visual, audio, the works on a chip and copies shot to every navy vessel and
instillation. Anvil and Knox as well the moment we dock with Destiny," he
sub-vocalized. “Hell, do it now on my link. Use a self decrypting packet.”


"On
it," Sprite responded. "Do you think the launch is rigged?" the
AI asked.


"I
doubt it. But we're going to take our time during preflight to make sure,"
he replied. He passed a couple of people who wouldn't meet his gaze. One
grabbed his arm then let go. He entered the lock and climbed into the ship.


"I
was sure they would have blown a lock. Happy little accident. No muss, no fuss.
State funeral," Sprite muttered.


"Count
your blessings," Irons said. He grimaced as he started preflight. 


"I'm
checking the software now. Oh ho! Someone put a logic bomb in the
communication's software! The moment you were under power the communications
would have locked down. Clever. Admiral this stinks of an inside job."


"Kill
it then send an amendment report when we leave. Check the ship. Find out who
got in the launch and boat bay. We've got a traitor to catch.”


"No
sign of tampering externally Admiral," Proteus reported. "I would
have seen something on the hull scan when we entered the lock." Irons
nodded.


"Yeah,
me too, but forewarned is forearmed. I don't think they will pull an
assassination. Not this late in the game." He finished the power up
sequence.


"Ship
is stable," he nodded. "Right then, let's get this over with.
Exile," he muttered. 


The
lock irised open. He maneuvered out then turned and set course for Destiny.


"Signal
sent Admiral," Sprite informed him as he approached the freighter.
"She tried to intercept the signal. Obviously someone on board is in on
it," Sprite said. 


Irons
grimaced. "How did they get it past the AI?" he shook his head.
"Never mind. Manual," he growled again.


 


"My,
my, he is a sore loser," the speaker said softly a few minutes later. She
was already getting reports of the signals the Admiral had sent out. Her
minions had squashed some, but she was pretty sure some were going to get out.
Which was unfortunate.


Her
partners grimaced. "You said he wouldn't have a way to communicate!"


"Yes
well, not all things go according to plan. I've intercepted some of the
signals. Did your people?" she turned on them. A few mumbled.


"To
the colonies yes, but not the naval vessels or Anvil. He sent a signal to Knox
but our agent deleted it. However Knox has been called in to talk with the
lieutenant governor for a special emergency meeting," Bernard replied.


"Enrique
can be handled. He'll understand. It's in his long term interests as well. The
navy... well, we know how to handle them don't we? Now that we have a... hole
at the top we'll just have to find someone... malleable to fill it," the
chairwoman smiled.


"That
could be a problem. Horatio Logan, his daughter, Mayweather, Vargess, and
Harris all out rank the commander by grade and time served. Trying to promote
him over them could lead to a dog fight," Raoul cautioned.


"Now
now, don't fret. I think we can count on the navy to shut up and serve. After
all, they swore an oath to do their duty and serve didn't they?" Her
Cheshire grin widened.


"Whatever
you say milady," Raul bowed.


"Good
man."


 


“Admiral,
I am sorry about this,” a pair of men met him at the boat bay lock. 


“Are
you involved in this?” he asked giving them a look.


“Uh,
no sir. I'm under orders to keep you confined to your stateroom until we enter
hyperspace.” The man looked nervous. “It's this way if you please.” He looked
to the other man.


“All
right,” Irons nodded.


“Admiral,
all Wi-Fi has been manually cut out. I can't get into the net,” Sprite warned
him. He gave a small nod. “I'm starting to regret letting people know I can use
Wi-Fi access,” the AI said with a snarl.


After
a few minutes and a brief lift ride they arrived at his destination. A pair of
guards were standing by on either side of the door. “They are here for your
protection,” the purser said. Irons sighed as he entered the room. He looked
around as the door shut behind him.


“Cute.
They ripped out the communications console Admiral,” Sprite reported thoroughly
disgusted. “What now?” she asked.


“Did
the people on the station get released?” he asked.


“Last
I checked on the launch yes Admiral. The conspirators left the colony and
disappeared. Most likely destination is either Vesta sixteen or Nuevo Sierra
nine. They are the closest.” 


He
grunted. “Well, at least the innocents are safe.” He gave the console a look.


“If
you can call them that Admiral,” Sprite retorted. 


“Time
to get to work. When we're in the net I want you to find and disable any logic
bombs, and monitor the ship's systems,” he smiled. “Oh and go ahead and reset
my room security to my control.” He held up his right arm and felt it morph and
go to work.


 


“Admiral
the external communications are locked out. Physically. Someone went to a lot
of trouble to do this, I can't fix it with software,” Sprite sounded sour and
disgusted. He chuckled. They had been in the net for over an hour now. He'd
half expected as much actually.


“This
is a clear case of tearing apart a hero to prove he's mortal,” Sprite said
after a moment. The Admiral un-jacked and sighed. “I've dumped the entire
sordid thing on every tablet, on every duty station in the ship. Nothing works
until they have watched the thing once and answered questions on it. I've got
worm programs ready to dump it throughout the system the moment someone
reconnects the communications. If they even notice it's down before we leave,”
she snarled.


“You
don't expect everything to go our way all the time do you?” He sat down on the
edge of the bed. 


“I
can hope.”


He
laughed. “Did you try the launch again?”


“The
outer hull is bouncing the signal back,” Sprite reported. “So what are we going
to do now?” she demanded, activating her avatar on his HUD. Her hands were on
her hips. “We're just going to go tamely off into the wild blue yonder?”


“Well,
I'm going to take a nap,” he rolled over.


“But...”


“Night
Sprite.”


 


"Are
we really going to do this? Going to let him get screwed?" Mayweather
asked. She shook her head. Dan and the others looked down. They had watched the
video from start to finish. Firefly was going over it several times with the
intelligence officer.


"It's
not our decision to make," Dan said smoothly. "It's his," he
pointed his chin to the Destiny. The captain had ordered the ship to shadow
Destiny to the jump point hours ago.


"He
gave in because they were holding that family, hell the entire colony
hostage!" Shelby snarled. "We're not going to let them get away with
that. That's treason!" she snarled slapping her closed fist against the
armrest repeatedly.


"My
marines are ready and waiting captain, just give them the word," the Major
said, giving the captain an imploring look.


"And
do what? Go in and shoot the Representatives of the colonies? That would go
over SSSOO well with the public," Dan said with a shake of his head. 


"I
frankly don't care," Mayweather said quietly.


"You
can't do that," Dan said surprised and agitated. She looked at him.


"As
you were lieutenant commander. I'm in command. Or did you forget that?"
she asked. He blushed and looked away.


"Dad's
in charge now. I'm not sure what he'll do. He's probably trying to get word to
Destiny but she's probably ignoring him," Shelby said quietly.


"Damn
it, it wasn't supposed to happen like this," Dan muttered. The Major
turned suddenly. 


"What
did you say?" he snarled. Mayweather and the others looked up. 


"What
did you say?" they asked looking at the Major then to Dan.


"Nothing.
Nothing at all," Dan backpedaled. He paled and tried to leave. The Major
blocked his path. 


"Bull.
You said it wasn't supposed to happen like this," he snarled eyes
glittering. Mayweather stood with a snarl of her own.


"You
were in on this," she said, coming to a conclusion. "You were the one
that fed them the Admiral's movements. That call you made," she said
nodding. "You set him up. The logic bomb in the launch. XO check the boat
bay records and see if the good lieutenant commander was there."


“Son
of a bitch! You’re the one who suggested he go explore the tunnels!” a crew
member said suddenly.


Firefly's
avatar looked at him. His eyes burned red.


"I
did no such…" Dan looked frantically from one closed face to another. “You
are looking for a scapegoat, well, you’re not going to pin this on me!” He
turned to move away. The Major jerked Dan up and slammed him against the wall.
He gasped then whimpered. "They made me do it," he sobbed eyes wide
in sudden fright. The Major let him go and turned with a snarl.


"Get
this trash off my deck and into the brig," Mayweather said with a snarl.
The Major turned. 


"What
did they offer you? Money? Power?" he demanded hand on the back of the
traitor's neck.


"Command,"
Janice said from behind the captain. She turned to her. "Think about it,
he gets promoted," she nodded her chin to the commander. Mayweather turned
on him.


"So
that's what it was? Command? Fancy yourself an Admiral's billet? Wanted to take
a short cut?" she asked voice deep with scorn. 


"No,
but Firefly is rightfully mine," Dan snarled eyes locking onto hers.
"Not a refugee from a piece of shit yacht."


"How
were they going to do it?" Janice asked.


"By
special appointment," Dan said. "From the legislature." He wiped
drool and tears with the back of his hand.


"That
would not have been legal commander," Firefly's avatar coalesced beside
his captain. "I would not have accepted it. Neither would commander Logan
or the other officers. You should have known better from the beginning."
He shook his head. "All for naught. You were a patsy. You threw your
career away for nothing."


"No,
they promised me!" Dan said desperately. 


Mayweather's
cold glare slid a little. "It was a lie. You should have known better.
lieutenant commander. I formally arrest you. The charges are insubordination,
conduct unbecoming an officer, sabotage, and treason."


Dan's
eyes went wide. "You can't do that!" he said suddenly desperate.
Treason was a death penalty offense. He looked around the bridge, but didn't
find a single ounce of support in any of the people there. Cold accusing eyes
stared back at him.


"I
just did," she answered, eyes cold.


"But,"
he looked wildly from one person to the next, finding solace in none of them.
"But..."


"You
betrayed our commanding officer in a time of war," Shelby said, arms
crossed.


“But...”
he hung his head, knowing he was defeated.


"She's
the captain. Time to go," the major stepped aside to let a pair of marines
pull the man to his feet then out the lock.


"Damn,"
Mayweather said wearily. "Is the Admiral right? The rot that deep?"
she murmured.


"No.
Not in the military. He's a political animal. The conspirator's lap dog. He'll
pay for it now. They won’t protect him. My money is that they cut him
loose," Firefly said. “I am checking the boat bay logs. I believe one of
the boat bay officers may have also been involved so they are all in custody as
well.”


“The
last thing we need is a witch hunt,” Mayweather muttered. “You're right, I bet
they will cut him loose. Especially after these recordings hit the public.”


"Don't
bet on it. If he's their only link they may try to protect him," Shelby
replied, arms crossed.


"They
can try. But we have our own system of justice. I'm glad the Admiral insisted
we set it up," Mayweather smiled grimly. "I'm just sorry it will have
to be put to the test this early." She shook her head.


"Don't
be. That piece of garbage isn't worth sympathy for what he did," the major
sniffed. "To think I knew the kid," he growled.


"It's
still not going to help though is it?" Janice asked softly.


"No.
No it's not. We're going to send a message to them though. One that they will
pick up loud and clear," Mayweather answered.


 


Logan
stared at the hologram with a heavy heart. Irons was there, standing at parade
rest. The admiral had compressed it and squirted it to him in an encrypted file
along with a complete copy of everything he had seen during the fiasco before
he'd boarded Destiny. The quality wasn't good, he'd had to cut it down so his
launch could send it, but it got the message across.


“So
you see, it's in our best interest for me to make a tactical retreat at this
time. No matter what the outcome of this so called impartial investigation my
reputation is stained and effectively ruined.” He looked away for a moment then
continued.


“The
people who set this up are good Horatio, but not chess players. They did a real
bang up job putting this together, but like any criminal, they forgot to plan
the aftermath.” His smile was more grimace then grin.


“By
running me out of town before I can testify they will be causing all sorts of
questions to be raised. Since I've dumped my copy of the entire conversation to
everyone I think some people are going to be uncomfortable and looking over
their shoulder's for some time to come.” He shook his head.


“But
that doesn't change the fact that I am running. I know it,” he sighed,
shoulders slumping a little. “You and I both know that alone looks bad. I can't
change that. I can't undo everything that has happened over the past couple of
days. The only thing I can do is try to learn from it and move on.” He looked
away. “That's all any of us can do. Move on.” He shook his head, resigned to
that fact. 


“Hopefully
when things settle down people will start to look over this mess with a clear
eye,” he smiled. “They always say hind sight is twenty twenty. Who knows, the
people running me out of the system may regret it themselves shortly. In fact
I'm pretty sure they will.” His grim smile was almost feral but brief.


“I
had planned on leaving in a year or two, or possibly going out with Prometheus
to the nearest colonies to begin sorting them out. I guess we can say I'm
getting a jump on that time line. One we didn't anticipate with a send off no
one saw coming.” He shook his head.


“Anyway,
Horatio, you've got the fort as senior officer. I wish I could be there, but I
think you and the navy have come a long way now and can stand on your own. With
you riding shot gun things should go along... if not well or smoothly at least
move in some general direction toward what we want.” He grimaced then chuckled.


“Try
to stick to the blueprint we roughed out, but by all means adapt and overcome
any problems you run into. Remember the old saying they taught us in boot.
Adapt and overcome. An obstacle is just something you haven't gone around,
over, under,  straight through or used to your advantage. Remember that.”


“I'll
see if I can set up other seed colonies and try to get them in contact with
you. If things on your end change who knows, maybe I'll be back in a decade or
so,” he rumbled.


“Give
my best to the Valdez family and the others. Make sure they understand. Take
care of Shelby. She's going to make an outstanding flag officer someday,” he
smiled.


“Good
luck old friend. Long live the Federation.” He stood at attention and saluted.
Instinctively Logan did the same.


“To
you too sir. Good luck,” Logan said, feeling the tears fall. “And god speed,”
he murmured as he leaned over and shut the holographic system off. He turned to
the staff standing quietly around him.


“All
right ladies and gentlemen. You heard the Admiral, let's get to work.”


 


Destiny
lumbered to the Agnosta jump point. The Admiral brooded in his cabin. They were
a day out from the jump. “Firefly is following about ten light minutes behind.
I believe they were going to the Horsehead colony, but if they are they are
taking the long route. There's still time to stop this Admiral,” Sprite said
quietly. He shook his head bitterly.


“You
and I know how that will play out. It's all over the news anyway,” he sighed.
Someone had finally hooked up a receiver to the ships systems. Not a
transmitter though. They were getting news from all over the system.


Public
opinion was divided and splintering fast. Some wanted his head, others wanted
the heads of the conspirators. The shadow of the Port Admiral's misdeeds over
the past seven centuries were being hung around his neck. Dan's suicide the day
before only added to the problem.


Knox
had discovered his mole and hung the bastard out to dry after Enrique gave him
a copy of the files. He was on all the news broadcasts calling for a full
impartial investigation.


Part
of the problem was his dumping the footage. An accusation was worth more than
proof to John Q public any day. The more you tried to disprove it the more they
felt it was real, that you were trying to lie your way out of it by clouding
the truth. It was insane, but that was how the mob worked.


An
investigation committee had been formed in the house to investigate the alleged
charges. Irons had laughed bitterly when he had seen the list of the committee
members, most had been in the conspirator's group or were cronies of the
governor and chairwoman.


“No,
if we stay, this will continue to hound us, tying the hands of the navy when we
need to focus. I am expendable in the long run. The important thing is to get
civilization started once more. We got that started. Mission accomplished.” He
shook his head and grimaced.


“Maybe.
I'm not so sure.” He looked at the AI's avatar. “You call this crap civilized?”
she asked. She pulled up a prerecorded message of the kids saying that the
Admiral molested them on many occasions. Of course the fact that they were
talking about the Port Admiral and not the Fleet Admiral was conveniently left
out by the interviewers and talking heads afterward.


One
girl had said he'd been abusing her for years. Even a couple adults had come
forward with accusations that he'd abused them when they were children.
It was all laughable on it's face, he'd only been in the system for nine
months.


Knox
had taken it all in, then sweetly pointed out that the Admiral had only arrived
in Pyrax nine months ago. He'd even gotten footage of Io's arrival and the
Admiral leaving her birthing slip. But of course the conspiracy nuts had
dismissed it as out right lies.


“Put
that away. You and I know that the truth is coming out. It's up to them to see
it for what it is,” he smiled a crocked grin. “No matter what I do it would be
construed as spin control. I can't help it.”


“So
by not defending yourself you're making it better? It will all go away when you
do? Admiral I know you have a history of not defending yourself when it would
interfere with your duty, but this is walking a fine line Admiral. For some it
is cowardice,” Sprite replied. He sighed.


“Let
it go Sprite. Let it lie. Give it time to rest. Let people calm down and start
to see the truth. It is time we focus on the future. Let’s see what we can do
in Agnosta to get them back on their feet then either stick with Destiny as she
moves on up the jump chain or catch another ship to another system.” Despite
saying that he felt the bitterness welling within him. It wasn't fair. He knew
it, but sometimes that was the hand you were dealt. Sometimes you just had to
fold. For  now.


“Tilting
at windmills again Admiral? I should have known, you always liked getting your
hands dirty,” Sprite said, then started to smile. He chuckled. “This is all
just a devious way to get away from the mountains of paperwork isn't it?” she
teased, hands on her hips. He laughed.


“Something
like that Sancho.”


“I
thought so.”


 


“Twelve
more hours and he will be out of our hair for good,” the speaker saluted the
newly elected governor and her group with her drink. “To patience, luck, and
good old fashioned hard work.” They chuckled and drank. Enrique stirred his
drink staring out the window.


“Sour
grapes Enrique? That's not like you. You've been known to make the best of any
situation,” the governor said smiling.


“Just
thinking about the future,” Enrique replied quietly.


“Speaking
of which, we need to bring the navy to heel and I need to put in an order for
replicators. A lot of them,” the governor smiled rubbing his hands together in
glee.


“There
won’t be any,” Enrique replied. Conversation around the room died. 


“What
do you mean there aren't any? We've got replicators now we can make more!” Raul
said. “You're just upset because your hero is leaving. It's over.” He turned.
“A few loaves of bread and a couple circuses, maybe a crisis or two and the mob
will forget the whole thing.”


“You
idiots just don't get it do you?” Enrique snarled getting up.


“No,
what don't we get?” the chairwoman said, with a lazy gloating smile. She just
knew Enrique had enough rope, she just wasn't sure if he'd hang himself with
it. The Admiral's video had been damaging, but they could weather the storm
with ease once he was gone. A dead man couldn't defend himself after all. 


Enrique
pointed to the window. “Out there is the one man who can MAKE the replicators!
And he's LEAVING!” They looked around confused. The chairwoman's lips pouted.
He scowled throwing his hands in the air. “You idiots really don't get it do
you. Your little stunt...” he sighed throwing his hands about then putting them
to his temples. 


“Look
the replicators take a key code to make them replicate objects on the
restricted list remember? The Admiral told us about this during the
constitutional convention. Replicators, nanites, weapons, gravity plates, parts
for our reactors... Tons of stuff. If we try without a key the replicator locks
up or destroys itself.”


“We
found that out the hard way many years ago. I was reminded of it when some
moron tried to use replicator one to make a diamond the size of their head.” He
darted a dark look at the representative in question who turned red.


Several
of the magnates with industrial experience nodded. “We've had replicators for
years. The problem isn't having them, it's having someone with the keys to make
more. Replicators, hell a lot of stuff, is all hard coded to not respond
without the proper embedded key codes. Codes that only flag officers have
programmed into their cybernetic implants,” Enrique continued. He pointed
again. “And there he goes off into the wild yonder. The LAST person who can do
it!” He slapped his thigh with his hand.


The
group started to babble. The governor darted a shocked look to the chairwoman
but she was pale, clutching the edge of the table. He lunged for his
communicator. “Nancy, get me communications. I want Destiny stopped now!”
Enrique laughed. The governor looked up and over to him.


“It's
too late, don't you idiots see that? Destiny won’t get your message. By the
time the signal gets to the jump point she will have jumped a minute or two
before.” He laughed hysterically for a moment then wiped tears from his eyes. 


“You
idiots were so intent on soiling and getting rid of the single decent man in
the system you were blind to the consequences.” He drained his drink in a gulp
then threw the glass at the nearby wall. It shattered making several people
nearby flinch and duck for cover. “Congratulations. You've done it. Hurrah,
Hurrah. We're right back where we fucking started. Right back in the damn dark
ages. We all deserve what we get.” He shook his head laughing and left.


 


“Captain
Mayweather we're getting a signal from Vesta nine. It is the governor's
secretary. She's ordering us to stop Destiny and return her to the colony,” the
tech looked up confused. They were watching from three hundred thousand kilometers
away as Destiny charged her hyperdrive.


“Did
they say why?” she asked not looking at the communication's tech. She knew it
was too late, the drive field distortion would scramble any message sent to
them.


“They
want the Admiral. They didn't say why,” the tech said. “They sound pretty
urgent.”


Mayweather
looked at Shelby. “I don't think it’s good.”


“Moot
point anyway,” Firefly replied. “Attention on deck!” the AI said over the PA
system. The captain and crew lunged to their feet. On the holo in front of them
Destiny was making delicate maneuvers as she keyed her hyper drive. Space began
to distort around her.


“Crew
salute!” Mayweather ordered. They came to attention and saluted.


“God
speed Admiral,” Shelby said quietly. 


“Hear
hear,” Firefly and some of the bridge watch murmured. Janice had tears dripping
from her eyes. Destiny flashed and then was gone.


“Carry
on,” Mayweather said softly. 


“We'll
do our best,” Shelby replied.


 


The End.


 



Author's afterward:


 


Yup,
sorry folks, I know that ending leaves a bad taste in your mouth, (and mine)
but I had to find a nasty despicable way for the Admiral to be run out of town.
That fit the bill. And yes, a little free foreshadowing, it will haunt
him for a while. It will also turn up in some of the other books in this
universe.


I've
been sitting on this book for a while. Mainly to give my proof readers time to
read it... But also to get the cover art done. :)


You
should see book 3 Destiny's choice out soon enough. And keep an eye out for “Jethro
goes to war.” That was finished a couple months ago, and I'm just cleaning
it up and working on the cover art before I hand it off to be proofed.
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