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After
taking his leave of the freighter Destiny the admiral made his way to his new
transport, a kilometer long bulk cargo starship the Kiev221. Destiny was
already on her way out of the system so there was no turning back. En route he
used the rebuilt fleet launch's passive sensors to get a better feel for the
ship. 


The
ship had an oval shaped bow which jutted out from the main body and then
extended to the mid section as a spine, with a recessed belt line extending
around it. On either side of the spine were giant cylindrical cargo pods. Each
were easily two hundred meters in diameter and extended a good eight hundred
meters of the length of the ship. Force emitter pods, tacked panels, and other
things were grafted all over the sides of the hull. Lights from windows cut
into the cargo pods, sensor pods, and almost but not quite dark airlocks
littered the beltway and sides as make shift running lights.


Aft
of the main section the ship was made up of truss sections and giant fuel pods
that ran to the main fusion drive. There were two drive nacelles that had seen
better times. On either side of the engines, three sail like radiator spars
extended horizontally. They were heavily patched; he noted parts from several
different ships patched in. One of the radiators looked like it had came from a
space station, another on the port side was pretty chewed up. Still another was
bent and stuck out like an errant cow lick. 


Kiev
had definitely been past its prime centuries ago. Hell she might have been well
past her prime even before the Xeno war started! That was to be expected
after all, no one was building or really maintaining ships or technology any
more. Or at least not in the past seven centuries after the last gasp of the
Xeno war and the fall of the Federation.


Bulk
freighters normally got the short end of the stick from their corporate
masters. They were expected to make long runs, constantly in use with little or
no time in port for repairs. Repairs cost money, money to pay the ship fitters
and money lost in cargo the ship could have been hauling. No corporation
allowed a ship into port for repairs unless she was seriously damaged.


The
fact that the elderly ship was functional let alone mobile was a huge testimony
to the commitment of her crew. Any other ship would have been turned into a
station or been lost in hyper a long long time ago. To keep the ship flying at
all was incredible. She had a good crew, a crew that loved her. That was good,
he could use that.


Drive
pods from what looked like a yacht, and subspace freighter were grafted to her
port mid side in place of her usual RCS systems that would have been located
there. He wasn't sure how practical that was, after all the smaller drives
would be almost completely ineffective in maneuvering the big ass freighter
around. Then again a bulk freighter really wasn't known for its speed.


Her
hull was heavily patched, some of the skin was bluish, and others had rainbow
colors. He wasn't sure if it was because they came from various sources or from
extended time in space. There were definite signs of meteorite strikes along
her upper starboard hull. Yup, she'd been through a few tough times.


Passive
sensors told him her sensors were myopic, most likely down or relying on
shuttle grade sensors. They probably wouldn't pick him up on their lidar system
until he was a kilometer or two out. He heard the Destiny talking to the Kiev
on the guard channel, and snorted as captain Ferguson informed the Kiev to take
care of him and described him as a priceless treasure. 


He
grimaced and activated the communications. “Fleet Launch to Kiev 221 prepared
to dock.”


It
took a full standard minute before he received a response. “Roger um, Fleet
Launch. Our port bay is ready when you are.” He winced at the static and
interference in that transmission. Obviously their communications needed work
if they couldn't handle something at this short a range. He was less than a
hundred kilometers out, approaching the starboard side.


Getting
permission to land in the port shuttle bay, he performed a slow spin around the
ship and lined up for his approach. 


“Not
much to look at,” Sprite said sounding a little put out. He had kept the sensor
scans to passive scans. Sprite however was a bit more direct. He noted but
didn't comment when she went active with all the sensors.


“But
it's home, at least for now.” He shrugged off the scan she performed. They
didn't protest so he didn't concern himself over it.


“Another
challenge,” she sighed. “You and Proteus. I bet the two of you are just aching
to dig into her engineering. And I suppose you want me to play software repair
lady again?”


He
checked the stats on the shuttle and then shrugged. “If it's not too much
trouble. After all your neck is on the line right along with mine. I'd prefer
all the creature comforts and not have the ship get sucked down a black hole
because of a virus,” he replied dryly.


“Okay,
got me there,” she muttered. “I bet this ship doesn't even have a functioning
replicator. Talk about a challenge.” She used the fleet launch's sensors to do a
deep penetration scan of the vessel. Technically that was illegal and highly
rude, but he let it go. Defender and Proteus were both in with her, he bet for
their own reasons. Defender to check for security threats, Proteus to see what
the damage was. Hell, he couldn't resist himself. He flicked a glance at the
sensor recordings. Yes, it was a big ship, far far past her prime, and over
extended. Yes, she was in trouble. Metal fatigue alone was probably a major
issue.


“I
think they will be glad we've come along here admiral, this place is a rat
trap.”


“Rats
probably abandoned ship a long long time ago,” he joked weakly.


“You
know you're not exactly helping your cause when you undermine your own argument
admiral,” Sprite sighed.


“True,”
he snorted. “Tricky bit here.”


The
bay doors opened in fits and starts before getting fully open. He shook his
head in resignation at the sight of worn parts and skeletons of stripped
shuttles scattered all over the bay. Cables snaked along the floor and walls;
some looked like they were live. One was even venting puffs of atmosphere. He
took a moment to call the ship, and informed the bridge the bay was fouled and
he couldn’t land without using his RCS in the main bay. Using a small craft's
Reactionary Control System wasn't as stupid as using a wedge but it was
dangerous and the thruster gas did damage to whatever it touched. From the look
of the pitting on the bay's deck that was apparently normal.


The
communications tech was surprised, but acknowledged his dry observation. He turned
the shuttle and used his implants to guide the shuttle backwards into the bay.


About
a hundred meters out Sprite found a clear space near the rear of the bay near
another shuttle and highlighted it. He had to cut his impellers so they
wouldn’t kick the parts up with their force emitters or rip into the hull of
the ship. With his impellers down he felt naked, however he expertly maneuvered
the shuttle with his RCS into position and dropped the landing gear. Gently he
settled the ship down onto the deck, and then winced when he heard crunching
and pings. “FOD,” he grumbled darkly. He wasn't at all happy about that.
Foreign Object Debris was a big no no when it came to ships in space. There was
no telling when bits impacting a ship would do damage. His estimation of the
crew dropped considerably.


“Not
as bad as we had feared admiral. I am not detecting any damage beyond
cosmetic,” Proteus informed him a moment later. “I do recommend refueling
however. Using the RCS to come and go from this bay will use a great deal of
fuel over time.”


“Noted,”
he replied with a nod. Proteus was online all the time now, like Sprite and
Defender. Before... before he'd only booted Proteus's full cognitive functions
when he needed them. Now he just left the AI online all the time. It was
another comforting presence in this fallen time.


He'd
been forced to go public with his AI in Pyrax. He was uncertain about keeping
them public here. Technically they were classified. He'd have to see where
things went and decide in the future.


The
bay doors began to cycle closed, and he turned to the post flight check chores,
trying to ignore the struggling doors in his peripheral vision. He could see a
gear that had broken teeth on it so it was skipping. He was surprised it hadn't
knocked the door off the tract and wedged it open. He called the bridge and
informed them that he had landed and finished post ops as the doors sealed and
the chamber filled with atmosphere once more. He let out a breath he hadn't
realized he had been holding and then turned to his gear.


 


“This
better be legit or we're in deep shit,” Quinna O'Mallory commented, watching
the feed. “Nice piloting. I'm sorry to have to tear the guy's bird up.”


“I
thought we weren't going to do that?” Barry asked sounding surprised and a little
dismayed. She looked at him and grimaced. Barry was a bit squeamish about
shuttles. She had to be practical though, the good of the many outweighed the
good of the one after all.


“No,
not even... ah,” she nodded, watching the man unload a pair of duffels and a
floating cargo pallet filled with gear. So, he was on the level. From the looks
of things that cargo floater was in good shape too. That would be a nice bonus.


She
tried to think of what the trade was. After a moment she gave up. Something
about three reactor emitters, some other parts for the reactor, one injector
and he got transport to the star system of his choice. She shrugged. Well he'd
get the transport. If he minded his P's and Q's. If he protested they would
probably end up spacing his ass. Pity, the man looked solid and not afraid of
getting his hands dirty. She wondered where he had gotten his hands on all the
parts.


“That's
a military uniform!” Barry said pointing to the man. He recognized the gray
coveralls under the military jacket. The cut was distinctive, not the normally
shapeless cut of a civilian outfit. Military issue was highly sought after,
because it was extremely durable and protected the user from all sorts of bad
things. His was also well taken care of, possibly something someone had found
recently. It didn't look like a hand me down or something someone pulled off a
corpse.


“Yeah,
so?” O'Mallory replied absently. She watched in annoyance as the shuttle's
hatch closed behind the man on its own. That was irritating. Barry was up to
the challenge though; it wasn't like they hadn't done this before after all.


 


Getting
his bag, trade goods, and toolkit, Irons exited the craft and used his implants
to lock it down. It's not that he doesn't trust the crew, it's just it was a
military craft and they were civilians. Also, well, yes he didn't trust them.
He had to be honest with himself. After the repeated attempts on his life on
Destiny he was a bit wary of new faces.  It would take him a bit of time before
he opened up again.


“Ready?”
Sprite asked, clearly amused.


“Am
I ship shape?” he asked teasing her. One of her functions was as his keeper,
his steward. She was supposed to make sure he always looked his best, not an
easy task since he frequently ended up with all sorts of chemicals all over his
uniform.


“Sure
you don't want to wear your formal uniform Admiral? There's nothing like making
a positive first impression.”


His
eyes narrowed. He knew she knew that he knew she was messing with him. He hated
formal wear. Hated it sometimes with a passion. “What? By looking like an
overdressed peacock?” he asked wrinkling his nose. “Pass Sprite. Undress day
uniform is fine,” he growled, not rising to the bait. He tugged on the hem of
his jacket and did a quick look down to make sure he didn't have any stains or
wrinkles. He was fairly certain that the uniform would have new ones before
long.


Checking
his uniform was habit of course, habit from a lifetime of training. His milspec
uniform could be cleaned by his nanites; he normally preferred to launder them
however. Old habits die hard for old sailors.


“I
think we're ready. I detect a waiting party outside the bay lock Admiral.”


“Best
not to keep them waiting much longer then,” he said with a nod.


He
spun in place, idly checking the gravity, atmosphere, and contents of the bay,
while looking for the exit. Sprite highlighted the exit for him. He nodded. 


As
he went to leave he casually inspected the bay contents, letting Proteus
catalog it. Sprite sounded on her best behavior. She wasn't too chipper though,
which meant the ship didn't have a WIFI node for her to access. He'd have to
remedy that when they got to his quarters.


He
strolled over and cycled the door open. As he left the bay he hide his cough at
the smell of ozone and unwashed bodies that wafted into his face. 


In
the corridor he was met by a grim faced exec and a pair of burly guards. The
engineer saluted, and formally asked permission to come aboard, startling the
exec who quickly recovered and nodded grudgingly. 


“My
name is Fleet Admiral Irons.”


The
exec grunted but his eyes were on the pallet behind Irons. “Those look new. New
old stock? Did you find them somewhere?”


“No,
I had them built for you,” Irons said looking over his shoulder to the pallet
and ignoring the slight of the lack of introduction. “I believe this is the
agreed price for my ticket to the next system?” he asked.


The
exec nodded. His face however showed a lack of emotion. After a moment a
fleeting bleak look crossed his face when he finally looked at Irons. It was
replaced by a set jaw and grim determination. Irons wasn't sure what to make of
it.


The
engineer turned over the hovering platform carrying the three reactor grav
emitters as his ticket trade goods to one of the guards. 


“I
can help your crew install them if you'd like,” Irons suggested.


The
exec shook his head. “We have all the help we can handle thank you,” he said
politely and then turned away. 


Thanking
the engineer the exec then ordered the guard to get the parts to engineering
while he and the remaining guard escorted their guest to his quarters. 


The
engineer noted the squalor, and sighed internally. The corridor was covered in
patches and grime, and many panels were open with wiring and plumbing hanging
out. The lighting was bad, and the exec picked his way along the malfunctioning
gravity plates. 


The
engineer listened with half an ear as the exec told him the rules, not to go
into restricted areas without authorization, he was a passenger, and he tuned
most of it out, allowing his AI to record it for later digestion. Most of it
was standard freighter rules anyway.


After
going down two deck ladders they arrived at a dark dirty corridor and come to
rest at a graffiti covered door. The engineer hid his distaste with a sigh as
the exec palmed the door open. There was the sound of rustling and an indignant
squeal from within almost immediately.


“What
the hell?!?” The exec said poking his head into the darkened room. “Mary?
George? What the hell are you doing in here? You're supposed to be on shift
right now!” he snarled.


 Irons
looked away as the angry exec rousted out a pair of crew members who had turned
the room into their private love nest. They were both naked; they came out of
the room holding their clothes in front of themselves. The guard was amused. He
pursed his lips when he looked at the woman. She shot him an angry glare and he
looked away fast.


“Mary
what the hell's gotten into you? Life support doesn't manage itself you know!
You're mother will be furious with you! You are half his age!”


He
turned on George who was trying to put his pants on but stumbled. He reached
out to keep from falling and accidentally caught Mary who squeaked and moved
away. The guy teetered and grabbed the door jamb as he hopped on one foot. 


“George
you're supposed to be married! What is Iana going to say when she hears of
this! You damn fool we don't need her upset right now, we've got the reactor to
sort out!” George moved enough out of the way for Irons to see past him and
into the room. He frowned, ignoring the scent of sex as he looked around. They
chose this rat hole for their illicit love nest?


Angrily
the exec dressed them down, and then motioned their guest in. He nodded to them
and entered, then turned to say something to the exec but the door closed as he
continued to dress down the crew members. 


“Well!
That was rude!” Sprite said, sounding put out. He wasn't sure if she was put
out over the room or the sudden dismissal by the exec.


“Civilians.
Go figure,” he said with a shrug. He was getting used to traveling with
civilians now. He had been with Destiny for months. He shook his head looking
around, but not really paying attention as he tried to deal with his annoyance.


“Not
our problem anyway,” he said to Sprite. Shrugging the engineer looked around
again as he dropped the bag and set it down next to the bunk. He's careful to
avoid the mess of bodily fluids on the sheet and floor. Whatever they had been
doing they had been doing it for a while. 


The
quarters were small, a single. Definitely a short single. Sparse and very
utilitarian. Just large enough to turn around in but small to the point of near
claustrophobia. He had seen closets on other freighters that were bigger. The
bunk was narrow and short; it would be interesting to fit in with his large
frame. He'd have to sleep diagonally. 


There
were no electronics in the room, at least none powered up and functional.
Sighing he turned to the flickering lights. He noted the short and nudged the
bag to one side to begin work. It wasn't like he had anything better to do.
Besides it was for his creature comfort anyway.


 


After
two hours of repairing the lights, grav plates and refresher, he turned to the
bed. He wrinkled his nose at the smell and spilled fluids. Some of it was
dried, so they had probably been using this for a while. 


He
pulled off the soiled sheets, dropped them into the refresher, and then sprayed
the bed with de-louser from his bag. He didn't need to really, his nanites
could have handled it, but he didn't like the idea of anything crawling on him
before the nanites took care of it. It would stick in his head and he'd never
get to sleep. Best to be sure.


He
pulled out a housekeeper robot from his bag and turned it on. The dinner plate
size robot ran through its start up sequence, scanned the room and clicked in
disapproval and then got down to work. 


“I
am still not getting anywhere with a node Admiral,” Sprite reported. She
sounded a bit put out by it.


“In
a bit. Let me get this sorted out then I'll take a break and jack in for you,”
he said.


“Fine,”
she said sounding impatient and testy. He snorted. “I think the bot doesn't
like the room either,” she said after a moment.


“Yeah
think?” he asked as the robot made electronic grunting sounds as it stripped
years of filth off the walls. He was going to have to clean its internal bin
after every wall at this rate.


He
chuckled and turned to the built in dresser. He pulled the drawers out and
sprayed them with the de-louse spray, and then left them open to dry.


He
dumped the house keeper bot and redirected it to the bed. It clattered in
annoyance but went to work.


“Someone
had fun with this little guy's programming,” he commented shaking his head.


“Possibly,”
Sprite said not committing to an answer. He snorted. Typical. The bot didn't
really have emotions or a personality; it just used a simple program to appear
like it did. In a way it was gratifying to see someone else didn't approve of
the mess either. 


The
refresher beeped, signaling the sheets were done, so he made the bed and then
cleaned himself up. He took a seat on the bed and lifted his feet as the bot
made passes along the floor. 


The
robot finished the floor after dumping its storage bin an additional four times
then moved back to the graffiti and filth covered walls. Sonic beams break up
the grime, and it dripped down to the floor. Nodding, the engineer put his
clothes away and then decided to rack out. It was about time to let Sprite
loose on the net to see what she could see. 


“Sprite
charge plug?” he asked looking around the room. A karat highlighted one near
the refresher. Great. He got up and pulled a cable from his bag. His nanites
could form a superconductive trail from his body to the plug; he just didn't
want to do that. He plugged one end of the cable in and then settled down into
the bed. “There,” he said jacking it into his arm.


“Finally,”
Sprite said sounding testy. “Firewall up; we've had over seventy attacks from
viruses the moment you jacked in. Seventy and climbing,” she cautioned.


“Go
to work. Stamp them out and get me intel. I'm going to take a nap,” he said.


“Sleeping
on the job admiral?”


“Not
much more for me to do here,” he said waving his free hand to the room.


“True.
I'll do what I can admiral,” Sprite said. He felt Defender take over the
counter intrusive duties. He nodded and closed his eyes.


 


Waking
four hours later with a wicked headache, he made a note to check the atmosphere
and do something about it. He felt his nanites release analgesics into his
blood stream to end the headache. 


Defender
reported to him that three people had attempted to get into the shuttle. The
housekeeping robot was still at work, but had completed two of the walls. He
realized it was the smell of the filth from the bot that was bothering him. In
an enclosed space it was pretty overpowering.


 Grimacing
in distaste at the smell, he turned the air exchange up to high and used his
pharmaceutical storage to give him a more powerful analgesic. 


“Report,”
he ordered, sitting on the bed and putting his boots on. “Sprite?” he asked. He
felt her return just before he unjacked.


“Huh?
Sorry admiral. I didn't get much; the ship's net is a mess. Civilians,” she
said with a sniff of disdain. “You'd think they'd know by now to keep their
system clean if they want to stay alive,” she said in disgust.


“Some
people don't know better until you teach them Sprite,” he replied.


“Well,
I tried to get into main engineering but it's firewalled from the main system.
I recognized some of the blocks; they were made by someone relatively competent
with military training. Since I didn't want to sound any alarms I left them
alone.”


“Okay,”
he said with a nod.


“The
same goes for the bridge functions. They're firewalled as well. The purser's
files are not on the system, it appears to be a separate system.”


“Smart.”


“Most
of what is on the net that I could access was life support and civilian
recreational games and material.”


“Security?”


“Firewalled.
But I did track down the links to this deck and this room and set up my own
protective bots.”


“Okay,”
he said with a nod. “We'll need to fab some security system for the room then
since I don't plan on spending the entire trip in here,” he said. 


“Agreed,”
Sprite said.


 


He
dressed, grabbed a drink of tepid water and then headed out. Out in the
corridor, he set his toolkit down and began working on the flickering lights. A
burly Terran crew member walked up to him, started to protest, but when he
noticed the light come back on stopped his imminent protest. He shrugged and
continued on his way. 


“Think
he'll report you?” Sprite asked.


Irons
looked over his shoulder to where the crew member had disappeared to and then
shrugged. “I have no idea. I don't care right now. This flickering is getting
on my nerves. Can you make an appointment with the purser or chief engineer?”
he asked as he tucked the wiring away.


“No
since I can't get access to the net right now,” Sprite reminded him.


“Oops,”
he said.


“Yeah.
I highly doubt you'll get anywhere with the purser. I'm betting he or she will
have their guard up in case of the usual griping about the condition of the
room and ship.”


“True,”
Irons said. “They've probably heard it all before.”


“Well,
no, not from you. An offer to help repair things would probably be a surprise.
But something tells me he or she would say thanks but no thanks,” she said.


“Still
don't have a crew list?” Irons asked.


“No,”
she replied sounding peeved. “I've got a partial list. The chief engineer...
current chief engineer is a Terran female named Quinna O'Mallory. Age
undetermined. I've got about seventy nine other names but I can't match them to
anyone right now.”


“Ouch,”
Irons said. An AI hated not having the right data.


“Can
we get a wireless node? Please?”


“Let
me finish up here. I'll work my way to the bay.”


“Fine,”
Sprite said sighing. She knew he was focused on the project in front of him.
The admiral always liked to get his hands dirty. 


The
engineer continued down the corridor, patching the lights and grav plates to
restore the corridor. He wasn't really replacing anything, his nanites could
make minor repairs but he was more focused on finding the problem spots and
routing around them. There were a lot of shorts. He found signs of minor
electrical fires in several junction boxes. That was definitely not good.


Some
of the grav plates were down, having reached their max impedance, so he had
Proteus create a more balanced schematic for the other grav plates, then
implemented it. It would mean a reduced gravity quotient in the hallway, but
that was better than the spotty coverage they currently had now.


The
housekeeping robot radioed Sprite to tell her it was finished, so he turned it
loose on the corridor. Fortunately there was a functional dock for the little
bot to attach itself to when it needed to dump and recharge.  Sprite was making
sure it wasn't attempting to connect to the ship net; there was no telling what
viruses would try to get in and what they would do to the little bot.


“You
know you haven't eaten since we left Destiny right admiral?” Sprite sighed. He
snorted. 


“I
think it would be wise to eat. I can jack in to check on things while you do,”
she suggested.


“Being
helpful or trying to find a distraction?” Irons asked amused. He was fairly
certain the suggestion of a meal was both to get him to refuel and allow her to
jack in at the same time. AI did like to multitask after all.


“A
bit of both,” Sprite admitted. “From what this ship looked like I don't think
you will be idle for much longer admiral. It was a good idea to refuel now
before events get out of hand and you no longer have time to do so,” she said.


 “How
long has... huh,” he said as she put a time since his last meal up on his HUD.
Realizing he hadn’t eaten in fourteen hours, he found a food replicator in the
middle of the hall and made repairs, splicing in parts from his toolkit until
it was repaired and up and running. He made a bowl of porridge and a cup of
water, and then returned to his quarters to eat. The porridge and water had a
metallic taste so he tried to choke it down without losing his temper.


“Nasty?”
Sprite asked.


“Definitely
not mom's fried chicken,” he retorted. He dumped the bowl and cup into the
refresher for recycling. “Water has a sulfur and metallic taste. Metallic taste
in the porridge. I'm not sure if it's from the replicator, the piping, or
whatever they are trying to pass off as base substrate.”


“Probably
all of the above admiral. That line hasn't been flushed in who knows how long,”
Sprite replied.


“Probably,”
he said with a grimace.


 


Quinna
O'Mallory glared at her crew. Most were cringing under that unyielding gaze.
The chief was a fire cracker; damn good at her job but someone you really
didn't want to cross. “I told you to get in that damn ship and get what we
need.”


“We...
ah... we can't. It's protected,” Barry said shaking his head. He'd tried, he
honestly had. So had Leia, Ralph, and Daren. Marko had been zapped for his
trouble.


“So?
You're an engineer! Figure it out!” She threw her hands up in the air in
disgust.


“Everything
we use get's zapped. If you touch the hull it well...” he shrugged and looked
at Marko who held up a bandaged hand.


“Zapped,”
Quinna echoed, hands on her hips. “I'll talk to the exec. Get something to
crack that shuttle's hull and get in there or we're all going to be sucking
vacuum soon.”


The
men blanched and then nodded, leaving as she nodded her chin to the door. “Damn
it, what else can go wrong?” she demanded.


 


John
Henry Warner the executive officer looked at the image of the admiral and
frowned thoughtfully. He traced a finger over the image. If he was really an
admiral why was he dressed in a coverall? He thought to himself. He looked down
at his own appearance.


The
crew of the ship, those who actually stood a watch or worked on the ship wore
hand me down coveralls from the first crew. They were worn, stained and well...
battered. Heavily patched in some cases, especially at the joints. 


Of
course not all had them. Some of the non Terrans had bioforms that were just
too big or too involved to wear an outfit like the Terrans took for granted.
They instead wore some sort of bandolier or some other marker to indicate their
status.


Not
all of the outfits were hand me downs, some were newly made. They couldn't save
all the uniforms, spirit of space knew they tried. They had lost some when
people died of course... you couldn't get some stains out. They'd repaired
some, but if it was burned badly enough it was recycled.


When
the crew was off duty they wore the same civilian dress as the passengers did.
Some of the outfits were old of course; a few needed to be redone but were so
reverently held by some that they wouldn't allow it. It amused him how much his
parents preferred their old outfits over the simple colony home spun they had
in their wardrobe.


Of
course officers were a bit different. Their outfits were cleaner and neater.
Their work uniforms were trimmed with red silk thread to accent their status.
Names were embroidered on the front lapel. Rank was never really an issue,
titles reserved for bridge officers or department leads like the chief
engineer.


And
of course her outfits were heavily stained and battered. She like every chief
before her got her hands dirty on an hourly basis. Which was why she was
normally banned from the bridge and formal meals. She did wash up on occasion,
but she was also testy about it.


In
a lot of ways a ship was a community, a small town or city. They had all the
functions there, the aforementioned tailor and embroider, barbers, cooks, and
cleaners. Which reminded him, he needed to get onto housekeeping. They were
getting lax again.


Was
this man really an admiral? An officer? He wasn't sure. He'd have to ask dad if
he got the time. He knew something was going on, something the captain wasn't
telling him. He'd have to find that out as well.


 


Irons
stared at the wall, thinking deep thoughts. It seemed so surreal. Seven hundred
odd years ago he was a Fleet Admiral, on his way from one classified assignment
to his next when his ship had been ambushed and he'd been tucked away in a
stasis pod to float adrift.


Now
the Xeno war was over, the Federation was in ruins and he'd spent the past
three years doing what? A year and five months on Io 11 rebuilding the tender,
then a year in Pyrax rebuilding Firefly and the entire system... and then eight
months trudging along in Destiny in exile. A bit less than a year traveling
across what? Four star systems? He used to do that in days, and here... he
sighed trying to chop the mental tirade off before he really turned the air
blue. It would serve little purpose. Maybe getting it off his chest would help
his mental health... but it wouldn't change anything when he was finished.
Waste time really, that was all.


“Thinking
deep thoughts admiral?” Sprite asked softly.


“You
know me so well,” he rumbled, brushing a hand over the mattress. He lifted the
table to vertical and then slid it back into its slot out of the way. With it
gone it gave an extra ten or twenty centimeters of room. Big whoop.


“April?”
Sprite asked.


“No,”
he sighed. “Life and its little quirks. From fighting the good fight against
the rampaging Xeno's to trying to pick up the pieces. Trying and generally
failing.”


“Now
that's not true. Every where we've gone you've made a difference.”


“But
not enough Sprite, not nearly enough,” he replied angrily, getting up and then
freezing. He wanted, no needed to pace but couldn't. The damn room was too
small.


“Admiral,
Pyrax is a bright spot. We've made similar impacts. I know you. I know what
you've been doing. Io 11, take that ship for example. The ship and the crew.
You've rebuilt a fleet tender into a small factory ship that's going from
system to system...”


“Trading.
Not really rebuilding. At least not much.”


“We
don't know that for sure sir,” Sprite said doggedly. “The captain would be
trading her services for whatever they want or need yes. But the people that
receive their services will be better off from it.”


“True.
If they don't fleece them like sheep,” he growled.


“A
distinct possibility I admit. But I also know you touched a lot of lives on
that ship. People who are willing to follow your example and try to help
others. Who knows, they might even be building another ship by now!” she said.


“True,”
he grudgingly replied. He wasn't sure if they would run into them. A part of
him was dreading it.


“You're
only human Admiral, get used to it. Even though you are a cyborg, you're still
in the end mortal.”


“So
you say,” he said amused. Yes he was a cyborg, one of the few left in the
universe. He was also one of the best, one of the most advanced beings in the
universe. The Trinity project alone had... he shrugged the thought off.


“Come
on, let's get a few more things done in here then I'll go see if I can find someone
to bug about helping out here,” he growled.


“Tired
of routine maintenance already?” Sprite asked amused as he jacked in. She felt
a flicker of annoyance as her firewall was hammered by more viruses. “Damn it I
thought I took care of these buggers,” she grumbled.


“Sounds
like I'm not the only one who's tired of routine maintenance,” he said sitting
back and tucking his free hand under his head. “Let me see,” he said.


She
threw a data sheet up on his HUD and then dumped her log and a system map she
had compiled. He flicked through it, not really interested in it, just
interested in passing the time.


“Admiral
we're getting reports of a problem with the reactor.”


“Oh?”
he asked. She highlighted a pair of text messages between engineers. “I thought
you couldn't access the engineering systems from here?” he asked.


“I
can't. What I can do is get into the communications between the crew,” she
said. He pursed his lips as he scanned the dialog. Then he sat up fast.


“That's...
are they sure it's a D harmonic?” he asked. According to the dialog the
engineers were concerned about a D harmonic in the reaction chamber. The
reactor crew was still busy trying to install his three force emitters. One had
mentioned possibly suiting up and trying to enter the chamber. That was suicide
and futile, no one could withstand the inside of a fusion reactor. Not and live
for more than an instant.


“From
the sounds of this they are using the usual, straight hydrogen,” Irons said
slowly, scanning through the dialog. Sprite was picking through various
conversations to build a better understanding on the ship and how it was
functioning. It was a crude method for an AI to deduce information, highly
fraught with error, but the only one they currently had available.


“By
the way did you know that that door was supposed to be locked?” Sprite asked
amused.


“Locked?”


“Yes.
The... here,” she highlighted a line of text from a guard to the security
chief. “Door secure. Our guest will not be going anywhere soon,” it said.


“Are
you sure it's about me?” he asked.


“Yes,”
Sprite said.


“Okay...
I'm a little concerned and annoyed,” he admitted.


“I
would be too. In fact I am. Rather rude.”


“I
think they have other things on their minds,” he said pursing his lips as he
tried to think. “Any way to page the chief engineer? Volunteer my services?”


“She's
incommunicado,” Sprite informed him. “I gather she bounces any reports from
anyone who isn't in her friends list,” Sprite said sarcastically. He snorted.


“Stupid.
Okay, can you find the next in the chain of command? Or a bridge officer?” he
asked. “I'd rather stick to an engineer though,” he said. It took an engineer
to know an engineer. If he could get in the good graces of one it would make
integration easier.


“This
ship is a death trap admiral. I... from this conversation I estimate the ship's
reactor is either going to cascade fail within a few hours or it will scram.
They have little or no computer support handling it.”


“Seriously?”
he asked suddenly surprised.


“Apparently
it's offline. Or it's having a hard time dealing with the parts. Admiral I
just... here.” Sprite highlighted a section of text. In it someone was asking,
no begging for the field emitters from his launch.


“A
shuttle's field emitters? Why?” he asked, eyes scanning the text once more.
What the hell were they playing at now?


“Apparently
their damage is a bit more than we knew,” Sprite said. “And I gather they have
been using parts from shuttles to repair their reactor.”


His
lips puckered in a sour grimace. “Oh that's just stupid,” he said shaking his
head.


The
reactor was out of balance, there was a D harmonic growing in the reaction
chamber. The reactor was also using straight hydrogen for fuel, which greatly
lessened its power ratio and heightened its radiation emissions. Throw in jury
rigged sections of the bottle being made out of parts never designed for the
role or the load and a computer that wasn't up to the task of handling the
challenge and yes, they were in trouble.


Then
of course there was the distribution of power on the ship. He scanned through
what Proteus was picking out of Sprite's catch. Plasma conduits were out in
several sections of the ship, and half the sensors were jury rigged from many
sources. The ship really was myopic and on its last legs. He sighed and tried
to think. He rubbed his brow wishing he had coffee.


 “This
is just getting better and better by the moment admiral,” Sprite said. “We've
got another group in the shuttle bay. Want to guess what they are there to do?”


“It's
the same group as previous admiral,” Defender reported coldly. “They are again
approaching the shuttle. One of them has a plasma cutter.”


Irons
felt a bit of alarm. He was pretty sure what they were there to do, and he
wasn't going to allow it. No, not his ship, not on his watch. 


He
tapped his implants and linked with the computer on the shuttle. The signal was
weak, there were a lot of decks and bulkheads to pump the signal through but he
managed it. He felt the typical out of body sensation as he brought up the
sensors on the shuttle and activated its reactor start up procedures. 


There
were now twenty people in the bay, and all were carrying equipment. Two were
arguing, and he turned up the exterior audio to pick it up. Defender filtered
out the other voices and focused on the two arguing. “I told you to have this
thing stripped hours ago Barry,” the angry forty year old female said to the
leader of the chastened looking men.


One
responded that the ship was locked down and she grimaced. He motioned for her
to try and she stalked over to the shuttle hatch. Irons was fairly certain
she'd fail too but then Irons realized she was holding a ground line and a
security bypass in one hand. That changed things.


Alarmed,
the engineer started the preflight on the shuttle, beginning to warm up the
impellers and shields. If he turned them on in the chamber it would turn it
into a death trap, the shields would shatter bulkheads and send the parts in
the bay out to ricochet and spall everywhere. 


He
hesitated and then decided to hold off. “Warn her off Defender,” he murmured,
watching the woman as her hand reached out with the ground near the hatch.


“Warning,
intruder warning. This is a Federation naval vessel protected by Federal law.
Any attempt to access or tamper this vessel without authorized consent of
Admiral Irons will activate weapon systems. This vessel will defend itself,”
Defender said over the audio from the launch. 


Undeterred
she stepped to the shuttle and tried the hatch, then hunted for the keypad. She
began punching in numbers, then pulled out a screwdriver and started to take
the panel off. The ground line she had taped to the shuttle skin prevented her
from getting zapped.


Admiral
Irons immediately got up and unjacked and then started stuffing his duffel.
Things were going south fast. It may be time to get the hell out of dodge.


“Sentry
at the door now Admiral,” Defender reported.


“Fine,”
Irons replied.


Angry,
the engineer turned to leave the room anyway but then paused. He has a better
idea. He turned back to the shuttle feed and activated a sonic alarm. The
shattering scream knocked the woman back and many people behind her fall to
their knees in pain. The AI cuts the alarm then ordered them to leave. Several
members of the crew manage to get to their feet and stagger out. The woman
hesitated, but he gave a curt countdown to reactivate the alarm. She
immediately threw her tools down in disgust and left the bay. 


 


“What
the hell was that?” Barry asked, rubbing Leia's shoulders as the woman tried to
recover from throwing up uncontrollably. Vomit stained the front of her
coverall. Its aroma was getting to the others. More than one person was doubled
over, holding a hand to their abdomens and another to their mouths as they
tried to get away. The audio nightmare had been too much for many of them.


“Sonic
alarm. I've heard of it but never experienced it,” Quinna said, puckering her
lips and sticking a finger in her ear to clear it. She winced, feeling a major migraine
coming on. She thought of reporting to the captain with the delay and the
headache got a lot worse. Great. There was no recourse of course; she had to do
her duty. She turned and searched for a working comm. panel.
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The
housekeeping robot reported it has completed the corridor, and was returning
just as the last of the crew exited the bay. This was going to be interesting
he thought as the hovering robot came to his door. He watched through its feed
as it came to the door, and the startled guards hesitated as it activated the
door and entered the room. It hovered over to him and he grabbed it, and then
looked at the guards. “Can I help you gentlemen with something?” he asked
casually. One looked at him in disbelief, but the other snarled and slapped the
door key pad, shutting the door. Shrugging the engineer went back to packing
his gear, and then changed into his skin suit.


“Skin
suit?” Sprite asked as the shoulder seal wove itself into his arm.


“Security
precaution,” Defender responded. “Prudent. If they attempt to remove the
atmosphere he will be protected.”


“We
would have protected him anyway,” Sprite said.


“That
remains to be seen. It is still wise to be cautious,” Defender responded. “I
have used the house cleaner robot to access the security system in the corridor
outside,” Defender reported.


“Show
me,” he said packing gear.


Defender
tapped the security system, and it showed him his corridor, as well as bits and
pieces of shots from still functioning sections nearby. He had it pull
in to the party outside the shuttle bay, and frowned as the woman informed the
captain that the shuttle was protected. 


“That's
Quinna the chief engineer admiral,” Sprite informed him.


“Great,”
he said. “So this isn't a casual act of theft. Even better. At least they
didn't wait until we were in hyper before they tried this,” he said coming to a
decision. It was definitely time to leave. He wasn't happy about being stuck on
the mud ball in this system, but right now any port in a storm....


He
picked up that they were planning to strip the shuttle and either enslave or
space him, and he growled darkly over the idea. “So, that tears it,” he
snarled. He could feel Defender pulling up his systems and booting his shields.
“Sprite, Comm. the bridge,” he ordered.


“Yes?
Who is this?” a voice asked testily. He winced at the harmonics in the voice.
The volume was also all over the place.


“This
is admiral Irons. I am assuming I am speaking with the executive officer of
this ship. Am I not?”


The
voice sputtered. He snorted as he finished closing his duffel. “There have been
four security breach attempts on my shuttle. Would you care to explain?” he
demanded.


“Who
the hell is that?” another voice asked. He could hear the exec shushing someone
in the background.


“I'm
going to check out my shuttle. Make sure there hasn't been any damage,” he
said. 


“You
can't do that. Remain in your quarters,” the exec snarled.


“If
you do not wish for my company then I will leave. I'll even be nice and not
demand my money back for trading with you,” Irons growled. “I suggest you keep
out of my way. You won’t like the consequences if you don't,” he growled
coldly.  The sputtering exec was cut off as Sprite cut the circuit. The
engineer shouldered his bag & toolkit, and then pulled out a stunner. He
didn't really need the weapon, his own arm can act as a stunner, but the threat
of the actual weapon can be a better deterrent than his arm.


He
tried to open the door, and found it locked. A quick hand on it unlocked it.
Before he opened it a stop sign appeared on his HUD. He hesitated.


“Admiral;
the female chief engineer, identified as Quinna O’Mallory is on her way, as are
the exec and several more guards.” Defender reported. 


The
AI opened the door and he stepped out in the corridor. Surprised, the guards
protested, and he brandished his stunner and then ordered them into the room.
Startled one stepped forward and he stunned him. The man crumpled like a puppet
with its strings cut. The other stepped back, eyes wide. 


“Take
him in there,” he said, motioning with his stunner. “Son don't try to be a
hero,” he growled. The kid shook his head, sweating heavily. He had him drag
his partner into the room. Closing and locking the door, the engineer made his
way to the shuttle bay. 


“I'm
trying to cover for you the best I can admiral, I can spoof a camera if we're
near, but not all,” Sprite cautioned.


“I
know. Do your best,” he replied.


Sprite
informed him the direct path was cut off. She pulled up the ship schematic and
gave him alternate routes on his HUD in different colors. He stepped into an
alcove when his sensors reported the exec coming, and smiled at the shocked
tones when the exec and crew noticed the cleaned and repaired corridor. 


 


“What
the hell's going on here? Who did this? Are we in the right corridor? Did we
make a wrong turn?” First mate John Warner demanded, looking around in
confusion.


“No,
we are where we're supposed to be sir...” the guard said.


“Oh
I've so got to talk to O'Mallory about this; maybe she had someone do it? Why?
Why the hell now?”


 


O'Mallory
was having her own troubles as she got a report that the reactor was having
trouble. They had stepped it back another increment to try to keep the bottle
stable but it was barely keeping ignition temperatures now. They had planned on
doing that anyway so they could install the new parts once they were checked
out. She had been shocked and pleasantly surprised when all of them had without
a problem.


That
however had taken a couple of hours to complete. Most of life support was now
thrown onto the jury rigged secondary systems by now. Of course most of those
systems were super conductor batteries, all well past their impedance and
projected working lifetimes. Oh there were a few solar cells on the hull, but
nowhere near enough for all the bodies on this ship.


“O'Mallory
did you send a crew to fix this hallway?” Warner demanded, cutting off her
thoughts.


“What
are you talking about?” she asked, slowing and then stopping.


“Someone
did a bang up job in here. I don't know why,” the exec replied. “If you didn't
do it, who did?”


“Jerry
said that admiral guy was fixing stuff in the hallway a while ago,” Marko said
behind O'Mallory. She turned on him with a scowl.


“What
did you just say?” she demanded.


“I
said that um,” he looked a little sheepish. “That Jerry saw that admiral guy
doing stuff in the hallway outside his quarters. Fixing stuff you know?”


“And
you didn't report this why? Why the hell didn't Jerry for that matter?”
O'Mallory rounded on the hapless tech.


“Cause
we didn't think it was a problem. The guy wasn't breaking anything hell! He was
fixing it! What's wrong with that?” he demanded.


“Apparently
this guy knows his way around a wrench,” Leia said grimacing.


“Apparently
so,” Warner snarled. “I'm at his quarters. The guards were locked inside. He
somehow picked the lock and stunned one and then he had Hadji drag his partner
into the room.”


“Great,
so he's on the loose?” O'Mallory demanded, rubbing her temples. Could this day
get any worse?


 


Irons
monitored the communication from the exec to the chief, and chuckled at her
confusion. The exec entered the room and ordered the guards out, and reported
to the bridge that the admiral was loose and armed. The engineer
grimaced and ordered Defender to lock the ship down.


“Admiral
I'm not even sure that is possible. Or advisable,” Sprite said as she felt
Defender's efforts through their joint link. Since the Admiral was out of his
room and on the move Defender was using the Fleet Launch to invade the ship's
systems remotely.


He
heard the slamming doors and felt the gravity fall off. The lights flicker and
shut off, and he felt the panic on the communication’s channels before they too
shut down.


Sprite
watched engineering go into panic as the bottle began to fluctuate
uncontrollably. “As I was saying admiral, it was not advisable. Cascade bottle
failure is imminent.” The AI informed him the reactor’s harmonic was beginning
to destabilize containment and he grimaced. 


“Oops,”
he said trying to think. He didn't want to kill hundreds of people. Not if he
could help it. After a minute he came to a reluctant decision. “Sprite, open a
channel to the bridge.”


“Are
you sure admiral?” Sprite asked as he paused. 


“Just
do it before I change my mind,” he growled. 


“Okay...”
Sprite opened a channel to the bridge and waited for the captain to stop
cursing. 


“Things
not going as planned captain?” Irons asked amused.


“Who
the hell is this?” the captain snarled, looking around his bridge.


“Admiral
Irons. Your guest. Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons, Federation Navy. It seems
you have a serious situation. One we both have had a hand in causing. The
question is where do we go from here?” he asked.


The
captain paused, looking around. He wasn't sure what to do. He'd heard that
Irons was some sort of jumped up officer but he'd thought it was some sort of
ploy, a con artist using it to get around the galaxy. Now he wasn't sure.


“Sprite
course to main engineering,” Irons said.


“Sprite?”
The captain asked, clearly confused.


“My
AI Captain. Sprite is a smart AI assigned to me before I went into stasis.”


“Okay...”


“I
suggest Chief O'Mallory cut nonessential services and evacuate decks that have
problems with plasma leaks or overloaded life support. I'm on my way to main
engineering.”


The
captain looked at the security chief who was scowling down at his board and
pressing buttons. He looked up and shrugged. Q’Bert was a good Naga but not
very good with computers.


“Can
you help?” The captain asked looking up at the ceiling. He felt bleak, like his
whole world was coming down around him. Which in a way it was, he'd spent his
entire life on Kiev, he'd been born in her sickbay fifty years ago and from the
look of things he was liable to die here. Soon.


“I'm
certainly going to try Captain. I suggest you set up a Goth plan, a Go To Hell
Plan. Essentially evacuating the ship to the planet with whatever shuttle craft
you have.”


“I...”
the captain looked down and wiped at his sweaty brow. The heat exchangers were
already offline. “I'm not sure we can do that. I know we can't. We only have
one functional shuttle other than well, yours and well...”


“You
may want to stage your people now. Evacuate the non-essentials,” Irons said,
moving warily though a group of people. Most stepped aside.


“I...
there is no way we can evacuate seven thousand people Admiral. I... the
shuttle can't handle that. Not in the time we have left.”


“Seven?”
Irons asked surprised, slowing to a halt. A bulk carrier was only rated for a
hundred, maybe a hundred and fifty. Seven thousand though? Where the
hell were they putting them all? He wondered. Where were they getting the life
support?


“Checking
files. Yes admiral, the crew in the main section is one hundred twenty however
the cargo holds have been converted into habitats. I am estimating around six
thousand plus individuals in there,” Sprite reported.


“Who
was that?” The captain asked.


“My
AI. Commander Sprite, Captain Chambers of the Kiev. Captain, Sprite.” He'd deal
with her little oversight later.


“Pleased,”
Sprite said dryly. “I take it the time for, as the admiral pithily loves to put
it, 'dicking around' is over captain?” she asked.


“Yes.
For the time being.”


“Truce,”
Irons said shaking his head. Here he was the wronged party and the captain
sounded like an ass. Like he was pulling teeth. He'd heard and experienced
stiff necked captains but this one was a piece of work.


“What
can you do?” O'Mallory asked. Irons snorted. Trust Sprite to have tied the
chief engineer into the conversation. From her position indicated on his HUD,
O'Mallory had changed course for main engineering. “You're an admiral no
offense. I mean...”


“I'm
an engineering admiral chief,” Irons said. “With AI support and access
to a small military grade replicator and database of parts. I just finished
rebuilding Anvil space station, the star freighter Destiny, not to mention the
Io 11 and building a start up yard in Pyrax. I can handle a bulk carrier easily
Chief. I can do it in my sleep.”


“Oh,”
O'Mallory said eyes wide, eyebrows up near her hairline. “If you say so,” she
said dubiously.


“Chief
I've been an engineer for a hundred and four years. I may have been on ice in
stasis for seven hundred and thirteen years but that doesn't mean I'm rusty.
Besides, I'm all you've got now,” he said with a tight lipped smile.


“True,”
she said grudgingly.


“We
need your ship. We need...”


“Yes
you need my help. No you're not getting my ship or her parts,” Irons
replied firmly, answering the captain and trying to cut off his attitude. He
squeezed through a partially closed airlock door and entered the main corridor
to engineering. It was heavily patched. He winced at the view. The corridor had
been breached more than once.


“Chief,
please let your crew know we're coming. I'll need unrestricted access to your
computer and your reactor. Sprite's been tearing into your nonessential
systems, cleaning out the viruses and fixing what she can, but she couldn't
access the core systems from my cabin.”


“You...”
the captain froze and looked at the ops tech. The Veraxin looked up and nodded.


“I
had wondered why the systems were running smoother,” the Veraxin chittered.
“Now we apparently know.”


“Thanks,”
O’Mallory said dryly. She wasn't sure about letting this admiral character
connect to her computer net but what choice did she have?


“Yvonne
give admiral Irons full access. Jerry get someone to clear those parts. We'll
need them,” she ordered.


“Chief
your reactor is about to lose it badly. A scram needs to be initiated now,”
Sprite informed them. Irons winced.


“Yvonne
what the hell's going on in there???!!” O'Mallory snarled, leaping over a box
and then pushing a pair of people aside. “Make a hole! Get the hell out of the
way!” She snarled, now moving at a run, ducking cables and picking her way
along the corridor. 


“Irons
I'm sorry. We need your parts. We need your launch. There isn't a choice here.
We're trying to survive,” the captain said. Irons grimaced. The captain sounded
self righteous. In a way the man was right, he was responsible for his ship and
those on it. But Irons was responsible for the bigger picture.


“So
am I captain. I have as much a right to survive as you do. I know you're
responsible for others but so am I. I will take whatever measures to protect
myself and Federation property as needed. Now, if the pissing contest is over
I've got work to do.” Sprite put a timer on his HUD. “I've got about a ten
minute window to scram your reactor before it destabilizes and breaches. If you
want to help keep your people out of my way,” he snarled.


“He's
right captain,” O'Mallory said, sounding shaken. She'd paused to squeeze
through the half open lock door and glanced down at her tablet. Her tablet was
set to repeat the main read outs from main engineering. “We've got ten minutes
maybe fifteen.”


“Then
by all means go.”


“Admiral
without the reactor we won't have enough power for life support. We're about to
cut the power to the sleepers,” O'Mallory said.


“Sleepers?”
Irons asked.


“Stasis
pods. Anyone with a major injury or radiation poisoning was put into stasis
over the years. We've got nearly nine hundred in stasis. They...”


“We're
going to have to cut power to them. I've ordered it,” the Veraxin ops officer
said. “However it will take some time to do.”


“That's
a lot of people you're sentencing to death! Family!” O'Mallory snarled.


“Never
mind. I get the idea,” Irons said holding up a hand. They really didn't have
time for a long conversation. “Chief can your people scram the reactor?” he
asked.


“I'm...
yes,” she finally said. She tried hard not to let her emotions get to her.


“Fine.
Tell them to do it. I'm going to my shuttle. Get the crew there to find some
cables. I'll tap my fusion reactor to help power life support. Do you have a
critical parts list for your reactor?” he asked.


“Um...”


“Get
it and get it to me. Sprite will watch the net. Put it up in the public net and
flag it for her and she'll put the replicator to work on some of it right away.
I'll need materials though.”


“Um...”
She cocked her head in confusion slowing down her headlong run. “I can get you
some in a few minutes admiral,” she said with a shrug. They didn't have a
choice they had to trust the man. He could easily jump into the shuttle and
leave, but something told her he wouldn't.


“Reactor
shutting down in five... four... three... we have flame out... cooling now.”
Yvonne reported over the intercom. The lights dimmed. Irons heard a few gasps.
More than one person started whimpering as the lights flickered and then went
out. A few emergency lights here and there popped on, but they were weak.


His
sensors reported the chief was coming up behind him. Warily he turned to her.
He motioned the guards back with the weapon, as she approached. She looked at
the stunner in his hands and slowed but didn't stop. The guards hung back,
clearly at a loss on what to do. He's surprised by that.


He
looked around with his enhanced vision and nodded to O'Mallory as she entered
behind him. “Sprite sitrep?” he asked. 


“Main
power is down admiral. Kiev only had what charged plasma and battery power it
had on hand to power the ship. Solar is out.”


“Oh?”


“Too
diffuse. We're also in the shadow of the planet for the next few minutes.”


“Lovely.
Chief,” he turned and nodded to her. “Can you get me that list and start
clearing the way to the reactor? I'll need that material as well.”


“Your
little ship can't power everything and replicate parts too admiral,” O'Mallory
said uncertainly. He shook his head.


“Essential
services only. Bare minimum. Tell everyone not to eat, eating uses up oxygen.
Don't open and close any airlocks. Cut life support to any space not occupied.
Cut power to the grav emitters. Cut the heat exchangers or dial them back on
the sunny side. Cut back on the pressure if possible. Try to remain calm and
keep a cool head. Tell them to keep a clear path from the bay to the reactor.”


“All
right,” she said nodding. Barry came in behind her. “Barry go with him,” she
nodded to Barry.


“We
trusting him?” Barry asked as he looked at the admiral.


“I
think we don't have a choice,” O'Mallory said, looking Irons up and down. He
cocked his head. “I saw what you did in the corridor, good work for such a
short time and little to work with.”


“Corridor?”
Barry asked, clearly confused.


“Corridor
outside his quarters. Quarters cleaned up too I suppose?” O'Mallory asked.


“Of
course,” Irons said turning to return the way he had come. “I wasn't going to
live in a pigsty if I could help it. Ship shape and bristol fashion is a navy
tradition,” Irons said with a half smile.


“I
see,” O'Mallory said, nodding again. “Warner won't give you any shit. At least
he'd better not. I haven't a clue on how to get the reactor back up. We've only
had a flame out twice in... Well...”


“I
better get going. Let the reactor core cool. Do what you can with what you've
got. Get me that list. Start with essentials but don't limit it if you have to.
Get me that material now.”


Yvonne
came up the tube and paused looking at them. She looked at Irons and then to
her boss. “Boss what do we do?” she asked near tears.


“We
roll up our sleeves and get to work,” Irons growled. He handed over his work
bag. “Tools and a cleaning bot inside. Put the bot to work cleaning. It will
flag areas that need repair. Make sure it's bin is cleaned out when it needs
it. Do you have a reactor bot?”


“One,”
O'Mallory said with a grimace. Yes one elderly broken down reactor bot left. It
barely functioned and was a bitch to control.


“Then
we'll have to build or repair another. One is suboptimal for repairs. Get the
parts I gave you going. Get the parts they were going to replace out. Start
working on that.”


“We
need a lot more of those force emitters,” she said. “Control runs are okay but
we've got a lot of problems with...”


“Heat
damage?” he asked. She nodded. “Carbon-Carbon can only deflect heat for so long
before it begins to ablate under the plasma. Get a wifi link up so Sprite and
Proteus can get in and help.” He turned. “I'm on my way.”


“Proteus?”
she asked, turning back to him. He paused at the lock door and smiled. “My
engineering AI. You really didn't think I just had one did you?” he asked
amused. She blinked at him in shock. He did a quick morph, letting his right
fingers flex and change into various tools and then back.


The
crew and O'Mallory's eyes instinctively locked onto the motion then widened in
shock and surprise at the sight. “Yeah...” she drawled, eyes narrowed. “Okay,
you’re the real deal. No one has implants like that.”


“Told
you so,” Irons said. Sprite chuckled from the speaker. He glanced at it.


“Admiral
we've got a partial list. I've got small parts going in the replicator now. I
need your authorization keys to...”


“Going
I'm going,” he said shaking his head. He used a hand to stabilize himself as he
stepped over the comber and into the corridor. “Fast track them Sprite. Full
tray. Stack them if you can. We're going,” he said nodding to the others.


“Admiral
we've got a problem,” Sprite reported.


“Oh?”
He paused. He hadn't gotten far up the tube.


“It
seems they didn't power down in time. There is some plasma in the chamber and
they are losing containment.”


She
fed him the readouts on his HUD and he grimaced. The reactor watch made a
mistake and he winced when he sensed its tumbling stability. There was no
longer time to get to the bay and off the ship. He turned and rushed past the
guards and O'Mallory. He motioned her to follow and they run for engineering. “What's
going on?” O'Mallory asked.


“Instability
in the core. A plasma string was left behind and it's wobbling all over the
place. The watch can't handle it. It's chewing through your repairs.”


“Shit!”
she snarled picking up the pace. He was still a couple of meters ahead of her.
People dodged out of their way.


They
work out what they need to do as they enter engineering. She swung into action,
issuing orders as the admiral turned to the reactor controls. He shoved a tech
out of the way and plugged his implants in, and had his AI scram the reactor.
The reactor pulsed, and plasma began to build as a fuel valve to the emitters
stuck open. 


O'Mallory
immediately ordered her team to open the backup valve as Irons tapped the
robots in the chamber and sets them to work. O'Mallory had been right, only one
robot was functional; the other had been locked down to an implant override...
He wasn't sure why and he didn't have time to think about it now. A quick pulse
from his implants had unlocked it.


 Stunned
techs look in disbelief as the robots flash into action. O'Mallory turned to
look at him. His body was etched in concentration, and his fingers flew on the
virtual keypads. She turned. She could see the jack connecting him to the
computer and nodded. She turned and berated the crew back into motion. The fuel
valve was frozen open, welded by the intense heat of an artificial sun. 


“O'Mallory
if you can't get it there don't waste your time. Tell your team to shut the
fuel down upstream,” he ordered with a flicker of attention her way.
O'Mallory's face set as she parsed out the logic of the order and then she gave
him a choppy nod.


“Do
it,” she said passing on the order. The engineers complied and in a few minutes
the fuel trickled and then stopped. 


The
engineer sighed in relief and turned to the AI to check on their progress.
Proteus had the bottle's imbalance under control and was working it into a
stable slowing pattern. The force beams were only catching a bit of the plasma
as the ribbon passed near a collector, but each time it destabilized the ribbon
a bit.


Proteus
hadn't waited for orders. It had dived in and was busy balancing the surviving
emitters in the chamber, and reported half were either jury rigged parts from
hover carts and shuttles, or was at max impedance. 


Sprite
was disgusted about the engineering system. For once it was clean of viruses,
but it wasn't optimized and the memory had a lot of errors in it. “A diagnostic
and defrag would help. There are banks of ram and rom that are just trash,” she
muttered getting to work. He pulled up a general schematic and grimaced in
thought as he watched the AI fill in the blanks. A lot of sections were red or
yellow.


Proteus
had a TOE database going, Sprite was adding to it as fast as he was. Most of
the things Sprite was adding to the Table of Organization and Equipment were
not critical however.  Those that weren't were going on a secondary list.


Quinna
leaned into his field of view. He turned and explained as the AI highlighted
the faulty emitters. “It will be at least an hour before the reactor chamber
was drained, but they had managed to contain the damage. I've got the remaining
pair of robots set up to scan the damage,” he explained, flicking the next
order through his link and then turned to face her. Her face tightened in
concern and bleak helplessness. He pointed out the structural damage and how
the emitters had been unbalanced and caused the overload.


“Do
you have those parts I sent?” he asked.


“We
were about to install them.”


“All
right. We'll have to do a partial rebuild. I'm not sure how far we can go. It
depends on your emergency reserves. We obviously can't do a complete tear down
and rebuild or replace right now,” he said dryly.


She
cocked an eyebrow at him. “How did you get the parts?” she asked.


“I'm
an engineering admiral chief; I've got the keys to everything and just about
anything built into my implants. Which means I can replicate the parts you need
as long as they aren't too big for my replicator. And as long as I've got power
and materials.”


“Ah,”
she said, finally understanding what he had been trying to get through to her.
Suddenly she realized there was a distinct chance of survival. She turned as
they heard feet approaching. Irons knew who it was and turned his head to look
over his shoulder. O'Mallory's face tightened even more. He snorted and
returned his attention to the chief.


“What
we need to do is yank out as much as we can and plug in new as quickly as we
can get it replicated.”


“What
about testing it?” she asked.


He
shook his head. “Normally I would and I'd definitely recommend it in most
circumstances unfortunately we're in a bit of a time crunch. You're going to
have to take what I give you on faith Chief.” He shrugged and spread his hands.
She looked at his shiny right arm, how it was doing things to the board even
though he moved it. She nodded.


“Of
course if you've got some of this stuff it will go faster and easier,” he said.


“Show
me,” she said.


The
exec, captain, and a group of guards arrived as he finished his explanation. He
ignored them as he pulled up a repair list for O'Mallory. She began following
the list with her finger line by line, as he explained. 


She
listed for him what parts they had on hand, and what they did’t. The captain
and exec stepped up to glare at the Admiral. He turned to them and sighed,
noting the weapons. The chief ordered the crew to get some of the parts, and
then absently asked him how to get around the stuck valves. He turned to her
and explained as Sprite accessed their cargo manifest. She didn't find
the parts, but she did find two that might work if they were modified. He
explained the situation to O'Mallory, letting her know what they were and
where, and the chief sent a crew to get them. 


Taken
aback by their discussion, the captain crossed his arms and waited, fuming. The
exec pulled him to the side and started whispering, and the engineer pulled up
his audio sensors. This was a conversation he needed to hear, it affected his
future after all. “Captain I think we need to reconsider how we're going to
treat this situation. Admiral Irons is a sleeper. He's the real deal sir.”


“I
don't give a damn who or what he is. I want my ship fixed. Get into his shuttle
and get the parts. That's an order.”


“Sir.
You need to reconsider that. He's obviously not going to allow that. But
he is helping us. We can't afford to jeopardize that right now sir,”
O'Malory's eyes implored him not to push this any further. 


The
captain glared at her. Before he could repeat the order the exec started
talking fast. The exec described to the captain the changes in the corridor and
room, and had him go with him to see, leaving the confused guards behind. 


The
engineer watched as the crew brought in the parts needed. When they had a small
pile he inspected them carefully and then he patched those that were still
functional into the computer. With the reactor down, they only have enough
reserves for a dozen more hours before the life support systems failed totally.
With a little bit of work and a lot of luck they might be able to double or
triple that estimate.


“Layered
Carbon-carbon is a pain in the ass to make. The nanites have to fuse it to the
parts in layers and that takes time. If you rush it the bonds could be half
ass, meaning there could be breaches.”


“Yeah,”
O'Mallory said nodding. It was hard to focus on her work instead of watching
Iron's arm as bits of it seemed to morph on their own accord to repair the
systems around him.


“Admiral
the first load of parts is ready. I've used the launch's bot to move the trays
out of the hatch. However the replicator needs more materials,” Sprite informed
him.


“You
heard that?” he asked. “Barry,” he said pointing to the guy who had followed
him in. Barry nodded. “Go to the shuttle bay and get the parts and bring them
back here. Use the hover pallet I brought. Find more materials for the
replicator. Hell use the stuff in the bay if you have to. I don't care. But the
purer the material the better. If you have to pull up deck plate do it. But
it's better if you've got it on hand. If its raw ingots that's even better.”


“Um...
sure,” Barry said, checking with his boss. The chief gave him a nod to the
door. He nodded in return and took off at a trot. “Run you twit! Double time!”
The chief snarled. His receding footfalls picked up in pace. Irons nodded.


The
crew began assembling the parts into sub assemblies as he tapped the robots to
disassemble the broken fuel controls. The reaction chamber was nearly drained
of plasma, and from the look on her face the chief was worried about getting it
started again. 


“I'm
not worried about a restart chief if that's what's got you concerned. If we
have to I can sample some of the plasma you still have in your EPS conduits or
from my shuttle's reactor. We did that on Anvil to jump start her reactors.”


“You
did?” she asked dubiously. She was starting to sweat, brushing her black bangs
out of her eyes irritably.


“Yes.
I'll tell you about it later,” he said as a crew came in with another load of
parts. Some were obviously being pulled from secondary systems or from salvage.
He winced. They didn't have a lot of time to check them over either.


He
absently watched the captain and exec through his feed to the computer as he
pulled up a start up simulation. He grimaced in thought, even with the three
reactor emitters he had traded to them; they were still down below minimum safe
containment. He pulled up the cargo manifest and took a look. They had
scavenged every emitter from all but two shuttles to keep the reactor going. He
noted they had plenty of raw materials for most of what was needed and sighed.



He
turned to the chief and asked her to get a shipment of the supplies to the
shuttle bay. Alarmed she started to protest, until he cut her off by telling
her he needed it to replicate new emitters. “You were serious?” she asked. He
nodded. “So you can make more?”


“I
made the ones I gave you just before coming here. I made them when you told me
you needed them. They aren't even a day old.” he said amused. Taken aback, she
stepped back and gave him a long look. He shrugged and motioned her to get
moving. Shaking it off, she buckled down and got back to work. 


“I'm
going to get the robots to try to fix each other. Then we'll get onto the
repairs,” he said. She nodded.


He
let Proteus do the diagnostics and initial repairs. Proteus checked each of the
other bots; one had been too close to the ribbon and had been melted.
Apparently not all of it's exterior had been carbon carbon coated.


“Cheap,”
he observed with a grimace. Proteus had tagged the bot as salvage. It was using
the one good bot to tear it apart. The second bot was taking the parts and
plugging them into a third bot that was missing its sensors and an arm.
Hopefully he would have three functional robots soon. Even a semi-functional
robot would help here. Every little bit helped.


“We're
ready with the first load you sent over,” O'Mallory said.


“Okay.
We've got to get the old parts out. I can't just stack them against the walls;
they'll get in the way.”


“Um...”
she looked around.


“There's
a secondary lock. It feeds to a chamber that goes through the outer hull to the
exterior of the ship. That's why it's there.”


“Um...”


“I'll
handle it,” Irons said. He could feel his nanites all through the board in
front of him. Proteus had sent a finger of nanites along the electronic runs to
the reactor chamber and was trying to make what repairs it could. Unfortunately
it was losing about ten percent of the nanites it sent in every minute. He
winced. He could make more, but at this rate he'd be out soon.


When
the third robot came online he used it to start jettisoning the materials. They
were so irradiated it wasn't worth attempting to salvage them. Proteus sent the
first pair of bots after another bot, trying to repair it.


About
half way through the jettisoning of the scrap Barry returned, bumping into a
stanchion with the cart loaded with parts. The guy straightened the load out
and pushed it off to the lock.


“First
load of material is in the shuttle admiral. I've left the lock open. A group of
people are feeding the parts and running the finished ones to engineering,”
Sprite informed him. She brought up a window view of the bay but he waved it
off. It was a distraction and he needed to focus. He had to trust them as much
as they trusted him now.


The
engineer finished with the robots after an hour, then had the crew load the
parts in the chamber, along with the new emitters and other parts. They
hesitated to comply until the chief angrily told them to hurry. 


He
wished that some of the parts had been for the bots, a few more on the job
would speed the process along. He still had bot three shifting trash. Proteus
had a fourth bot online, but its sensors were mostly fried. They had to use
another nearby bot as its eyes until new ones could be added. 


He
sets robots one and two to replacing the parts, then to begin removing the
broken and jury rigged emitters further away. The captain and exec return at
about that time and grimly watched as he worked at the task.


“O'Mallory
we need more materials for the replicator. Carbon for one. As pure as you can
get it,” he said off hand to her. “Are they ready?” he turned and asked.


“They
will be at the bay in five minutes,” she informed him, glancing his way and
brushing her sweat soaked bangs out of her eyes. Nodding absently, the engineer
got up and stretched before moving to the door. 


“I've
got to go there to initialize the keys. Reactor parts...”


“Are
key authorized. Got it. Get going,” she replied waving to the door.


A
pair of guards started to pull their weapons until the engineer paused to lock
eyes with the nearest one. The man froze in his tracks. “Son, you do not want
to do that. Not only do we not have time for that nonsense, but I'm not in any
mood,” he said quietly, menacingly. His voice had dropped an octave with enough
subsonics in it to make the guy's hair stand on end. He had noticed that his
duffel and stunner had disappeared from where he had laid them down. Right now
he didn't care about them; he'd either get them back or replicate replacements.



He
looked over his shoulder. “Tell them to stand down or be broken down. I
don't care which,” Irons said looking at the officers.


The
other guards and exec step forward menacingly until O'Mallory waved them off.
“We don’t have time for this shit!” She glared at them at a full bellow.
She waved to the engineer to get going, and he chuckled in response. Suddenly
the captain chuckled and nodded to the chief. Irons moved out at a trot with
Barry and a crew of techs and guards on his heels.


 


Half
way there he spotted his bags and stunner being held by a teenage Terran of
indeterminate sex. He grabbed the bag by the shoulder sling on the run and
yanked the pistol out of the kid’s hands. “Thanks for hanging on to these,” he
said over his shoulder. He heard Barry's snort behind him but didn't turn to
look.


The
engineer made his way to the shuttle bay under guard and met a team of harried
workers carrying loads of raw and semi-processed metal ingots. He grimaced at
the manual labor, and took up a one hundred and twenty kilo ingot with his
cybernetic arm. The workmen protested but stopped when he causally held it and
entered the bay. 


He
pulled up the interface to the shuttle and shut down the security system, and
then uploaded the schematics for the emitters to the replicator. Entering his
ship, he tossed his bags to the side and gently sets the ingot into the
replicator feed. It began breaking down the metal immediately so he turned to
the guard. He motioned her out of his ship and then had the work crew start
passing him ingots. He had already started a second set of emitters when he
entered the ship, so they would be complete within a half hour. He filled the
feed bin and then stacked the ingots nearby. 


Noting
the crew standing around, he sorted them out, getting them organized into teams
to move the junk in the bay. “Barry,” he said looking for the guy who had
followed him in.


“Yo!”
The guy said, waving. 


“Barry
have them sort the stuff into four categories. Salvageable, plastic, metal, and
electronic. We'll break it down from there. Whatever is junk we'll feed to my
replicator. That'll save time running all over the ship looking for crap.”


“Okay,”
Barry said waving to his crew.


Irons
went back into the shuttle and went over to the food replicator. He ordered up
a cup of coffee and then scrolled through the parts list and started queuing up
plastic and minor electronic parts.


“What
are you doing?” a gal said, coming in and panting while she hauled an ingot. He
took it from her with his right hand took a sip of coffee from his cup in his
left and then set the ingot down next to the replicator feed.


“Minor
parts can be replicated by a food replicator like this one,” he replied
absently. She was staring at him wide eyed.


She
seemed to get a hold of herself, breaking her awed reverie. “Oh, I didn't know
that,” she said, looking at the replicator as it finished a tray of parts. He
took the tray out and fed a block of plastic in. He tapped the enter button and
it glowed to life. After a minute it was almost gone. He looked over to the
woman who was looking the piece over. He recognized it as an insulator shroud.
“I didn't know they could do this,” she said turning the piece over and over.


“Well,
mine is military grade so it can do a bit more. But any food replicator can do
plastic as long as it has sufficient power, material, and the blueprint in
memory.”


“Oh.”


“You
haven't had one make a bowl or cup?” he asked, indicating the cup in his hand.
She looked at it and then blinked.


“Um,
no, uh, we usually just stick a bowl or something in it.”


“Martha!
What's the hold up?!” Barry called.


“Coming!”
she said turning and moving out. “Sorry,” she said over her shoulder and then
she was gone. Irons snorted softly and finished his coffee. Something told him
it was going to be another marathon session.


 


When
he noticed that they were trying to use manual labor to clean the bay he shook
his head and then informed them he was cutting the gravity field so they can
work easier. Several protested, but he ignored it and turned the field off. The
crew began to float, drifting about with cries of dismay. He turned to them and
ordered them to move the parts to the sides of the bay. As they work he coached
them and the guards on how to move and work in free-fall. He accessed the
shuttle and ordered it to release a pair of repair robots and a house keeping
robot to work on the bay. Amazed, some of the crew stop to watch the machines
begin to clean and repair the bay. 


As
they moved the debris he took note of what was there, and then had them move
several parts not worth salvaging to piles beside his shuttle so he can melt
them down.

“Admiral the first load has been processed. The first tray was finished. Time
for more material please,” Proteus informed him. 


Noticing
a trio of rather green young women trying to keep from getting sick he had them
enter the ship with him. As they come to the airlock he reached out and grabbed
each and reoriented them to enter on their feet. They land and then sighed in
relief. He snorted.


The
first pair of parts were complete so he had a pair of them take them to
engineering. He showed the last woman how to feed the replicator, and she
watched with wide eyes as the replicator began on the second pair of emitters.
They needed a dozen more pairs. “We're on a time crunch, every second counts.
It took nearly an hour to make that one part. I think we may have to go with
what we've got if the power situation doesn't improve,” he said as he grimaced.



He
nodded to Barry who was trying to hook up a power cable from the wall to the
shuttle. “Here?” Barry asked, pointing to an auxiliary panel. Irons nodded as
Proteus opened the panel. “Plug it in and we'll get the power going.”


“Admiral
ah... won't you run out here?” the girl asked. He looked over to her. She was a
teen, scared, but determined. She had striped blond and black hair and yellow
irises. He shook his head as Barry clicked the cable into place and then locked
it down. The lights dimmed as he turned and gave his partner a thumbs up.


“I've
stepped the reactor up to one hundred and twenty percent. I can do it for about
twenty hours without a problem but I've got to keep a close eye on the bottle
and after this is over I'll have to do a tear down and rebuild it.”


“Oh.”
She blinked uncertainly.


“Do
you need fuel admiral?” Barry asked leaning in to the airlock.


“No,
not yet. In about ten hours I will,” Irons said turning to him as he pulled a
tray from the food replicator. He handed it to the woman. “Hand this off.
Another will be ready in about four minutes,” he said. She nodded and moved
off.


“My
ship uses Deuterium and helium three. I'm good for a short while,” Irons
replied. He wished he had a supply of antimatter. He'd love to have an
antimatter reactor right about now. Of course the reactor was an oversized
paperweight without fuel.


“I'm
Barry by the way. Barry Stent. I'm the well, I guess you could say I'm the
shuttle mechanic, chief pilot, and, um... chief of the boat bay,” Barry rubbed
at the back of his head self consciously. Irons snorted. 


“Boat
bay or flight engineer?” Irons asked. Barry shrugged. He had broad shoulders,
big callused hands and a goatee. He had a steady hand and was holding in there
pretty well. Irons nodded again.


“Well
Barry, once we get this mess sorted I'll see if I can lend you a hand with your
birds. If that is you don't mind,” he said with a smile.


Barry
blinked and then grinned. Irons snorted. The guy had a snaggle tooth grin; a
few teeth on his right side were missing. Either he was fond of sweets or he'd
been in one hell of a bar fight.


“Admiral
any word on the parts?” The chief's voice echoed in the bay. Work around them
slowed or stopped. Barry grimaced.


Irons
looked up. Sprite had opened a channel for him immediately. “I've sent one pair
off now Chief.”


“So
that's where my work crew is? All of them?”


“Actually
no, I, or should I say Barry has most of them organized into teams and
they are sorting material to feed to the replicators. I've borrowed a couple of
the ladies to run small parts to you as well.”


“Oh.”
He heard sounds on the other end and then snorted. “So I see,” she said.
“Martha just came in with a bag full of stuff. Plastic? Why are you doing that?
It's not a priority Irons, we need the replicator focused on the emitters!”


“The
industrial one is chief. I'm using my food replicator to make plastic
and electronics for you. They don't have a long life expectancy but they should
do in a pinch until we can get better ones going,” he replied.


There
was a long pause and he felt like she was looking the parts over. After a
moment she grunted. “Huh. Okay then,” she said. 


“We'll
have the next pair of emitters off to you in a...” he paused. Proteus put a
clock up on his HUD. “About fifty minutes. Expect a pair to be finished every
hour or so.”


“Thank
you,” she said surprised.


“The
biggest pain in the ass is getting the parts in and out of the shuttle. We're
working on it Chief. We'll get it done,” he said.


“Carry
on,” she said gruffly cutting the link. 
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After
two hours he had the food replicator make a platter of sandwiches and drinks
then pulled out the shuttle's little house keeping robot and carried it out to
the airlock of the shuttle. He released it into the air, and watched it start
up and then get to work. The work crew were almost finished so he handed the
woman named Martha a sandwich and then turned to the crew. They finished moving
the last part and he warned them he was turning the gravity field back on.


Hastily
the crew finished up what they were doing and then got down to the deck and
reoriented properly. He nodded as Barry gave him a thumbs up. He accessed his
link and turned the field back on at low power.  It took a minute for the
emitters to spin up. He deliberately kept the field strength down; they
couldn't afford to use too much power. It would be about a third of a G, enough
to work in but saving in power which was critical right now.


“Sprite
send a memo to ops to...”


“Cut
power to gravity. Got it,” she said. She sounded harried. He grimaced. Sprite
was using the shuttle's communications to access the ship so she could do what
she could from here. Proteus and Defender where trying to piggy back on her
signal but she didn't leave a lot of bandwidth free for them.


Dust
and small debris kicked up by the crew and robots pitter patter to the floor
like rain drops as the field spun up. Shaking his head, the engineer sat down
in the airlock and called the crew over. He handed out drinks and
sandwiches and they eat. He thanked them for the hard work, and they nodded in
response. The woman feeding the ingots reported another pair of emitters were ready
and he had a pair of crew members carry them to engineering. A pair of workers
paused near the door with a load of material as the emitters were muscled out
one by one onto a waiting hover pallet.


 


“Admiral
any eta on the other parts?” O'Mallory asked from the overhead. Irons and just
about everyone in the bay looked up. The others however turned their attention
on him after a second.


“About
two more hours. Did you get anywhere finding additional robots?”


“I've
scared up a couple. One is a pencil bot though,” she reported dryly.


He
grimaced. A pencil bot was good for fine motor work, light weight fetch and
carry jobs, but was unstable and was a pain in the ass to operate because of
its high center of gravity. It probably had a thin graphite layer mixed into
its paint but the paint didn't cover every surface so it would fail quickly.


Basically
the robot was a yellow cylinder with a flattened dinner plate sized sensor pod
on top and four force emitters on the bottom in small spheres. These allowed
the little bot to float.


They
ranged in size from a half meter to over a dozen meters. The standard size on a
ship was usually a meter tall. The center section had six small manipulator
arms. Each arm was about a centimeter or two thick, with interchangeable tips
on some of them. The gripper arms could only hold about a kilogram of weight.


“It's
a civilian model of course. I don't know its radiation rating but it's been out
on the hull without problems,” she said before he could ask.


Pencil
bots, hell, just about all civilian bots weren't milspec. Therefore they
weren't really designed to handle hard jobs in high levels of radiation. Pencil
bots weren't really designed to work out of atmosphere so if this one did it
was either a mod or a series S. He'd find out later.


“Okay...”
He shrugged. He'd sick Proteus on the little bot. That would allow the AI to do
a lot of the fine fiddly bits and keep up with the balancing act. Since Proteus
was nanite based it shouldn't be too much of a stretch for the AI to handle. It
still didn't help pick and carry the large loads though.


“Yvonne
dug up our old Hideyoshi Mantobot nine thousand. I know it's a pain but it's
the biggest we've got.”


“Big
is a relative term,” Irons replied. He and just about every Terran engineer
hated Hideyoshi Mantobots. They were built for aliens with eyes and senses
different than the standard Terran norm. He'd had to pilot one once and it had
given him a headache. 


For
one thing the bots were designed after insects. Even a Veraxin would have
trouble handling the vision system. The nine thousand series had a mantis style
body, with a big broad head and widely spaced eyes. It's arms were long and
spindly, with a large claw in place of a hand. The claw bent back along the
forearm. Small finger claws were arranged along the sides of some for easier
gripping and manipulating of objects. 


The
legs were spindly things; the feet were bare spring levers. The robot really
didn't so much walk as it did bounce. To stay upright it would shift back and
forth, side to side, usually making it's operator sea sick after a short time.


“Okay.”
Right now any help would work. He was going to task the robots from the shuttle
too.


“I
know it's a pain in the ass admiral...” she said.


“We'll
get it done. I've used one before. Briefly.”


“Very
briefly I would bet,” she replied dryly.


“True,”
he chuckled. Apparently the opinion of the bot hadn't changed in the centuries
he had slumbered.


“I'll
use it to pitch and carry. That should limit exposure with the damn thing.”


“We're
installing the parts you've been sending over now.”


“Good.”


“I'm
surprised you sent over so many electronic parts.”


“Milspec
I think,” Irons said absently. “I've got my secondary replicator making them. I
think Sprite slipped them into the list to help with the reactor controls.
You've got a lot of banks of memory that need to be replaced. Entire registers
I believe.”


“So
I see. I've got a note here with directions,” she said dryly.


“I
didn't do it,” he said spreading his hands and snorting softly.


“Admiral
how are we going to reignite this? There is only one functional laser. The last
time this happened I think it was a fluke that we even got it restarted. Since
we've drained off the plasma we don't have anything to use...”


“Seed,”
he replied before she lost all her self control. “I'll seed it. I'm also
replicating replacement laser emitters chief,” Irons replied.


“Seed?”


“Same
trick we used on Anvil. Or in I should say. One of the engineers
suggested it. We tapped one reactor and fed hot plasma from it to the reactor we
were initializing.”


“Oh.”


“We'll
tap my reactor for some of it and any residual plasma in your systems.”


“If
we don't get this started soon we're going to have serious maneuvering
problems.”


“I
know. We're working on it, chief” he said with a nod to the crew. The channel
clicked closed.


“You
heard the lady, let's get back to work,” he said. He went over to the
replicator and jacked in. He felt Sprite immediately lunge through the open
bandwidth of the jack and into the shuttle's communications systems and sighed.
He was now stuck here for a little while.


 


“Um...”
Irons turned at the tap on his arm. “Can you um... tell me how it works?” a
girl asked. The youngest crew member asked shyly how the replicator can make
parts. She was about thirteen he judged. Human female, Asian phenotype with an
overbite and dimples. The patched overalls and pig tails made her cute. He
looked over to a pack of adults and kids who were trying not to look curious.
He was pretty sure they had more important things to do, but then again, maybe
they didn't. He snorted.


“Hang
on a second,” he informed them and then entered the ship and pulled out a holo
projector. Setting it up in the bay, he used his implants to tap it and project
the replicator. He explained how it worked to an avid audience, and felt his
mental processes going into full teacher mode. He mentally snorted when he
noticed the guards had even gotten into it. When he's finished with the brief
overview they peppered him with questions. 


Over
the next several hours the final pairs of emitters and the parts for the lasers
were replicated. He lectured them with an overview of many different pieces of
technology, even touching into basics of flight mechanics.


He
noticed the pairs carrying the parts have been returning rather quickly and
nodded. They also seemed to be spreading the word, others were streaming in
now. He had to mentally laugh at that. There were now about a hundred people in
the bay. He wondered if anything was getting done. 


 


The
captain paced in his wardroom, trying to keep from feeling so damn helpless.
His ship, his whole world was crumbling around him. Right now their entire
future rested on this one man, this admiral. Hir'ruk and some of the senior
staff were with him. From the expressions some of them shared they too were
feeling completely helpless. His finger stabbed down on the intercom button.
“Where are we on repairs? Can you get the reactor restarted?” he called.


“It
looks good. If we can finish the repairs we should be able to do a start up in
about three hours,” Chief O'Mallory reported over the intercom link.


His
face worked. Decisions were laid out before him; they were increasingly looking
bleak and ugly. He didn't like the path they were on but didn't see a means to
get off of it. “Ah. Chief we need that power.”


“I
know. We're working as fast as we can captain. That Admiral guy is a life
saver,” O'Mallory replied with a hint of relief and awe in her voice.


The
captain grunted. He didn't like owing the man so much.  He wasn't sure what the
man's angle was, why he was helping them like this after what they had tried to
do. “I want him off my ship. As soon as we get the reactor up and running I'm
putting him off.”


O'Mallory
took a deep breath. She'd feared as much. “Captain, he's been an asset. He's
more than paid for his transit to Antigua.”


The
Veraxin Ops officer Hir'ruk bobbed a nod. “We have taken the opportunity to
repair some of the critical systems now that power is offline. This Admiral has
helped repair the ship's computer and has slipped us some parts to aide in
that.”


“I've
managed to finally plug that slow plasma leak we've been putting up with for
over a century captain. Now that we don't have plasma running through the lines
it was simple.”


“Oh?”
The Veraxin asked, moving his mandibles. “The one on deck ten?”


“No,
not that one. Deck four, right outside the reactor. We've lost about four
percent per hour there remember?”


“Yes,”
The Veraxin nodded. His four eye stalks rotated and then focused on the captain.
“I think any decisions about our... guest may be premature,” he said
diplomatically. He was both warning Chambers and offering the man a way out of
his statement without wounding his pride.


“I'd
like to see what else he can do. His AI are digging into the repairs whenever
he is jacked in. I wonder if he can get us up to factory new?” O'Mallory mused.


“It
is seventy point nine five percent possible given the right mix,” a new female
voice broke in on the conversation.


“Who
is this?” the captain demanded. Did one of the kids hack the intercom again?
What the hell were they thinking distracting the crew at this critical time? He
thought with a mental snarl.


“One
of the AI,” O'Mallory answered.


“The
Chief is correct captain. I am the admiral's adjunct, my name is Commander
Sprite. I am repairing your ship's software and noted the topic of your current
conversation.”


“You
have repaired the communications?” The ops officer asked.


“The
software yes. You need to replace a few components. I've added it to the secondary
list of replacement parts. Actually tertiary list, the secondary list is more
critical components.”


“Oh,”
the Veraxin cocked his head.


“This
isn't the first time the admiral has rebuilt a ship in the past several years.
He's rebuilt several with our help. With the right mix this ship can be brought
back up to spec, almost as good as new.”


“Interesting,”
the Veraxin said. The captain set his jaw, silently fuming over the interloper.


“The
right mix?” O'Mallory asked.


“Training,
people, parts, power, replicators, and time. All are variables, but one of the
largest is the will to get it done and get out of his way to let him do it.”


“I
for one would like to see this happen,” the chief said slowly. “If it's even
possible.”


“It
will take a great deal of time. I believe the admiral was planning on helping
you rebuild your ship in transit to where ever we end up anyway.”


“Interesting.
I was on my way to check in on him when I was done here,” O'Mallory said with a
pointed hint in her tone.


“We'll
talk about this later,” the captain said gruffly. He reached out and cut the
communications link with a flick of a finger. He glared at the Veraxin who just
shrugged his upper arms and then left the compartment.


 


O'Mallory
entered the bay and noted his audience. She started forward angrily to get them
back to work, but then stopped short as the admiral's lecture registered.
Intrigued she paused and listened as he used the holo to bring up an exploded
view of an emitter, and then explained in layman's terms how it worked. 


The
kids were utterly fascinated, sitting around in a half circle in the front row.
Some of the Terrans were sitting Indian style, a couple of the other species
were either tucked up or sitting comfortably for their species. It surprised
her that not one kid made a noise and they didn't fidget. They were totally
enraptured by the lesson.


She
noticed the guard’s interest as well and snorting in amusement. That was fast
work; Irons had gone from a potential threat to a subject of wonder and
interest. She caught Iron's amused look so she shook her head and chuckled at
his wry half smile and shrug. 


When
he finished the lecture she asked how much longer. He cocked his head and then
reported to her. Nodding she smiled at the guilty faces of the crew and told them
to carry on. Smiling in relief the youngsters peppered him with more questions
and Quinna laughed as she made her exit. She knew the little sprouts wouldn't
be able to hold it in for that long without blowing spectacularly. 


As
the last pair of emitters were finished the admiral felt a kick to the ship.
The hull shuddered and he tapped the link to the computer. Sprite flashed the
ship's schematic and then highlighted a damaged area with a karat. One deck up
and two sections towards the bow a micro meteor had breached the hull,
peppering it with debris. With the life support underpowered they precious air
was being sucked out the breach. 


“Hull
breach!” He barked to the startled crew. Barry's eyes went wide. “One deck up
two sections forward. Move people! Sorry kids, I've got to go. Use the holo to
look at stuff. I'll be back in a bit,” he said rushing off. He sprang into
action, flashing out the door and up the nearest ladder. Racing down the
corridor he found a young man who had used his arm to temporarily seal the
breach. The gash in the hull was almost as long as his forearm and the engineer
winced at the nasty vacuum burn the crew member was exposing himself to. The
boy was in obvious agony but he was manfully trying to protect his ship and his
crew. Fortunately the hole was small enough that it wasn't going to suck him
through.


The
work party that had been with the engineer came running up with patch materials
and sprang into action. Irons rested a hand on the hull near the lad's arm. He
felt a force field emit from his hand, slicing through the boy's flesh but
sealing the breach. 


They
pulled the crew member away from the breach and used a hull plate to cover it.
The engineer warned them of centimeter sized holes along this section and two
Terran kids and a Veraxin split up and used strips of paper to find the holes.
It looked like they had done this drill before. From the look of the hull... he
wrinkled his nose. Yeah, from its patches they have had a lot of practice.


One
of the young women was trying to set up a gas powered welder and he noted the
fuel gauge. He slapped it out of her hand as she went to ignite it and curtly
told her to check her gauge. Startled she looked, and went ashen. He grabbed
her glove and put it on his flesh hand. It didn't cover much of his hand since
his was much bigger than hers. He pushed it down anyway so he could palm the
plate. 


Motioning
the crew holding it to step aside, they moved too slow so he pushed one aside.
He accessed his implants and reconfigured his arm to welder, and began tacking
the plate to the amazement of the kids. Grimacing from the flash and sparks, he
averted his eyes and welded the seams by feel and implant sensors. He could
have done a nanite weld but he didn't want to have to explain it to the crew.
At least not yet.


The
exec and Chief came running up behind them. The kids turned as the chief passed
them by. The exec took in the injured crew member holding his arm and ordered
him to be escorted to sickbay. A pair of kids helped the crying boy to his feet
and down the passage. 


“Irons
just what the hell do you think you are doing?” 


“Hull
breach sir,” the guard said. 


“Oh?”


“He's
right,” the chief said. She was watching over Irons shoulder as he welded.
“Want me to take over?” she asked. He snorted softly.


“Hardly,
chief,” he said moving his body aside so she could see his hand was doing the
welding.


“Oh!”
she said eyes wide.


“The
welder is out of fuel,” a crew member said. The girl with it looked
embarrassed. 


“How...”


“Never
mind that now,” O'Mallory said waving the protest off. “What's important is
that it's covered.” She looked at the kids who were holding patches over other
pieces of the hull all along the wall.


“Seems
like you've got your work cut out for you,” she said amused as another welder came
up with a kit.


“It's
all part of the job,” Irons replied as he finished up.


Mollified
the exec stepped back and took in the damage. O'Mallory had ignored the exec to
look at the patch job and nodded at the welding. It was professional; Irons had
jumped around to avoid heat warping the hull. It was clean; she winced as a kid
with a grinder went at it. Barry was further down, working on a centimeter
sized hole. 


“How...
I mean I know you've got implants but...” she asked how he did it, and he
raised his arm and showed her his welder. “What else do you have in your bag of
tricks I wonder?” she asked intrigued. Before he could answer he was drowned
out by the kids asking how he had the implants and did they hurt. Laughing the
engineer told them about his time, and how he had received them after losing
his arm and legs in combat as they walked the corridors back to the bay. The
exec looked thoughtful as he watched them go.


In
the bay the chief took charge of the final pair of emitters, and asked if he
could do more as spares. He watched the tight faces of the kids, then sighed
and nodded. The exec had just followed them in and was looking at him funny so
he turned. “Problem Mr. Warner?” he asked politely.


The
kids looked at the exec. One of them seemed to gulp. Irons was curious though,
he didn't read anything wrong in the area. O'Mallory also looked curious; she
crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at the exec.


“I
have someone you should meet admiral,” he said quietly under such scrutiny. 


“All
right, give me a minute here,” Irons said. The engineer uploaded the new forms
to the replicator. He logged in and uploaded the key and then instructs a pair
of eager students on how to take the parts out of the replicator and keep the
feedstock full. 


“Since
these are smaller and not emitters they should be easier. Each tray will be
done quickly. Listen for the chime.” He warned them. They nodded. 


“If
you'll follow me Admiral?” The exec asked him and the kids groaned looking
disappointed. “Sprite?” he asked.


“Are
you kidding me?” she asked in disbelief. 


“I'm
not asking you to drop everything. Just tone it down. They survived this long
without being factory spec,” he said.


“Oh
very well,” she sighed. “Any particular subject you had in mind?” she asked.
She was ninety nine point nine five percent sure she knew already. She spun a
bot off to handle the task. She really only needed a chatbot engine to handle
the questions. Anything that popped through the bot's database would be flagged
to her. She could step in in a microsecond to take over if needed.


The
engineer smiled and asked his AI to go to holo mode and give them a lecture on
AI. Behind the kids the holo sprang to life in a fountain of light. Fireworks
popped behind them, startling all of them to spin about. The fireworks spun
faster and faster. They ooohed and awed as the lights dimmed. The display
formed a torus that formed into a glowing ball. After a moment a pixie
stretched as the glow faded. Irons smiled. Sprite always loved to play the
pixie for the kids. Sprite introduced herself to the startled kids, and then
began telling them about AI. Smiling, the exec escorted the engineer out. 


“So
that's your AI?” Warner asked.


“One
of them anyway. I can't go very far for long. She's using up a lot of
bandwidth. Actually, both of them are,” he grimaced. Proteus had boosted his
transceiver to its max level to squeeze as much bandwidth out as possible.
However there was an increase in noise from having the gain up so high.
Apparently the wifi links hadn't been installed yet. He'd have to talk with
O'Mallory to get that done.


“Hopefully
this won't take long Admiral,” Warner said with a cautious nod. He turned his
head to see O'Mallory heading out with the load of parts. He really wanted to
go with O'Mallory, this could wait, but something itched at his psyche.
Something told him, told his gut that this was important enough a diversion to
allow.


 


Irons
nodded to a crew member installing a remote wifi repeater box. Apparently
Sprite had slipped a few in to help the AI's with their bandwidth
problems. He couldn't blame them. Hopefully this wouldn't take long so he would
be able to jack in soon. The lights were dim in the corridors, He didn't have a
problem but the exec wasn't happy. He could feel a chill in the air; they had
cut the air flow, not a good sign. They were on the shaded side of the ship,
but he was pretty sure the sunny side was heating up fast. They'd have to make
this side trip a quick one.


“What's
this about?” he asked.


The
exec ducked through a hatch and looked back briefly. Irons noted the pair of
goggles on his face. The exec was wearing primitive night vision goggles.
Smart. “I want you to see the people you're trying to save. Some in
particular,” was Warner's cryptic reply.


Irons
thought about it briefly for a moment and then shrugged.


 


They
made their way to the habitats, and the exec explained as they went that the
first forward pair of cargo pods were converted into habitats. “There are over
seven thousand, four hundred and ninety three humans, a dozen or so Neo's most
of them canines, and about two hundred and fifty nine of seven of the more
common but different alien species made their home on this ship.” 


Nodding,
the engineer accessed the system and pulled up a status report. Sprite and
Proteus sent him a quick paragraph with stats then refocused on what they were
doing. 


The
work on the reactor was going slow; the crew wasn’t as efficient as he was with
the robots. He made a note to get down there when they finished here. The exec
entered a clean area and he turned as he opened a door. An ocelot colored
Talasian passed out of the room and the exec stepped back. 


Intrigued,
the engineer nodded to the Talasian. The Talasians have a broad but flat head,
like a triangle hammer head. The eyes were a meter apart, and had two sets of
eyelids that protected cat like eyes. They walked like unmodified Terran
primates, on all fours in a sort of knuckle walk. Talasians were often mistaken
as someone's pet even when they wore a work belt with tools. It was only when
they sat upright or spoke that ignorant people realized their mistake.


Talasians
were avid spacers, even though they looked like they would be more comfortable
down in the dirt. Unfortunately they didn't have the mental ability to
hyper-navigate or the discipline to handle working in a mixed crew. Or at least
that's what the text books said at any rate. Obviously that was in error, he
thought with a wry twist of his lips as he nodded politely in passing. 
Apparently adversity in such times bred strange compromises.


Amused,
the engineer stepped into the room and felt like he was stepping back into
time. The quarters were neat and tidy, but the walls were covered in holo
prints of warships. The holographic images tended to look like they were
leaping off the wall. It was all a visual illusion of course, all a matter of
the right film, no power required. Two older people motioned at them to come
over and the exec stepped over. 


Both
of the elderly people were in rockers, the woman was wearing a knitted brown
shawl and had an afghan in her lap. She smiled, but her green eyes were
distant. The old man however had a sharp glint in his blue eyes. He had a
military hair cut, thin black hair but touched with silver. He was heavily wrinkled
with age. His golden skin had spots all over, a sure sign of excessive UV and
radiation exposure. As the exec started to make his introductions the old man
gasped and froze in shock. Alarmed everyone turned to him as he stood and
saluted shaking. 


With
a raised eyebrow the engineer returned the salute. “It's good to see you again
admiral. Very good. Lieutenant jg Taylor Warner sir. I've... we've missed you.”
The admiral felt shock as the old man introduced him to the frail blonde woman
in the chair. 


“Dad,
please sit. Before you fall dad. Please.” The exec asked his father. There was
a hint of concern in the exec's voice. Irons nodded as the last name finally
registered. Taylor Warner sank back into his chair with a sigh of relief. His
son followed suit after a moment. 


Irons
was still grappling with the mental shock of meeting someone he'd known. He'd
given up on meeting anyone from his time until he'd run into Logan. The
chances... the odds of anyone surviving the war until this time period... let alone
someone who had served under him... He shook his head at the enormity of chance
and how the universe works in such strange ways.


The
engineer took a seat and then listened as the old man told of how the admiral
had saved him as a child, then sponsored him for fleet prep school and the
academy. He went on about how the admiral taught one of his classes, and the
admiral felt a flood of memories wash over him. He smiled fondly as the frail
man told of how he had served under the admiral as an ensign, and how he had
been injured saving his scrawny neck from a plasma breach. 


“Twice
you saved my life admiral. My family owes you a debt,” Warner said with a nod.
“I'm glad you're here. We can never repay you for what you've done sir, but...”
he sighed. “Did my son tell you we named him for you sir?” Irons blinked and
looked at the exec. The exec looked stricken and then slowly nodded. The
engineer tried to wave it off, but the frail man insisted. 


He
cleared his throat and then cocked his head. “How did you two survive the war?
I mean stasis pod of course...”


Warner
senior sat back with a sigh. “I severed on two ships sir. I was on the
Majestic, a liner turned fleet transport, when it was attacked while exiting
hyper. The captain gave the order to abandon. Seven hundred and eleven years
ago.” Irons winced at that. It was one thing to be in a warship fighting
desperately to survive and failing. Quite another to do it from the decks of a
relatively unarmed transport.


“Rasha,”
Warner reached out and gripped her hand gently. He rubbed his thumb over her
hand gently. “Ensign Scott at the time...” he coughed and then sighed. “She and
I were the only people to get off in an escape pod. Oh other pods got off but
the damn Xeno's hunted them down. We managed to head off to deep space and then
shut down everything.”


“You
used the transport as a cover?” Irons asked, imagining the scene. The Warners
nodded in unison. He nodded as well.


“We
waited until the aliens backed off before turning the air back on. Nearly ran
it too long. Co2 was building up to high levels.”


“Ouch.”


“Finally
the Xeno's left when another ship hypered in. We...” He looked at his wife with
what looked like a guilty look. “We wanted to warn them but we didn't. We knew
that by the time they received our warning it would be too late anyway,” he
said, voice trailing off.


Irons
nodded. “I know,” he said quietly.


“Yes
well, we... when the Xeno's were far enough out we programmed the pod and went
into stasis. A little over a century and a half ago our pod was recovered by
this ship.”


“And
you stayed?” Irons asked.


“Nowhere
else to go. The Federation was gone,” Warner said mouth sour. Irons nodded.


 “I
know. The galaxy is a messed up place right now. We're working on it,” Irons
said. Warner's eyes widened and then he slowly nodded.


“If
anyone can bootstrap us back to what it once was, it's you sir,” Taylor said.
His hand shook as he pointed a gnarled hand to the admiral. Life and time had
not been kind to him. To either of them.


“Not
without your help son. You and others like you,” Irons nodded to those in the
room. Warner junior sat up straighter at that.


“Have
you been awake long?” Taylor asked.


“Not
long. Three years. I was picked up by the crew of the Io 11 a... well, a
salvaged fleet tender.” He looked pained. Warner senior nodded. 


In
return Irons explained to them some of his travels, and how some other sleepers
were rebuilding Pyrax. The Warner's were interested, and amused that he ran
into Logan there.


The
exec noticed a nurse coming and nodded to the engineer catching his attention.
The old man followed their gaze and then swore bitterly until the engineer
smiled in amusement. “We'll talk again. That I promise,” He told him. “Right
now I'm needed in engineering. We've got to get that reactor up and running,”
he said. He'd kept tabs on the progress while they had talked. Sprite was about
finished with the easy software repairs. Apparently O'Mallory had tied in the
power plants from the ship's two remaining shuttle craft as well as everything
that had an independent power supply to extend the time line. Fortunately for
now it was working. 


Nodding
in sudden understanding, Warner senior brusquely told his son to take care of
the engineer. “I mean it junior. The admiral here is a friend. I'll be
watching,” he growled.


“Yes
dad,” Warner Junior said soberly. He shot Irons a look. Irons shrugged. Smiling
politely, the two waved good bye and exited. 


“Thank
you for that,” The engineer said quietly as they moved down the corridor. The
lights flickered and then cut by half. He felt the gravity emitters cut out.
Great.


“I
forgot. I'm sorry. I should be the one thanking you. If you hadn't been who you
are, if you hadn't been there for my dad I would never have been born. I owe
you. He's shown more life today then he has in years,” the exec said and then
shook his head. “Dad is right. You're an honorable man and we've treated you
horribly. I'm sorry sir. I'll do my best to fix it,” he vowed meeting the
admiral's gaze with his own steady determination. The engineer nodded and they
went to engineering.


 


“Progress
report chief. Tell me we're getting somewhere with all this.”


O'Mallory
didn't flinch as she heard the captain's strident demand behind her. She kept
pushing the emitter, lifting the bottom edge with a hover pallet and muscling
it through the narrow port and into the corridor beyond. She nodded to Torg,
the Tauren chief of the work party to take it from there before she turned to
address the captain.


“We're
getting there. It's well, hard.”


“Really,”
he said dryly.


She
spread her hands apart in supplication. “We have to tear out all our fixes over
the past seven centuries to plug in new captain. We're working on it.” She
winced at the sound of something metal clattering to the deck. Engineering had
some gravity but not full one Terran standard G right now. She'd toyed with the
idea of shutting it down to conserve power... it would make it easier to move
equipment but it'd be a hassle with people getting zero G sick and with crap
floating around they didn't need something flying around and shorting something
out. Or someone flying around and hitting something and shorting it out.


“Chief
if you can't get this under control I'm going to have to make some hard
decisions.”


She
was actually surprised he hadn't by now. Chambers could and normally was a hard
ass. Something had held him back, possibly Cora his wife. “Cap we're working on
it. I think we're about ready for the admiral again.”


“I'm
here,” Irons said nodding. He made his way to the controls. They were looking a
little better than they had been. The cleaner bot had finished with the control
room and apparently O'Mallory had plugged in a lot of the parts they had sent
in. Good.


The
captain looked at him but ignored his presence. “I'm serious O'Mallory. You've
got to get main power back in an hour or I'm going to have to sacrifice the
sleepers.”


“Cap!
You can't do that!” Warner said aghast.


The
captain turned on his exec with narrowed eyes. His face was set in stone as
work around them slowed and then stopped. “I can and I will Mister Warner. My duty
is to the living. To the ship as a whole. We have got to have power to
maneuver. To survive.”


“We're
working on it,” Irons said taking a seat and jacking in.


“We'll
get it done cap, just... just give us a little more time,” O'Mallory said,
glancing at Irons.


“You've
run out. We've run out.”


Warner
turned to glare at the audience. “Get to work people,” he growled. “We've got a
miracle to perform.”


“I'll
be with Mister Hir'ruk and doctor Numiria working on how best to disconnect the
stasis pods. You've got your hour. If I can't maneuver by then I'll take steps.
Get it done,” the captain said and then stalked out.


“Shit,”
O'Mallory breathed looking at the others.


 


In
engineering he tapped the robot controls and took stock. They had managed to
repair one emitter, but were going too slow with the install of the newly built
ones. They had just finished clearing out the jury rigged bits that had been in
place and restored the control lines back to stock. 


A
big problem was that the emitters were so large and cumbersome. Replacing an
emitter was usually a chore for a yard, not something you did in the spur of
the moment. Normally a yard would pull the skin off, rip the reactor open and
rebuild it. Here they were trying to muscle the emitters through the tiny
maintenance lock and into the chamber. A lock not really built to handle the
size of a main line emitter. He really didn't want to think about the radiation
exposure the crew doing that chore were exposing themselves too.


Then
of course there was the gear. Ancient gear that had seen better days. Constant
use and abuse had forced the on board firmware to adapt as parts of the systems
failed. The VR gear jury rigged into the system was just too cumbersome to use
in haste. He signaled the users to stop, then flipped his implants on and
linked with the robots as they wearily complied. The latest batch of parts had
arrived from his shuttle, and he tasked one robot to begin installing them as
he used the other to set up the next emitter. The third robot was tasked to
clean and repair the plasma siphons, so he left it alone for now and fed all
his concentration on the work. Bot four was almost useless. He set it to mirror
bot two and then got down to work.


 


O'Mallory
glanced at the admiral. He was frozen, a peaceful almost Zen like look on his
face, sitting back into the chair. Wires ran from his arm and legs to ports in
the reactor controls. The man was his namesake, Iron. It bothered her a little
to see manipulators moving about on the board, clearing and repairing it. Some
of the repairs seemed to happen on their own. She was pretty sure Irons was
using nanites. She didn't want to panic her crew though so she kept the observation
to herself.


 


Proteus
informed him his shuttle robots had completed some of the bay repairs and were
recharging. He set them up to work on the plasma conduits and corridors to the
critical ship systems, and then got back to work. Things were finally starting
to come together.


The
captain's deadline had come and gone an hour ago. Fortunately he'd tapped the
reserves to give them a minimum RCS capability. Most of the reserves were
capacitors in the RCS pods themselves, designed to hold a charge in case of an
emergency and main power was cut off. Exactly this situation.


He
hadn't liked it but it had allowed the ship to maneuver into a more stable
orbit and it mollified the captain to ease up on his hard deadline. At least
for now.


He
had been at it for two hours, and was half finished. Three more orders of parts
had arrived, and he had had to re-task the fifth robot to installing them. The
pencil was good for that, it had small manipulators perfect for getting in and
out of tight areas, and it had enough fine motor control to handle the
sensitive sensors without damaging them. 


He
pulled up the diagnostics and ran a check. They had installed nine of the
emitters, with six more to go. Sprite had scared up another pair of bots, these
were from the shuttles. They weren't very good but they helped in repairing the
EPS conduits. Right now every hand was vital. He had dozens of hands all
working on various parts of the ship's power train at the same time. There were
the five bots in the reactor and the four out on EPS duty. His two cleaner bots
were moving ahead of the EPS bots, scanning and probing for breaches and
logging them for later repair.


The
fuel lines were repaired, but the plasma vents and siphons were still stuck
open. The backup coolant valves were also welded shut and would most likely
need to be replaced. He checked the power reserves and sucked in his breath. In
less than two hours the life support would shut down. His shuttle was sucking
up fuel fast.  In an hour it would need to be refueled. Running on straight
hydrogen would drop its power efficiency by eighty percent. Not good.


“Sprite.
Cut...”


“Power
to all life support except the Co2 scrubbers. I know. On it,” she answered
sounding harried. He had the AI cut power to gravity, heat, and light emitters
on most of the decks, and re-tasked the robots to patch the shuttle power
network into the ship’s conduits, routing around shorts that were robbing them
of power. Every watt counted now.


“How
are we doing in there?” O'Mallory asked. He ignored her for a minute as the
bots muscled the next emitter into place and then started to hook up the
control runs.


“Better.
Ten pairs installed, we're hooking up the control runs to number ten now. I'm
swapping the bots so I can use the larger ones to handle the next step while
the smaller ones do the final connections. Assembly line,” he said in short
hand.


“Assembly
line?” she asked, wrinkling her nose in thought. She turned to a view screen
and watched the feed. One bot was bolting number ten down while two bots were plugging
in control runs. A second pair of larger bots including the large Hideyoshi
Mantobot were moving to the lock to pick up emitter number eleven. The yellow
pencil bot was installing sensors and running control runs ahead of the others.
It's manipulators were a blur, moving back and forth making connections with
what she hoped was precision.


“How
can you handle so many at the same time?” she asked.


“Practice.
And I'm not all alone. Sprite may be handling software repairs but Proteus is
in here with me as well as controlling the bots working on system repairs now,”
Irons answered.


“Proteus?”


“One
of my other AI's. Look chief not to be rude but I'm kind of busy here...”


“Oh
sorry,” she said as he twitched a hand. She backed off and turned away. “I
wanted you to know we're down to canned air and we're even tapping the EVA
suits. We're going to have to shut down your replicators now.”


“Damn.
Okay,” he said absently, pulling number eleven out of the lock and into the
reactor chamber. He pivoted it gently and then lined it up for installation.


 


An
hour and a half later the repairs were complete. He pulled the other bots out
and tucked them into the storage alcoves. The Mantobot was too large however.
Grimacing he opened the exterior hatch and ejected the thing. If they had the
facilities they could decontaminate the damn thing. He wasn't sure if it was
worth the effort though, the bot was a pain in the ass to use. He vowed to make
them another as he watched it tumble up the tube and into space. Okay maybe not
a Mantobot though, something that actually was easy to use and abuse.


“Good
bye, thanks and good riddance. Chief we're running start up tests now. Time to
get the seed and start warm up.”


“Injectors
are priming now Admiral. We've cleared the kink in the fuel line, thanks for
pointing it out,” she said. He nodded absently. Proteus had pointed it out, as
well as numerous small fuel leaks in their system. All were now patched. He
felt the systems aligning, felt the chamber warming.


“Seed
is extracted from the reactor and it is in transit admiral,” Proteus informed
him. He raised an eyebrow. That was quick.


“I
anticipated the request,” Sprite said before he could ask. 


“Oh,”
he said.


“Barry
is following along at a respectful distance. We should be seeing it in a minute
five sir.”


“Good
enough. Chamber status?” he asked, eyes still closed as he watched the implant
feeds. He grunted at the display. It wasn't spec, but it would have to do. They
were out of time.


When
the bot carrying the seed got there it bobbed and went straight for the chamber
door. The airlock opened and a crew member nearby looked up nervously then got
out of the way as the bot floated in and then shut the door.


“What
about the bot?” O'Mallory asked.


“I'll
have to eject it. No choice. There isn't any room and it's not built for the
radiation,” Irons replied.


“Ouch,”
she said.


“I'll
make another,” Irons said as the seed floated free of its container. He watched
the bot eject itself and then turned his attention on the injector and sensor
feed.


“Seed
has been picked up by the emitters. Flattening.”


“Don't
let it string out to a ribbon. Keep it bottled to keep it warm,” Irons ordered.
If they let the surface area get too large it would lose heat too fast.


“Noted.”


“Fuel
injection beginning. Lasers are online and chamber is prewarmed. Firing... we
have initial ignition but it flamed out.”


“Prewarm
the fuel,” he ordered. They should have done that from the beginning he thought
with an irritated kick at himself for not checking. “Any bugs?”


“Minor
and self correcting now Admiral,” Proteus reported.


O'Mallory
felt like a spectator as she and her crew watched the readouts on the rebuilt
screens. “Come on baby light,” she muttered softly. “Please please light...”


“Second
attempt. Fuel is breaking alignment. We have a ribbon.”


“Damn.”


“Emitter
nine is kicking. Compensating,” Proteus reported.


“Noted.
Ignition temperatures?”


“Life
support is offline. Ignition temperatures at forty million degrees Kelvin and
climbing at ten million degrees per minute.”


“Understood.
Wait for firing until we're up to one hundred million,” Irons replied. One
hundred million degrees Kelvin was the standard temperature to achieve ignition
temperatures.


“Pinch
is sustained. We have a ball and ribbon. Minor oscillation detected.”


“Let's
try not to make it worse. Try not to overcompensate,” Irons said patiently.
Proteus wasn't really the AI for a job like this. It was a repair and design
AI, not a ship AI. Right now though the AI was all they had.


“Ignition
temperatures achieved. Firing lasers. We have ignition,” Proteus reported.


Irons
grunted as the lasers fired on the ball of seed plasma. It flared into a
miniature sun and then spread along the ribbon until it met itself.


He
ignored the cheers in the room as Proteus eased the injectors up a bit and the
fuel increased. “Tap the stream!” The chief cried.


“Belay
that!” Irons bellowed. “You do that now and you'll strip her and she'll flame
out. We need to get a good ball going before you can do that. Just a little
longer. Five minutes until we've got a surplus and it's self sustaining,” Irons
said.


“Roger,”
O'Mallory grunted.


“Just
a little more chief. Patience,” he said quietly.


“I
gathered that,” she said, eyes on the screen. “We're getting reports of people
falling ill all over the ship admiral.”


“My
shuttle is...” he checked. Yes the shuttles were back on task, some of the life
support had been restored to the critical decks. Obviously not enough. “It's
working on it,” he said.


“Not
enough. It's a launch.”


“I
know. Believe me I know. I'm going to have to tear it's systems down and
rebuild the reactor after this,” he sighed.


“Somehow
I think you'll enjoy it,” O'Mallory replied, lips twitching in a small smile.
Irons looked up at her and then smiled a little himself.


“True,”
he said with a shrug and a self depreciating chuckle.


“I'll
help,” she said. A few people in the room echoed that. He nodded.


“Teamwork,”
he said. “Chief status on the plasma conduits? We're going to be dumping some
plasma soon so we don't want a breach.”


“Not
on my watch,” she said as she turned to her crew. “Check and then check again.
Give me a status report.”


“Reactor
output is at nine percent and climbing steadily. We've got a stable bottle
chief.”


“Will
wonders never cease,” O'Mallory muttered. Irons snorted softly. The reactor was
a stacked double torus; each torus had twenty four paired emitters. Fuel was
injected in the center, squeezed and superheated into a fusion reaction then
the resulting helium plasma was siphoned off the top and bottom. It was a
classic Tokomak generation ninety arrangement, civilian grade of course. The
fact that it was stable was a testimony to the crew. Or would have been without
the unseen presence of Proteus managing the bottle.


Sprite
was working on a subroutine, collecting data from Proteus and creating a series
of control systems for the bottle. It wouldn't be as good as a dedicated AI
watching over the bottle, but it would serve the purpose for most applications.


 When
the repairs were made the engineer took a break to rest and noticed additional
guards and the captain. Defender brought up the audio of the conversation. “I
want him off my ship. Now. Preferably spaced,” the captain said coldly but
quietly. Irons frowned but continued to study the readouts.


“Cap
after all he's done? Destiny is right, he's an asset!” O'Mallory said in
despair.


“Let
them deal with him then,” the captain growled.


“They
can't. They are almost to the jump point and out of range. By the time we get a
call through to them it would be too late. Besides, he wants to go on to
Antigua.”


“We
have a duty to carry him Cap. He held up his end of the bargain.” O'Mallory
glanced his way. “I say he more than held up his end of the bargain.”


“I...”


“Cap
there is more. He's my godfather,” Warner said gently but firmly. O'Mallory's
eyes went wide as the captain turned on the exec. “Yes, that's right. My
parents named me after him,” he indicated the still seated Admiral. “He did a
great deal for my family. I owe him. We owe him. We pay our debts. I pay
my debts.”


The
captain went to retort but was interrupted by the hatch opening. He turned and
paused when his wife and daughter pass through. Behind him were the rest of the
ship's senior officers and half of the ship's council. He pursed his lips,
easily reading his wife.


Cora
ran her hand through her curly blond hair and looked around in confusion. Her
daughter Toni pointed to the unfamiliar man seated at a console.


The
captain watched as his daughter and wife made their way with stately grace over
to Irons and bowed. Irons looked up amused. The two ladies were obviously
mother and daughter from the way the older woman seemed to hover over the teen.
Both were lookers but for some reason they didn't look alike. The mother was
thin, built like a china doll with short curly Shirley Temple hair. The teen
was more closely aligned with Terran normal, about one hundred and fifty
centimeters; she towered over her mother by a good twenty centimeters. While
her mother's skin was china white her's was much more of a golden hue. Her hair
was blond at the roots but with black tips and streaks. Either it was a dye job
or she had the genetic change that allowed her hair to change color every year.
That had been a big fad back in the mid twenty first century apparently.


“On
behalf of this ship and it's passengers I'd like to thank you for saving our
lives Admiral,” she said proffering a fine delicately boned hand.


Irons
stood and took the hand and shook it gently. “Thank you ma'am. It is part of my
duty to help ships in distress ma'am,” he said bowing over it slightly. 


“Even
if you are on the ship?” she asked, cocking her head and smiling a little.


“Especially
then ma'am,” he said with a snort. She laughed softly as their hands
disengaged.


“My
name is Cora, Cora Chambers. I am the captain's wife and in charge of our
passengers. I apologize for not meeting you sooner but I was otherwise
engaged.”


“Understandable
ma'am. You have quite the passenger compliment to deal with. I don't envy your
work load,” he said.


She
sighed and brushed her blond bangs out of her eyes. “Yes it can be strenuous at
times. All the different personalities to deal with. It is a challenge but I
feel I am up to the task though,” she smiled politely.


“I
don't doubt it ma'am,” he said politely.


“I'll
try to make your stay more comfortable from now on Admiral,” she said firmly
and loudly, glancing at her husband. The captain's jaw set.


“Thank
you ma'am.”


“What
are your plans if I may be so bold to ask?” she smiled when she asked that.


“I'm
still forming them ma'am. Things are well, sort of complicated,” he said with a
shrug.


“I
understand,” she said, patting him on the arm. She could hear and feel her
husband's almost subsonic growl of disapproval across the room. She turned to
her daughter with a hand outstretched. “May I introduce you to my daughter
Toni? She's a bit of a fan admiral.”


Irons
studied the girl. She was standard Terran stock, mid teens, blond like her
mother but with black streaks in her hair, with an air of exasperation hovering
around her. She rolled her blue eyes. He snorted softly.


Cora
poked the black and blond haired teen. “Say something silly,” she growled.


“What's
to say?” Toni said as her mother pushed her forward and retreated.


“Not
much. Are you interested in the fleet?” Irons asked.


She
shrugged. “A little. I like to hear some of the stories. I'm a writer.”


“Really?”
Irons asked with a nod.


“Yes.
Mom and dad don't think it's important but...” she shrugged again.


“I
think it is,” Irons mused. She blinked at him. 


“You
do?” she asked surprised. “Really? You're not just saying that?”


He
shook his head firmly. “No. What do you like to write?” His eyes locked onto
hers.


“Um...
I sort of bounce around. I like poetry but I also like reading and writing
history. Interviewing the people on the ship, writing about events and the
places we go to...”


“A
reporter,” Irons said with a nod. “I've met a few. If you get a chance talk to
Knox news. Maybe they will hire you as a correspondent.”


“Really?”
she practically bounced up and down. He hid an amused snort at the squeal in
her voice. A few around her winced.


“Sure.
Knox has gone interstellar. I believe some of the other media outlets will be
following shortly. I was dating a reporter a while ago.” He shook his head,
feeling like he had put his foot in his mouth.


“Really?”
she asked, going coy. She played with her hair as her lips drooped. He sighed,
recognizing the flirting. He really didn't need the complication. Her parents
would flip and he was on thin ice as it was.


“Yes.
She's well... she's hopefully going to be better soon. I'm ah, got to get busy
here. We need to monitor the bottle, make sure it's stable.”


“Oh
yeah sure, we'll talk later,” she said. She turned and bounced off to her
parents and the officers. She turned and waved and then spun back in place. He
sighed at the look the captain shot him. Pure poisonous stay away from my
daughter look. Wonderful.


 


Cora
caught her husband glaring and cleared her throat. He looked at her for a
moment, not meeting her eyes and then looked away. He had deliberately kept his
wife out of the loop about Irons, hoping to get the sordid business done and
over with before she had found out. He'd even arranged distractions for her but
apparently the crisis had changed things. Or she'd seen them for what they
were. He wasn't sure. What he was pretty sure about was that he was going to be
sleeping on the couch again soon.


“I
want him gone. We can't trust him. Not after this,” captain Chambers growled
desperately. He knew he was sinking fast from Cora's expression.


“Cap...”


“Gone,”
he snarled.


“Let's
not be too hasty,” the Veraxin said, moving his second hands together. “Please
consider the benefits of a man with his expertise on this ship.”


“He's
not interested in staying for long cap, I've talked with him,” O'Mallory said,
trying to smooth him over. “And Hir'ruk is right, I need him. Damn if he can
pull a miracle like this off in a day then think what he can do while we're
here and on our way to Antigua?” she demanded, hands on her hips. “I say he
stays.”


“I'm
the captain here,” the captain snarled. “My word is law.”


“Oh
stop it! Robert you are being an unmitigated ass and if you don't stop
and get your head out of your ass soon you will spend the next couple of years
sleeping on the floor,” Cora growled.


Toni
silently whistled at her step mother's cold determination. Cora stared into her
husband's eyes, making damn she got her point across.


“Cora...”


“I
mean it. Every word of it. You and I are going to discuss this again at a later
time. You will not like that conversation either,” she snarled.
O'Mallory wasn't the only one to wince as she took her husband to task for his
transgression.


“Henry,”
she said, returning to a polite facade. “I understand your parents have a
connection with the admiral? Old friends I understand?”


“Yes,”
Warner said, nodding. “They say he's quite something. He has a reputation of
digging into a situation like this and turning it around.”


“I
think that's an excellent idea,” Cora smiled. “Don't you?” Her gaze flicked to
each of the other officers with them.


“We
should take this somewhere else to discuss it,” Esmay the Terran chief
navigator said, standing behind the doctor's left shoulder. The jackal looked
back at her and then shrugged and flicked her ears.


“Here
is fine. This needs to be put to bed here and now so we can get on with
things,” Cora said with a slight smile.


 


The
engineer quietly watched, making sure his defenses were up and ready. He had
his AI prep to cut the lights in the room, but from the sounds of the
conversation the captain was outnumbered and out voted. Odd, normally it didn't
matter. On a ship, any ship the captain's word was law. Apparently not this
ship. Oh he had heard of this from times long ago. Ships and even some modern
ships that had a divided ownership of the vessel had convoluted chains of
command. 


One
of the first experiences with democracy in the America's had been pirates.
Pirates had elected their captains and had even voted on such things as
destinations and major events. The captain was head of the boat but not master
of her destiny. 


Things
were apparently similar here. The captain didn't look happy. He couldn't blame
him for not being happy about his authority being undercut. Some men would
stand on principle, defending their authority but captain Chambers apparently
knew a losing hand and decided to back away from the situation as gracefully as
he could. He had been overruled by a higher authority after all. Irons snorted,
spouses tended to do those sorts of things, put everything in perspective as
they threw a monkey wrench into the works. He almost felt sorry for the captain
for his authority being undermined this way. Almost.


“Chief,”
he called, turning a little to look at her over his left shoulder.


“Yeah?”
O'Mallory asked looking his way. The other officers turned to look as well.


“The
bottle is stable at twenty nine percent and climbing. No major leaks. I was
wondering what you want to work on next?” he asked suggestively.


“Um...”
She blinked in confusion. Did he really say what she thought he just said? Was
he for real? What was next? She realized she was distracted and
exhausted from being on duty for nearly two days. 


“I
suggest we get the secondary power plants on line just in case or repairing the
fuel and plasma lines. Which do you want me to get on first?” he asked.


She
blinked at him in confusion then as one she and the others turn on the captain.
He blinked in surprise. Her eyebrow rose in inquiry.


“It
doesn't sound like he's holding a grudge,” Cora said softly, one hand on her
husband's arm.


The
admiral turned his attention on the captain. “Sorry we couldn't get the reactor
up to one hundred percent captain. I estimate the repairs will get her to about
fifty seven percent. Maybe a little higher but not much more,” Irons mused.
Warner and O'Mallory exchanged surprised looks. A few people slowly began to
smile or grin. Kiev hadn't had a reactor at that level in centuries. The ops
officer was just imagining what he could do with the excess power. Then the
thought of having that much power to deal with sobered him. What if he didn't
have a use? Would it cause a blow out? 


“We
didn't have enough time to get more emitters built and installed. The carbon
carbon and ceramic bonding took longer than I had wanted,” the Admiral sighed.


The
captain pursed his lips and looked at Warner who was looking amused but up to
the ceiling bulkhead. “Um, that's all right,” the captain said gruffly.


“I
think that's quite well since the reactor has never been above twenty percent
in my time,” the chief said dryly.


“True,”
the captain's wife said with a nod. “Admiral,” she turned her attention to
Irons. “Do get some food and rest and then work on a subsystem.”


“Oh
I can function for days without either ma'am. I think the chief and her crew
need the downtime though, they look beat,” he said sympathetically as he got
up. His arm disengaged. Cables dropped from it. Ports sealed. After a moment
his arm looked a little shiny but almost normal. He flexed it and then nodded.


“Chief?”
he asked innocently. The officers and family of the captain were looking a
little stunned. One guy's jaw was hanging wide open. The Veraxin's mandibles
were also slack.


“Huh?
Oh um, yeah... um...”


“I'd
prefer to work on the power distribution system or the overextended life
support systems over say something like the hyperdrive or sensors right now.
Triage you know. Stick to the critical things and work down the list one by
one. Though I could work on rebuilding the computer network. Sprite's still
bugging me about it.”


“Am
not,” Sprite said only to him. He ignored the rejoinder. “Okay, not much
anyway. I'm not that much of a nag.” She felt him suppress a snort.


“Um...
Work on the plasma conduits. Track down and patch the leaks. Can you make
new...” she blinked and her nostrils flared. “Oh. Of course I can, how silly of
me.”


He
smiled politely. “Sure. Send me the wish list and materials. I'll need to tap
your reactor once it's balanced and you've rebuilt your reserves though.”


“Of
course,” she said with a nod. Irons had a point. He was all business. He didn't
seem to be brown nosing, just being helpful.


“And
just what do you get out of this?” the captain demanded. From his tone he
sounded like he couldn't quite believe what was happening.


Irons
turned to him. But before he could answer the captain's daughter did. “A ride.
To where ever he wants right?” she asked. He nodded.


“Certainly.
I also like to keep busy. I get cabin fever easily when I don't have a project
to work on. And well... I'm trying not to sound too selfish but my own brass
ass is on the line here. I'd rather not have something blow up or short out on
my watch.”


“Agreed,”
the captain's wife said with a shudder. “I heard what you and your AI did with
the kids.”


“Um,”
Irons looked amused. “Yes, I'm well, I teach as well. I had my salad days
teaching at the academy. It's part of our duty,” he said resting his left hand
on his chest solemnly.


“Duty?”
O'Mallory asked.


“To
pass on the skills needed to the next generation,” he said looking at her. Her
eyes met his. After a moment she nodded in understanding.


“Carry
on then,” the captain said gruffly leaving.


“Give
him time,” the wife said, hand on the rim of the hatch. “Coming dear?” she
asked of her daughter. Her daughter gave Irons a long look and then followed.
The Veraxin and some of the other bridge officers followed in their wake.


“He's...”


“He's
the captain. Everyone has their own distinctive command style. Being in command
is hard,” the admiral said.


“He
doesn't have to be an ass about it,” O'Mallory muttered.


“Sometimes
you have to be,” Irons shrugged.


“Speaking
from experience?” Warner asked.


Irons
smiled a tight lipped smile. “Some. Yes I've had my time in the captain's
chair. Been there, done that. Moved on. I'm not interested in stealing his
command. Far from it. I just want a ride. Helping you is just gravy,” he said
with a shrug.


“Okay,”
O'Mallory said amused. “Let me make sure there is nothing critical then I'm
going to bed down. I'll get that list for you here in a second. Let me find a
tablet to jot it down.”
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It
wasn't as simple as just turning the reactor back on of course, they had to get
it to stabilize and to keep it stable while powering up essential services. The
Ops officer, a Veraxin named Hir'ruk was rather helpful in that regard.


Hir'ruk
had a miser's approach to handling ops, as most good ops officers should. Once
the mains were back online he was busy routing around non essential systems to
bring the life support systems back up to full power.


They
had a few minor blow outs, power overloads to deal with but overall the life
support threat was ended after a half hour. When it was under control the
Veraxin turned his attention to the RCS thrusters and the drive.


Irons
had hoped to have a bit of a break before diving into the repairs. He wanted to
study the situation, study what was and wasn't critical to repair. The crew
however were diving in with unbridled enthusiasm. He now regretted his
suggestion to the chief an hour ago.


There
was one plasma blow out; fortunately it was in the superstructure away from the
inhabited volumes. Barry had a Scarab maintenance boat on its way out to do
repairs. Proteus had routed around the damage but the patch was temporary, the
re-routed stream passed through sections that had poor containment.


“I
want that damage assessment yesterday Barry,” O'Mallory growled over the link.
Her eyes were blood shot. Someone had gotten out stims for the crew but it
didn't look like it had helped her much. Her shoulders were slumped. Several
people had suggested she get some downtime, one tactfully, one not so much.
She'd bitten the heads off of both people and sent them into a chastened
retreat.


Irons
had seen it before, seen people work miracles when under pressure. He'd seen
them pull off all sorts of things when the boss was in a foul mood, mainly to
get out from under the cloud. More than one team had papered over issues just
to get the boss to go to bed. It hadn't helped the situation however.


O'Mallory
had a good team he mused, looking around. She was well trained in people
management and the hardware. She was also well liked, something not all leaders
managed to attain. Liked and respected were two qualities of a good leader,
ones she had apparently. It helped that she, like Irons, liked to get her hands
dirty. Irons snorted softly as O'Mallory wiped her hands on a dirty rag.


She
turned her attention on him and he cocked his head. If she thought she was
going to outlast him she was sadly mistaken. “RCS systems are coming up. Port
side has plasma and is powering up. Ten minutes I believe,” he said, glancing
at the noncom working on that project. The male human looked up and nodded.


“Four
minutes chief. We're sending a trickle stream to power the EPS conduits first.
We don't want another blow out,” he said wiggling his long ears and then
blinking goat eyes. His head was mostly bald. He had a long braid front and
back though. One down his back and his beard was braided. Little bits of
circuitry were braided into the brown hair.


“Lee
good work. Keep me posted,” she nodded to him. The man turned back to his station
and tapped at the controls.


Human
was more of a... not quite state of mind but broad selection since gene grafts
and mods had become available over the past one thousand years making things
really confusing sometimes Irons mused. Now a days the basic human form was
limited, many mods didn't survive or breed after the Xeno war, but some like
this noncom did thrive. Good.


“Barry
what's the hold up?” O'Mallory growled looking up as her hand stabbed down to
the intercom. Irons winced at the attenuation squeal in the reply.


Barry
tried again before he got the gain under control. “Working on it chief. We've
disconnected the boat and we're running post now. We'll be clear of the bay in
a few minutes.”


“Fine,
take your time, we're just leaking plasma all over the void...” she said with a
suffering air. Irons shook his head.


“Chief
we're working on it,” Barry said, sounding testy. O'Mallory's eyes flashed.
“You can't just unhook a boat and power it up after we've been using it as an
auxiliary power source chief. Hell! By rights I should stand her down and do a
full overhaul before we send her out!”


“We
don't have time for that!” the chief said in exasperation, slapping her hand
down against the console.


“You
don't think I don't know that chief? That's why I'm only refueling the bird and
giving it a simple preflight post. Don't get your knickers in a twist, we'll
get it done.”


“Barry...”
O'Mallory growled dangerously.


“Don't
push it chief. You handle the big boat, I handle the little ones remember?”
Barry growled back. “Boat bay clear,” he said with a click as he signed off.


She
sighed and ran a hand through her hair, staring at nothing. Around them the
work continued. Irons caught a few of the crew sneaking glances at each other.


“EVA
techs are on the hull. They've patched the two minor leaks chief,” a tech
reported.


“Good,”
she said. “I'm going on walk about. Keep me posted,” she said walking off.


“Admiral
we need you in your um...”


“My
shuttle?” he asked amused as he turned to the Veraxin tech. The Veraxin nodded.
“Replicator issues?”


“Yes.
We need more plasma conduit and well...”


“The
replicator balked. I know. Do you have the materials on hand?” he asked.


“Yes.
We're um, sort of in a hurry.”


“I
know. I'll get on it,” Irons replied as he got up and walked out.


 


Irons
scanned through the list and added to it. It was a long list and getting longer
every minute. He considered taking his replicator down to make a copy but
discarded the idea. He could sure, but he was still not happy about the captain
and the crew's actions. Some of them were okay, but he wasn't going to go out
of his way to make life that easy for them. Not after what they had tried to
pull on him. 


“I'm
going to the galley. Anyone want anything?” a tech asked. He looked up.


“Hang
on a sec, I'll come with you,” Irons said. He got up and stretched. The tech
looked nonplussed but then shrugged.


“Sure,
this way. Try to keep up old timer,” he said. Irons snorted softly following
along.


They
made their way through the ship. He's surprised by the number of people milling
about. Apparently not many were crew. Nearly half were old or young. Some
looked very old. He'd have to talk with Sprite about doing a demographic later.


The
companionways and hatches were reasonably clean. Here and there he spotted a
crew of elves cleaning. A few of the crew stopped to watch them pass then go
about their business talking quietly. Gossip, figures, Irons thought with a
small smile.


They
picked their way along the companionways, dodging the occasional pedestrian or
piece of equipment. The walls were clean but still stained with stuff.
Apparently solvents were in short supply.


Here
and there he could see the ship was showing her age. Some of the metal fittings
were rusted, some were bent or torn. Bulkhead false panels were cracked. Paint
was peeling. It took a lot of heat or wear to peal that paint, it was normally
bonded to the metal during fabrication.


The
ship was definitely old. Time had definitely not been a friend to her despite
the care the crew had tried to provide. They didn't have the parts, that was
what it really boiled down to. Well, he could help them change that. With the
right material, people, and time they could fix just about anything on this
ship.


He
paused in the galley hatch, losing his guide in the crowd. There were a lot of
bioforms within, Terrans of various breeds and races, Naga, Gashg, Elves,
Veraxins, Telerites, and Talasians.


“It
appears that you need to get in line admiral,” Sprite informed him. He looked
at the long line winding its way through the place to servers dishing out mush
behind wooden counters. The iron pots of gruel didn't look very appealing.


“Bugger
that,” he said going over to a food replicator.


“It's
broke son. Best get in line,” an old Veraxin chittered.


“Well,
let's just see about that,” Irons said. He pulled the panel off and started
rooting around. He felt Proteus go to work. After a moment all the repairs he
could manage had been complete. “Clogged lines and some IT issues,” he said
putting the cover on.


“See?”
The Veraxin said. “Waste of time.” All four eyes blinked as Irons touched the
on patch and then selected a cup of coffee and an energy bar. The replicator
hummed for a moment then a cup of steaming liquid appeared. Irons took it and
sniffed.


“Metallic.
The tanks need to be purged and cleaned,” he said. He took a sip and grimaced
at the after taste. “Water line too,” he said. He put that on the list. The
entire filtration system probably needed to be cleaned and overhauled.


“My...
it works?” The Veraxin asked as people around then stopped and stared.


The
admiral looked over the cup as he took another cautious sip and shrugged
slightly. “Just needed a little TLC. Just because it's old doesn't mean it's
worthless,” Irons replied. He took one energy bar and handed it to the Veraxin.
The old Veraxin took it with his upper true claw. His lower hands were
withered. His right lower arm ended at the first elbow joint. His chitin was
faded and dry. It was cracked. From the sound of it he was well past his prime,
creaking and making crunching sounds as plates rubbed together. It was probably
painful to move. He had some malnutrition issues, as Veraxin’s grew older they
needed more boron supplements in their diet to maintain their exoskeleton.


“Thank
you lad,” the Veraxin said with a bob of a nod.


“You're
welcome,” he said. He pulled a second and third bar out and then a simple
sandwich and then turned looking for a seat.


Some
of the people glared at him. He hid a sigh until one of the human techs he
recognized waved him over to an empty table. “Take care,” he told the Veraxin
in passing. The Veraxin nodded again.


Irons
made it half way to the chair before he heard people murmuring around the
replicators. He turned to see one punch the display and order a drink. The
volunteer stuck a blue mug into the replicator and then waited as it filled. He
snorted as they gathered around to watch the volunteer take a sip.


“How'd
you do that?” The tech asked as he set his food down and then pulled the chair
away from the table. He looked back the way he came and then to the tech as he
sat. “I'm an engineer. Old habit. I like to fix things.”


“Oh.”


“Can
you show me?” the tech asked as Irons picked his sandwich up and took a bite.
Irons chewed thoughtfully and then nodded.


“Sure.
If we've got power. I can show you how to use a food replicator to make simple
parts too.”


“Really?”
the tech asked in disbelief.


“Yes.
I showed um....” Sprite helpfully projected a name. “Martha how in my shuttle a
couple of hours ago. Food replicators can replicate more than just well...
food.” He indicated the cheap thin plastic cup and then the plate.


The
young man studied both. Irons pocketed the energy bars in a breast pocket and
then pushed the small plate over to the young man. He watched eating the
sandwich as his fellow diner turned it over and over and then showed it to the
other patrons.


“It's
simple really. Plastic is one of the easiest items for a replicator to make.
Easier than food actually. It's all chemistry.”


“Huh.”


He
finished eating and then showed them how to repair food replicators in the
galley and explained how to apply what they learned to a few crew members. He
showed them how to replicate basic parts with them too. 


“Someone
want to tell me why there is a power surge in Galley five?” the overhead
squawked.


“Who's
that?” Irons asked looking up.


“Ops,”
his fellow patron winced. 


He
opened a channel. “This is admiral Irons. I've repaired some of the replicators
in this galley and I've been showing the crew how to use them and repair them.
Sorry for the surprise.”


“You've
been drawing a great deal of power. More than I've anticipated. Next time warn
me,” the bridge officer chittered in annoyance.


“You
can prioritize the power demand and ration it if necessary ops. Draw out the
replicator time as needed. It's annoying but understandable.” He looked around
the room. Some of the people were looking sheepish. The cook looked amused. The
server looked thoroughly confused.


“I'll
mind you to not tell my job. I know what I'm doing. Ops out,” the Veraxin told
him testily. Irons shrugged it off.


“If
any of you need the simple parts for the repairs to the ship I suggest you use
what I told you but do so sparingly,” he said to the room at large. He turned
to his dinner mate. “Thanks for the company son,” he said.


“Don't
mention it,” the young man said surprised and amused. He nodded stroking his
goatee as Irons left without a backwards glance.


 


“I
don't... there is something about that guy,” Twilk chittered.


“He's
nice. Helpful. Hell, he's saved all our asses,” Yuri said. He scratched under
his goatee.


“That's
just it. He's too nice. Too helpful. Makes me uneasy,” the Veraxin said. Yuri
turned on him with a glare. 


“He's
helpful and that bothers you?”


“No
one is that helpful. He must want something.” Others around them nodded. Yuri
shook his head.


“The
guy's an engineer. He's a fix-it kind of guy. Can you blame him for seeing
something and wanting to fix it?”


“I've
known people like that,” Derrick said with an amused smile as he sat back and
picked at his teeth with a plastic toothpick. “Some people can't leave well
enough alone. They see something broke and dive right in.”


“And
what's wrong with that?” Yuri demanded.


“Nothin.
Nothin t'all. Just saying is all. I like the guy don't get me wrong. I'm glad
he's on our side. On our ship I mean. I wonder what the old girl is going to be
like by the time we get to Antigua?” he drawled amused.


Voices
around then began to murmur. Yuri looked around and nodded. “Right. The guy is
a blast from the past. We've had experience with sleepers before. All of you
know how that works. Those that have engineering experience do wonders on the
ship while we have them aboard. Let's take advantage of that. Play nice. Who
knows? Maybe he'll really rebuild everything.”


“I
heard he's going to rebuild the hyperdrive before we leave. Any truth to that?”
Derrick asked sitting forward and resting his forearms on the table in front of
him.


Yuri
cocked his head as people really started to chatter. After a moment he
shrugged. “No idea. I just met the guy. I'm for one going to look forward to
getting to know him better though. I'd love to see what else he can teach me,”
he said with a smile.


“I
wonder if he can fix EVA suits?” someone in the back asked.


“What
about electronics? Can he do electronics?”


“What
about the force emitters? The gravity in my room is messed up again. Been that
way off and on for years! Think he can do something about it?”


Yuri
listened to the excited chatter and looked at Derrick. The big man wiggled the
end of the toothpick up and down and from side to side. From the look of him he
was amused. Good.






O'Mallory
looked at the rear end of Barry hanging out of the cockpit of the Scarab and
sighed. When that didn't get a reaction she tapped her foot. A few of the techs
looked over to her then back to what they were doing, clearly trying to steer
clear of whatever was about to happen.


When
the tapping didn't get through over the cussing and clattering in the room she
cleared her throat. An air wrench went off making her wince. Barry's right hand
reached up, fumbled around and then dipped into his tool box. He pulled out a
set of leads connected to a multitester and then made them disappear.


“Boss
um...” a Veraxin tech looked at her. 


“Yes?”
she asked, raising her voice.


“Do
you think that admiral fellow could replicate us some parts? The ignition is
clogged again. We've got one side cleared but the other is messed up. The
scarab just goes in circles. Also there are some faults we're trying to run
down now,” the Veraxin indicated Barry.


“Faults?”
Quinna asked, raising an eyebrow. Normally they just did what they could and
then crossed their fingers when they couldn't do anymore.


“In
the RCS. And the life support. And the communications. And the sensors,” Barry
answered loudly, not bothering to pull himself up to look at her. The Scarab
was a beast to work on, a bug. Someone had said it looked like a banana. It was
a half circle, with the drives on the outside of the curve and three
manipulator arms on the inside and on the underside tip of the curve. The top
had the tiny cockpit. Doors and RCS thrusters were all over the thing. Some of
the thrusters worked, some didn't. She for one had no intention of flying the
damn thing.


In
order to land it you had to come in and land face down for one. The manipulator
arms doubled as landing legs. It really did look like a bug. It was a pain in
the ass to get in and out of as well. You had to pop the cockpit and climb down
the leg without throwing the entire thing off balance and tipping it over. If
you popped your security webbing before you braced you ended up doing a belly
flop on the deck below. 


She
for one would never fly the damn thing. Banana indeed. You had to be crazy to
fly it. Which didn't mean she didn't need it out doing its job right now
though. Someone had to fly the thing.


“Barry...”
she sighed, hands on her hips. She was tired and getting crankier by the
minute.


“Don't
get me started on running the power plant of this thing at one hundred percent
for what? Twenty hours? Twenty one? We need an overhaul,” he growled. His voice
echoed from inside the little ship. A tech was standing under it, working on
the cockpit. She could hear rigger tape ripping as they fixed the seat cushion
again. That figured.


“Everything
on this ship does Barry,” she said, reining in her temper with difficulty. It
wasn't like that was ever going to change. They learned to trade for parts they
needed, cannibalize parts from something else and make them fit, or figure a
work around. Or learn to do without, which was what sometimes was a necessary
thing to do.


A
young tech came in holding a plastic tray and carrying coils of material on her
shoulders. She blinked at the Chief in her way and then passed at a trot. She
shot a confused look back over her shoulder. Clearly the girl wasn't sure why
the chief was there. “Here you go Barry,” she said.


“Huh?”


“You
said you needed an R-451 board, let’s see... I did what I could with your
list...” she said. He pulled himself up and looked at the tray the girl set
down on the step. She picked her way through it as he wiped his hands on his
coverall pants.


“Where
did you find the parts?” he asked. An R-451 was almost impossible to come by.
“Hey this is like brand new!” he said picking the piece up and turning it over
and over as he inspected it.


“That
admiral fellow showed us how to replicate parts with a food replicator. Martha
showed Jen who showed me. It can't do chips but it can do plastic pretty good.
I've got the replacement hoses for the life support here,” she said, taking a
coil off her shoulder and handing it to him. He looked it over. “Also ODN line
and power leads. The adapters are in the baggie there,” she said pointing. He
looked down to the set of bags on one edge of the tray. One was filled with
plastic clips.


“Well
all right!” he said with a grin. “We should be able to get this bucket of bolts
going in no time then!” he said with a grin.


“We
aim to please. We've got, well um; Jen's got a crew working down a list.
Martha's gone to dinner.”


“What
about the injectors?” Barry asked.


The
girl shrugged. “We tagged them for the Admiral since he has to replicate them.
Should take about twenty minutes once he gets through the rash of priorities
ahead of them.”


“Thought
you wanted this done now?” Barry asked, turning his attention on O'Mallory.


O'Mallory
blinked and then frowned as the others in the bay turned their attention her
way. “I do,” she said.


“Yeah
but fixing the leaks inside and getting the overloaded life support fixed is
critical,” Fara said, running her hands through her short black and purple hair
and then shrugging. “Least that's what I've been told,” she said with an
annoyed shrug.


“It
is. We don't need a leak inside. But we need the exterior leaks patched fast.”


“The
gorilla's on it.”


O'Mallory's
eyes narrowed at the dismissive sound in that statement. No one really liked
saying Petunia's name. It was absurd for something so big to have such a goofy
name. “They are working on it true. But fixing the leak near the reactor is
more complex. It's also dangerous for a suited tech.”


“Get
that admiral guy to do it. Kill two birds with one stone,” a tech said. “Make
the captain happy and get him out of our hair,” he said with a sniff.


“Admiral
Irons? Why are you so bent on that?” O'Mallory asked turning to round on the
hapless tech. She had no problems sending someone into a dangerous situation.
She'd do it herself and was ready to do it. But why the captain and now some of
the crew were so ready to... She shook the thought off with a frown. “Irons
isn't crew. We are. Our responsibility,” she said firmly.


“True,”
Fara said with a nod. “I've got to go. I'm going to see if we've got another
working replicator nearby. Maybe it can cut down on time. If it's got raw
material,” she said wrinkling her pert nose.


Barry
nodded. “Thanks kiddo. Can you see if you can rustle up some grub for us? Oh
and a new...”


“Yeah
yeah, the injector...” she said waving a dismissive hand in the air as she
walked towards the hatch. “Some people are never happy even when things are
going better,” she said, glaring at the chief and then the others. “Just
saying,” she said, eyes falling, hands in her pockets. She kicked a wrapper off
to one side as she walked out.


“Kid's
got a point I guess,” Barry said, using the tip of a screw driver to scratch
the side of his head. “Think we all ought to keep that in mind and not look a
gift horse in the mouth. This admiral guy's all right in my book. Fella's doing
us all a favor. We should be grateful,” he said turning back to the boat.


“Time?”
The chief asked, crossing her arms.


“As
soon as it's ready I'll let you know,” he said just as someone hit the hull
with a hammer. He snarled. “Fuck! What the hell did you do that for! Stupid!
Geesh!” He threw his hands up in the air and climbed down the ladder. “Fuck now
I've got to recheck and re-seat the seals since this birds so fucked up!
Thanks!” he rounded on the sheepish tech.


“Sorry
boss, it was stuck.”


“All
else fails hit it. Rule one of an engineer,” O'Mallory murmured turning and
shaking her head. “Get it done Barry.”


“Get
some rest chief. You're crabbier than usual and that's not a good thing.”


“Bitch
bitch,” she murmured walking out.


 


“Still
at it admiral?” Warner asked, meeting him in his launch. He was looking the
military shuttle over. “Damn, wish mum and dad could see this.”


“They
can come down later,” Irons said nodding to crew working nearby. He went inside
and booted Martha's replacement out with a thumb. The girl blinked and then got
up. He shooed her off so he could sit and jack in. Her eyes went wide when she
saw that.


“You
need... ah. Okay. Uploading keys now. One part each?” he asked. He opened his
eyes and looked from Warner to the girl.


“Um...”
She toed the carpet. “Not sure.” She looked at the exec for confirmation.


“Just
make one of each for now unless they requested more,” the first mate answered.


“Okay.
Working. Tray is set up and off and running.”


“How...”


“If
you want a class on replicators I'll upload it to the net later,” Irons said.


“Done,”
Sprite replied on the overhead. He like the others looked up and then at each
other. He shrugged. “Sprite's pretty good at anticipating things.”


“One
of my jobs as an adjunct,” Sprite replied smugly.


“True,”
he said and then looked over to Warner. “Sit,” Irons indicated the seats
nearby. Warner sat and rubbed his hands appreciatively over the plastic fabric.
Irons wasn't sure if it was because it was military or comfortable. Or if it
was because it wasn't patched over with riggers tape. The chairs in the galley
had been covered in riggers tape.


“Young
lady?” he asked looking at the girl. The girl jumped like she'd been shocked. 


“Yes
sir?” she asked surprised.


“If
you don't mind running the food replicator? I think some of these smaller bits
can come out there if you feed it the raw material.”


“Okay,”
she bobbed a nod and then went to work. Warner looked over his shoulder to her
and then back to Irons with a soft snort.


“I'm
curious about how things are going here,” Irons asked.


“We're
surviving. That's the testament to our crew. Past and present,” Warner said.
Irons caught the girl's blush. He didn't mind her eavesdropping. Warner looked
over his shoulder to her and then shrugged. He started to lay out some of the
history of the ship.


The
engineer found out that the life support for the crew was overextended, and
with so many mouths to feed the crew was on strict short rations. The ship only
required one hundred forty to function, however with all the families on board
they had converted most of the cargo bays to habitats. Everyone did something,
even if it was make work. Most of the time it's just to keep busy and sane.
Many had been stored in the stasis pods before injuries had filled them up.
Warner shook his head. “We've done well. I mean yeah, she's a mess, but she's our
mess. Our home. We've grafted in life support for this many people years ago.
One of the smarter things our people did. Before my time anyway,” he shrugged.
Irons nodded.


“The
captain had imposed a strict no pregnancy policy as well,” Warner continued. He
didn't look at all happy about that. His marriage had broken up after his wife
had been forced to abort last year. She'd left the ship. He felt the anger and
hurt and gently put it aside.


“Most
of the crew are native spacers, being born in space they are too set in their
ways and none want to become a dirt grub farmer on a battered colony.”


Irons
nodded in appreciation at that. “I'm a spacer brat myself.  Born and bred on a
ship like this,” he said indicating the Kiev. The girl looked at him with
questioning eyes. He shrugged the look off.


“Oh
it's not all enclosed. I mean it is, we're in hyper for long stretches of time
but well...” Warner shrugged. “Sometimes some of the crew have left to join
other ships or space colonies, but the previous captain had rescued a stranded
crew a few years ago, doubling the population.”


That
admission interested Irons. That and the fact that captain Chambers was new to
the job. He wondered what had happened to the old captain. Had he died or had
he been removed? That might be why Chambers was on edge about him.


Jen
bit her lip and looked at Warner. His voice had gotten a touch rough when he
had mentioned that some of the crew had left. He was still stinging from his
wife's departure.


“What's
the hyper speed?” the admiral asked, sensing the pall hanging over the first
mate and wanting to change the subject before he became too maudlin to
continue.


“Oh
god. Alpha band. Low notes. Bottom notes. It's a bumpy ride all the way,”
Warner said with a sour look.


“Shit.”


“It's
about six months to transit usually. Sometimes longer. The longest transit time
is the Centennial jumps. Those can last upwards of seven or eight months.”


“Ouch.
Well, we'll see if we can do something about that,” Irons said. He wasn't
thrilled to be stuck in hyper bumbling around for six months at a stretch.


“Good,”
Warner said with a nod. His eyes searched Irons. “So you'll stay?” he asked.


“Well,
let's just say I'm not about to go play in the dirt just yet,” the admiral
replied with a tight lipped smile.


“Good,”
Jen said without thinking. The men looked up to the girl in amusement. She
blushed. “Sorry. Can't help but overhear.”


“That's
fine,” Irons said before Warner could object.


“Can
you really get us up into a better octave?” she asked taking a tray of parts
out and setting them onto a counter. She popped a block of plastic and a chunk
of copper into the replicator and turned away as it dissolved. That part always
freaked her out a bit.


“Yes.
Octave? Definitely. Band? I'd prefer beta at the very least but we'll see. It's
a bit more complicated than just retuning and rebuilding the hyperdrive.”


“Oh?”
Jen asked. She bit her lip as she looked down at her tablet to see what was
next to replicate.


He
smiled at her as she tapped in the order for the next part. “Of course. A ship
works as an integrated being. Sensors, hull, shields, power, fuel, drives...
it's all intermingled. For instance if your sensors suck then if you go too
fast you tend to run into things.”


Warner
winced at that. “And if you don't have proper shields, things you run into tend
to make a mess.”


“True.
So we've got to bring all the ship's systems up.”


“Oh,”
Jen said. She sighed. “Sounds like a lot of work,” she said.


Warner
chuckled. Irons snorted. “I'm up for it. I've done it before. Before the Xeno
war I was more into building then I was into repairing. Now I've spent most of
the time I've been awake fixing ships and stations.”


“Oh?”


“Io
11 picked me up. I spent nearly a year rebuilding her from the keel up with the
crew. She's almost factory new now.”


“Wow!”
Jen's eyes were wide. She looked down at Warner who pursed his lips.


“Now
don't go off spreading rumors just yet,” Warner cautioned. “Jen we can't have
people getting too excited.”


“Why
not?” she demanded. “I'd think getting people excited would be great for
morale!”


“True,”
Warner said cocking his head. “But we don't want to get their hopes up. After
all Admiral Irons isn't sure he'll be staying long,” he cautioned.


Jen
looked at Irons who shrugged. She bit her lip again.


“Injectors
for the maintenance boat will be ready in a few minutes. Just as soon as we
pull this section of plasma conduit out and wrestle it out of the ship,” Irons
said as the lid of the replicator opened.


“Okay,”
Warner said getting up. “I'll give you a hand.” He moved forward and looked
inside. The part was massive. “Um, on second thought I'll just go get a hover
dolly.”


“Smart
man,” Irons said as the exec retreated. He reached in and pulled the conduit up
and out. It was heavy, massing five hundred and fifty kilos but he could manage
it.


“Oh
my!” Jen said backing away. “You...”


“It's
more bulky then it is heavy. I'll set it here for him.” He set the piece down
and then started feeding bits of material that had been stacked nearby. Some
were broken parts, some were raw material. A few were rocks. He snorted at
that, looking at one and then shrugging as he set it inside. Whatever worked.
It was all grist for the mill, or in this case the replicator, anyway.


 


Barry
came to pick up the injectors personally a half hour later. He talked a little
small talk with Warner and Irons. “The Scarab is almost ready to go. Once we
get these in we'll be able to finish the preflight. If everything is yellow
then we'll take her out.”


Irons
thought about the yellow comment but didn't say anything. Apparently they were
taking chances on a lot of hardware. Not that he could blame them.


“That
will make the chief happy,” Warner said with a nod.


“You
mean it will get her off my ass until she thinks of something else to bitch
about,” Barry said sarcastically. Warner snorted and nodded. 


“Mr.
Warner you're needed on the bridge. Your shift starts in five,” a tech said,
leaning into the boat to pass a broken bit to Jen.


“All
right,” Warner said sighing and getting up. The replicator chimed. “Nice
timing,” he said pausing.


“I'll
set up the next series and then I'll take a break. Unless you don't mind
another set of hands with the injectors,” he said looking at Barry.


“Can
you... of course you can. You...” Barry smiled. “I think you can cut down the
prewarm and prep time right?”


“Of
course,” Irons replied with a nod.


“I'd
love it then,” Barry said as they loaded the parts.


Irons
took the time to set up the replicator for the next series of parts and then
headed over to the Scarab to give Barry a hand installing the injectors. Each
had to be cleaned and inspected before installation.


On
the way they passed people in the companionways. Kids playing games, adults
doing things or talking. Most of them look like they were doing make work.


“Why
didn't I see all the people before? I mean...” He indicated the people around them.
“If you're so pressed for space why are the quarters in the corridor I'm housed
in empty?” Irons asked. Barry shrugged looking uncomfortable. 


“That...
We don't normally take on guests,” he said. Irons nodded. “We usually avoid
them for medical reasons. Which reminds me, you'll need to be checked out by
the doctor soon.”


Irons
grimaced. He hated being poked and prodded. Especially by people who didn't
have a clue about his implants. The staff on Anvil had been a hilarious
diversion but it had still been annoying at the time. “The area you are in is
far enough away from the boat bay and well... not occupied because it's messed
up. I think the captain had put you there to keep you isolated from the ship's
population as a safety precaution. And to make it easier to keep tabs on you no
doubt. Prison,” Warner explained reluctantly.


“Smell,”
Barry said with a grimace. “And the life support in that area is bad. We lost a
bunch of people a while back. Half sick, half dead. It's happened a few times
over the centuries so no one wants to be anywhere near the area,” he said. He
shook his head.


“Oh
lovely,” Sprite sighed to him alone. “I'll add that to the list then. Life
support overhaul. Maybe you should have taken the captain's wife up on the
transfer of quarters?” she asked. He shook his head silently. “Oh well. I
imagine if you do you'd have to start over cleaning and repairing it.”


“This
is my stop,” Warner said indicating the turn where they parted ways. “I'll be
on the bridge if you need anything,” he said with a wave. Irons waved as they
turned and kept going.


“Thanks
man, you're a real life savor,” Barry said. Irons shrugged it off.


“Part
of being an engineer. It's also part of being a navy man.”


“Oh.”


 


Fara
tried to use another replicator closer to the boat bay but it was shut down.
She called Martha who then put a call in to Irons. Irons frowned; he had one
injector in and had both arms deep in the bowls of the boat delicately putting
the other in place. He really didn't need the interruption. Irons listened as
they described the error code and blanched. “Don't touch it. Power it down and
make sure it's dead,” he ordered.


“Why?”
Fara asked in confusion. She really wanted to do this herself.


“The
nanites inside are screwed up. The computer noted cancerous growths when it
replicated things and shut it down.”


“Nanites????”
The girl practically shrieked that last. Irons suppressed a sigh. He was used
to that reaction by now. He closed his eyes anyway when he heard her breathing
pick up over the intercom. He didn't have the patience to hold her hand through
this.


“Replicators
are nanofactories. Get over it and move on. Look I'm a little busy here. Just
shut that one down, tag it with a warning label then go find another
replicator,” he ordered. He'd deal with it when he had the time, just not right
now.


“Roger.”
He heard her turn away and grumble. “No one told me about nanites. I
don't want to be near the damn bugs. No sirre! Damn it...” she muttered. He
grimaced as the channel was cut.


 


It
took about a half hour to get the injectors in and finish the preflight. The
pilot was there, dressed in a heavily patched orange EVA suit and clearly ready
to go. She climbed the boat's left front leg and then somehow made the maneuver
to get her rear into the seat. He didn't know how she could manage in a suit
with the chair facing down like that. He hated Scarabs. They might be a fun
ship to fly and use but they were a bitch to land, get out of, and maintain. 


The
pilot flipped through the controls and then gave a thumbs up as the cockpit
closed around her. The bay was cleared so the maintenance boat could go out.
The little boat lifted and it's arms folded as the doors opened. It reoriented
so it was now with it's tail down and then turned to face the lock as it
finished cycling open.


Barry
watched warily as it turned away from the boat bay lock and moved off out of
sight. “Well, that's done. Now what,” he asked, breathing a sigh of relief.


“I'm
getting some sleep,” a tech said. He snorted.


“Did
you unhook the other shuttle and get it cleared?” Barry asked. The tech sighed
and shook his head.


“Okay
guess what...”


“Down
time after that. Right boss,” the tech said with a suffering air. Barry clapped
him on the shoulder with a smile and nod. “On it,” the tech said shrugging the
hand off as the lock closed.
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“Admiral
you have an appointment with the doctor. Long overdue,” a human tech said
leaning into the launch to see him. He'd been at it an hour or so after Barry
had dismissed him with a wave. He hadn't heard anything about the scarab so
apparently all was well. No news was good news.


“Okay,”
he said with a nod. “Best to get it over with then.”


“Do
you ever sleep? I think that's why they want to see you. To find out,” the tech
joked. From the sound of his voice the tech wasn't all that sure himself.


“I
sleep. I'm kind of busy right now though,” Irons said with a shrug. The tech
nodded and rolled his eyes.


“Lead
the way,” he said with a wave of his hand. 


The
tech shrugged and spread his hands. “I'm just passing it on,” he replied. “I've
got to go get going on the bay here in ten minutes.”


“Oh,
I'll get directions then,” he said. On his HUD a map was displayed. The tech
opened his mouth but Irons held up a hand. “I've got them. Thanks anyway.”


“How?
I...”


“My
AI dumped a map on my HUD. Thanks,” Irons said moving out. He turned. “Those
parts should be ready in um...” a countdown clock appeared. “Ten minutes or so.
Just pull them, fill the replicator chamber with material and then close the
lid. Jen or Martha or whoever knows what to do next.”


“Okay,”
the tech said, confused. He shrugged it off. 


The
infirmary isn't far; it's near the center line of the ship. Apparently there
were two infirmaries, one was the original sickbay, and the second was an
improvised space in the starboard cargo hold close to the centerline.
Fortunately his appointment was in the old infirmary so he didn't have to cross
the ship to get to the starboard hold at this time.


He
liked what he saw as he walked. People were busy, they looked happy and things
were finally looking up. He heard a noise and looked up at a duct. A pair of
wide Elf eyes stared back at him. He nodded and moved on.


Smart.
Elves were small, they could easily fit into the ducts and nooks and cranny
spaces that a larger sentient or a bot couldn't. Still, it didn't use their
full potential, and cleaning a duct was tedious mind numbing work. He didn't
envy them.


Irons
checked in with the doctor when he arrived in the sickbay a few minutes later.
The doctor was a female neo Jackal named Numiria. Visiting the clinic served to
relieve tensions over whether he harbors disease putting the crew at ease, and
it allowed Sprite access to the medical database in order to repair it and
check on the sleepers.  He was very curious to know what he could do for them,
if anything.


“So
did you injure yourself too or is this for my peace of mind?” Numiria asked,
looking down at a tablet in her hands. She was tall and thin, rakishly thin.
Her ears were long and pointed straight up. She had a medical smock on that had
seen better days even though it had been freshly laundered from the smell. She
was about a hundred and fifty centimeters tall, well, maybe a hundred and
seventy if you included her ears.


She
had short brown fur, lightly tan on her neck indicating she had counter shading
going on. Her hands were fine and delicate, with long fingers. She apparently
had some mods in her ancestry; most canines had shorter almost stubby fingers.


“I'm
fine doc. All readings are nominal,” he said taking a seat on the gurney. They
were using gurneys in place of fixed beds and exam tables. Either it was out of
practicality or it was because the old equipment had been replaced. He brushed
the errant question aside and focused on the doctor.


“I'll
be the judge of that,” she said with an ear flick and sardonic canine grin. Her
thin tail wagged a little and then drooped. “You've been extensively
implanted.”


“Cyborg
is the polite term doc. Yes. I've got military grade cybernetics,” he replied.
He raised his right arm and ran it through a quick demo. The doctor caught the
demo out of the corner of her eye and stopped to stare fascinated.


“I've
heard, I've seen some... but never this... May I?” she asked reaching for his
arm.


“Sure
doc,” he said, resting his arm against his side and hid a sigh. Strong fingers
reached out and touched his arm. She traced her finger claws up the arm to the
shoulder.


“I'll
need a blood sample.”


The
admiral immediately frowned. “I'm not keen about that doctor. Security reasons.
I can dump my non-secure medical information to your database. My AI is
actually itching to get in and repair some of the software damage.”


“It
is?”


“She
actually. Sprite.”


“All
right. I'll still need the blood sample though,” she said firmly.


“Fine
doc,” he said holding out his left arm. She nodded to an orderly on his other
side. The orderly smiled politely and set up to take the sample.


The
admiral knew that the nanites in his blood would destroy his genetic trace and
then themselves right after extraction. He could feel Proteus already at work
doing that. Before the needle was removed the job of covering his back was
finished.


“There.
I'll just get a...”


“No
need,” Irons said. He brushed the swab away and flexed his arm. “Healed
already.”


“It
is?” Numiria asked staring at the needle site.


“See?”
he said exposing the arm. The needle mark was gone. “Accelerated healing. One
of the perks of being in the military.”


“Oh.”
She shook her head as her hand touched the joint. “Must be nice,” she muttered.


“It
has its ups and downs doc. I like it,” he replied with a tight lipped smile.


She
looked at the tablet in her hands. “I can see that. I'm not sure I would
volunteer to have so much hardware implanted in my body. You're almost fifty
percent machine.”


“Pretty
close doc. Probably a little more actually. I've got a lot of implants,” the
admiral replied.


“Why?”


“Injuries.
I was torn up a few times. Instead of getting cloned replacements I volunteered
for implants.”


“Oh,”
she replied, clutching the tablet in front of her.


“It's
nice that I've got all the tools I need at my fingertips,” he said flexing his
right hand again and then wiggling the fingers. She glanced at the hand and
then snorted softly.


“I
guess it does indeed.”


“Nice
place you have here,” he said looking around. The infirmary was clean and neat.
It was a bit crowded, but he had sort of expected that. It was also an open bay
arrangement, something he'd also expected. There were privacy curtains but none
were in use.


He
spotted a few people nursing minor injuries. Medics cautioned them to be more
careful as they patched them up. The doctor's ears cock toward the door. “Uh
oh, sounds like trouble. I'm going to have to leave you for the moment,” she
said. Just then a kid came in with dislocated shoulder crying. An adult was
supporting him.


“Triage
doc,” he said with a dismissive nod. He looked around until he found a nearby
jack. She doesn't blink as he sat down in a chair next to the jack and jacked
in. He remained quiet, sitting back and closing his eyes.


“I
wish all my patients were as quiet and as patient as you are,” Numiria said
with an amused look his way. He cracked one eyelid open to look at her then
smiled a little and shrugged.


“Part
of the problem here is that we are overloaded. I'm only one person. I have one
other doctor here, but he's very old and a bit senile. Sure the others here are
willing, but the only training we have is on the job.”


“Sometimes
that's the best training doc,” he replied. 


“True.
But it's hard to pass on the skills people need.”


“If
I remember right doctors are trained with a balanced approach. Half school work
and labs and half actual field experience. They work their ways through the
various specialties until they graduate.”


“Huh,”
she said, as she gave the child a local. “Ready?” she asked looking into his
eyes. He nodded. She firmly moved the arm up and back, getting the joint back
in place. The boy cried, tears running down his cheeks.


“I
told you to be more careful Marvin,” His mother said with a sigh.


“He's
young. Children bounce back quickly. Since this isn't his first time you know
the drill. I'm going to give you the usual analgesic and anti-inflammatory.
You'll need to ice the area and keep it immobile for a while.”


“I
remember the routine doc. It's not his first,” the mother said dryly.


“And
no doubt not his last,” the doctor agreed. “Though for his sake I hope it is.
Damage like this can become permanent young man.” She held up a finger in front
of the lad's face. The boy nodded and sniffled. She handed him a cloth tissue
as a nurse rigged a sling for the arm.


“That
was quick,” Irons said as the mother escorted the boy out.


Numiria
watched them go before she picked up her tablet and made a note to the boy's
chart. “He's a regular. You'd think he'd watch where he was going in these
soccer games the kids play.”


“Hit
a hatch?” Irons asked wincing. He'd done that as a lad a few times. He knew how
that could hurt, especially if it was unpadded.


“Yes,”
Numiria said not looking up. He noted a wedding band on her right ring finger.
Interesting.


“Happens.
I know how he's feeling.”


“Oh?”


“Spacer
born and bred doc,” he said with a smile. “You were saying?” he asked.


“No
I was complaining. Ranting really,” she said going back to scanning him with a
hand probe. He started to get up but she waved him back down into the chair.
“You are fine where you are right now. I'm almost finished.”


“I
wish we had more Betodyne,” a Terran nurse nearby complained.


“Well
we don't. Do without,” the doctor said not looking up.


“Rubbing
alcohol?” the nurse asked with a sigh.


“Peroxide.
Vodka if you have to,” she said. The nurse wrinkled her nose and went to a
storage cabinet. The glass doors were cracked. One had a star impact from
something sharp.


“You
can replicate what you need or trade for it,” Irons replied.


“Replicator's
on the fritz. It’s been that way for years. Before I got here at any rate,”
Numiria answered wrinkling her muzzle and tapping at the tablet.


“I
can take a look at it if you want me to,” the admiral offered.


“No
there are more important things to fix right now.”


“No,
crew comfort is important,” Irons replied. “Sprite?” he asked looking down at
his arm.


“I'm
a little busy here. Proteus is checking. There is a general fault in the
electronics and the nanites are just about gone admiral,” she reported. “At
least that's what Proteus is telling me.”


“Okay,”
Irons said opening his eyes. He looked at the neojackal. “You're medical
replicator has an IT hardware fault and it is just about out of nanites. I
can't do anything about the nanites but I can fix the electronics.”


“You
can?”


“Electronics
are easy. Medical nanites are beyond my level doc.”


“Oh.
Well, it goes to show there are some limits to you,” she said with an ear
flick.


“I
could do it doc but well... it's complicated.”


“Okay...”


“A
medical officer is required to authorize medical nanites in most situations.
They have the keys in their implants.”


“Oh...
And you're not a medic, pity.”


“No
I'm an engineer. Also an admiral. What I suggest is the next time you are in
Pyrax you ask the doctor there to make you some. Doctor Thornby.”


“Oh.”
Numiria sighed. “So much for that. Thanks for getting my hopes up for nothing.”


“Easy
doc. It's not all doom and gloom.” He felt Sprite retract back into him. He
disengaged the jacks and got up, straightening his uniform as he stood. “Let's
have a look.”


He
took the panel off and took a quick look. When he was sure no one was going to
freak he let Proteus take over his arm. The AI went to work, morphing it and
extending tools to repair the electronics.


“That's
wild,” an orderly breathed. Irons looked over his shoulder. The short Terran
was wide eyed in awe but not fear or revulsion.


“You
could say that,” the doctor said. Irons shrugged. What they didn't know was
that the tools were mostly for show. Oh they did minor fixes, but the real work
was going on with his nanites. After a minute Proteus signaled it was finished.


“Done,”
he said retracting his arm and letting it hang. The arm returned to normal as
he looked at the interior one last time. He flexed his fingers. “It looks like
you need to refill the material bins doc. And there is a crimp in the water
line. I suggest you ask engineering to send a tech out to fix that.”


“Okay,”
she said with a nod. She looked down and made a note then clutched the tablet
to her chest. He picked up the cover plate and put it back in place. He tapped
the controls and then stepped back. After a moment the replicator's delivery
box lit and a plastic container formed.


“What
are you making?” she asked.


“First
test. POST. Power On Self Test. With a medical replicator you usually make
something simple like a saline solution. In this case...” he watched as the red
light changed to blue then green and then winked out. He reached in and took
out the plastic container and passed it to her.


She
turned it over in her hand and then stared at the label. “Betodyne,” she said
looking up at him in surprise.


“I
suggest you keep things simple doc. It's easier for this old girl to handle and
they will be quicker than say something as complex as a synthetic organ.”


She
blinked at him. Her ears went flat as she suddenly caught on. “You...”


“This
replicator's really made to make medical materials, not complicated things like
that. To do it in quantity properly you need a tissue replicator and a
bioreactor.”


“Oh.”
She stared at him with the rest of the people in the infirmary. He shrugged off
the gaze. “My you are full of surprises,” she finally murmured.


“I'll
have Sprite send you a list of things to replicate. Make sure to give it plenty
of material to use.”


“Feed
it, water it...” a tech said sounding a little sarcastic.


“Don't
say that. I miss pooky,” a nurse said, pouting.


“Pooky?”
Irons asked, crossing his arms. He was glad for the change in subject.


“Our
cat. One of the pets. One of our casualties. When things got rough the captain
made cuts. We... all the pets were... removed at our last stop,” the doctor
said, giving the adults in the bay a cautious look. Grimly they nodded, looking
at some of their younger charges. They didn't need or want the kids to get
upset again.


Irons
nodded in sudden understanding. He didn't want to explain to a kid that their
beloved pet was a liability. Ouch.


“Can
you do anything about skills?”


“Practice
makes perfect doc. I can upload what I've got in my database.”


“I
guess that will have to do,” she sighed. Irons was getting a little annoyed
with her defeatist attitude.


Irons
pursed his lips and then told them about the fleet and how they could sign up
for the fleet and receive college training. “Many people are taking advantage
of it, and not just the people interested in an engineering or technical track.
In your case you could go for a full medical degree at the Anvil College.”


“They
have a college? I didn't know that,” someone said. “Must be expensive.”


“It's
not as bad as you think. Courses are varied. But if you sign on to the military
they pay for your education and implants.”


“Oh.”


“What
do they want in return?” a nurse asked.


“Two
to four years of active duty then five to ten years of reserves. A reservist is
someone who serves once a month and two weeks a year. Or they serve the entire
time period for the year. Some people go for twenty year hitches. You'll get a
basic check up when you sign on. That includes basic antigen and repair
therapies. If you want full antigen and anti-aging treatments then you have to
sign on for a twenty year or longer hitch.”


“Oh.”


“Pay
is good. Education is required. Right now it's volunteer only and the fleet
educates you.”


“Oh,”
thoughtfully the tech sat down. The others exchanged looks.


Irons
looked around the room, studying them. He doubted any were seriously interested
but the pitch wasn't just for them, it was for those they told, and on and on
down the grapevine. “Think about it. Check in with a navy recruiter when you
run into one. I'll be setting up another base soon.”


“Wow,”
an orderly said. He was stripping a bed and Irons wasn't sure if he believed
him or not. Most likely not.


“Five
to twenty years?” the woman said wrinkling her nose. She wasn't that old.
“That's a long time.”


“No,”
Irons said turning his attention to the patient who made the comment. “Not if
you've got anti-aging treatments. With the basic treatments a Terran can live
in their prime for a century or longer. I happen to be over a century in real
time age.” He tapped his chest as her eyes widened. “One hundred five by my
internal clock's reckoning. I've spent eight decades in the service, seven as
an officer. With the full treatments you can be expected to live and function
for four or five centuries easily.” He shrugged as people stopped what they
were doing to stare at him. One nurse went back to swabbing a wound surprising
the patient into gasping.


“Sorry,”
she murmured. He looked down at the skinned arm and then seemed to shrug it
off. He like everyone else looked at Irons as if he'd come out of some
holodrama.


“It
used to be a century of service to get full treatment. I've shortened it to
twenty years to, well, to be honest, entice more people into joining. Not that
they really need much encouragement. Most jump at the free education, good food
and steady work.” He smiled for a minute. “Not to mention the pay and a chance
to play with modern tech.”


“True,”
the doctor said with a nod. “So why are you here and not there?” she asked. She
looked up to his bleak look. “Sorry,” she said stuffing her hands in her hip
pockets.


He
frowned. “Not your fault doc. I ran afoul of politics. I guess you could say I
did too good a job repairing things.” His face worked in painful memory. It had
been nearly a year but it was still painful. Talking about it now was like
ripping the scab off.


“Oh?”
she asked.


“I
had to declare myself system governor in order to take command of the people
and material in the system before we fought off the pirates. But when the
crisis was over I held a constitutional convention and when that passed I
turned over control of the system to an elected government.”


“And
that was a mistake?” she asked dubiously, raising an eyebrow and flicking her
ears.


“In
a way,” he sighed, mouth puckering in a sour grimace. “I underestimated how
short minded and corrupt some of the politicians were. They decided I was an
obstacle and engineered my exile.”


“Doesn't
sound right.”


“Why
would you leave?” the nearby nurse asked. The orderly shook out the bed sheet
startling her.


“I
was given a choice. Leave or watch twenty thousand people die. I'm an honorable
man. I had planned on leaving to set up additional bases but well...” he
shrugged. Her eyes were wide and sad at that news.


“They
hurried you along. Run out of town by the sheriff,” someone in the corner said
with a sniff. “We've experienced that a few times, Barney was chased off planet
by a mob twice.”


The
battered looking Barney rounded on his partner with a glower. “Once,” he
growled holding up a thick index finger. “The second time doesn't count. It was
just a pissed prostitute... I um...” He looked at the kid guiltily and then
cleared his throat. “Um, lady friend who wasn't happy about my leaving.”


“Sure
she was,” the nurse said with a look of amusement. The man spread his large
battered hands helplessly.


“I'm
betting they will regret your leaving,” Barney said, trying to change the
subject.


“Oh
you could say that,” Irons said. “First we've found that the pirate threat is
bigger than anyone dreamed.” He'd suspected it but hadn't had the chance to dig
any deeper into the Horathian angle.


“Oh?”
Others paused what they were doing to turn to look at him.


He
nodded. “It seems that for the past several centuries the Horathian Empire has
been behind the piracy in this sector. They have been raiding planets and
systems to rebuild their own system.”


“Horath,”
a nurse with yellow and blue striped skin said with a growl. “Hate those
bastards.”


“Yeah,
I'm pretty sure that you do. They've been using their ill gotten gains to
spread a Xeno-paranoia. It's helped them build up quite a fleet of freighters
and warships. A fleet they are using to raid star systems now. The warships do
the dirty work and then the freighters come in to strip the carcass then the
entire mob moved on. We tore one apart in Pyrax but we know there are a half a
dozen more fleets out there. Each is getting bigger with every conquest every
day.”


“Oh
shit!” the yellow nurse said wide eyed.


“Yeah,
running into one of them on the Kiev would ruin everyone's day,” Irons replied.


“But
they can't do much without the keys right?” A tech said turning from where she
had been working on a piece of equipment.


“Yes
and no. If something doesn't work they can use something they've stolen and
patch it in its place. It may or may not work, but it's something.”


More
than one person winced at that statement. They had their own experience with
that method of getting by. Suddenly there was air of guilt hovering around
them. Irons wasn't sure where to go about that.


“You
said first reason. Is there a second?” Numiria finally asked. She waved him
over to an exam table again. He sat. She checked him over.


“Yes,”
he said and then smiled a bit. He wasn't comfortable admitting this but maybe
in getting it out there more things would maybe go easier on him in the future.
It wasn't like they hadn't known he had keys after all. “Me,” he said tapping
his chest. “I'm the key to unlocking things as all of you know by now.” The
group nodded. “As far as I know I'm the only person who can. When I left the
system they can't replicate the locked stuff anymore.”


He
hadn't been comfortable admitting that for some time. He still wasn't for that
matter, but letting people know he had the keys helped some. It also drew a
great big target on his back though.


He'd
also come forward with Sprite and his other AI, not with a lot of reservations
and discussions on Anvil. It was over with now; they were out into the open so
to speak. They did deserve some sort of life, not one living in the shadows.


“Oh
shit,” Barney said amused. “Bet they are regretting chasing you out right about
now,” he said shaking his head.


“Probably,”
Irons said with a satisfied smile. It wasn't a particularly nice smile
either. “I'm hoping to find another system like Pyrax to set up shop and start
over.”


“Good
luck with that,” Barney said shaking his head. The doctor nodded.


“You're
good to go,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Disgustingly healthy to an
amazing degree despite being a decrepit old fart.”


“Thanks
doc,” Irons said with a chuckle as he got off the exam table. “I'll see if I
can get more tech your way when we get the time and energy.”


“No
rush right now,” she said turning. “Scrapes and bruises mostly. Try to keep the
idiots from electrocuting themselves. Burns...” She wrinkled her nose.


“I
can't be everywhere at once. Do my best though doc,” he said with a helpless
shrug.


“You
do that. Scat.” She waved her hand again. Irons chuckled and left with a
backwards wave to Barney and the others. Barney waved a side to side bye hand
gesture then winced at the nurse tending to him.


 


“So
what did we get?” Irons asked quietly as he walked his way back to the boat
bay.


Sprite's
head appeared on his HUD. She pursed her lips and appeared to be reading. “Not
what you were hoping for at any rate admiral. None of the sleepers are
Federation military,” Sprite reported.


Irons
nodded. Of course. That would be too much to hope for. “Go on,” he encouraged.


“Try
this. The closest to being from our time period are two that are ex military.
Both unfortunately are very old, over four hundred years old and one had been
exposed to a lethal dosage of radiation. I am fairly certain there is no way to
save him even with a modern hospital. One was a former noncom in the army; the
other was supposedly an officer in the army reserves. A captain.” 


“Okay...”


“There
are two hundred and six others from our time; all of them have advanced age or
significant injuries. One of the sleepers was never awoken from the pod when it
was picked up due to extensive aging and injuries.”


“Oh.”


“Apparently
they were on a senior's cruise. One of those tawdry casino cruise ships
designed to get seniors to part with their credits.”


“Ouch,”
Irons said with a wince.


“Yes.”


“So
they haven't had much experience in this time at all.”


“No
admiral.”


He
put that winsome thought aside. The Warners were a bonus. A treasure he
intended to savor even if it was just for their friendship and occasional help.
Sprite scrolled the demographics across his HUD. Broken down by species half
were Terran of one sort or another. A third were Veraxin since Veraxins were
the second most common species in the explored galaxy. The rest were a
sprinkling of other species, most were the common ones. None unfortunately were
Ssislli or Melekian. None in fact were from a species now considered extinct.
Darn. “Any more intel on our ex military? Like why they weren't recalled?”


“Admiral!
They are ancient! One was less than honorably discharged!” Sprite sounded
appalled. She wasn't sure what he had in mind.


Irons
pursed his lips digesting that. “Still doesn't matter. The Xeno war was a fight
for existence. Every sod whoever put a uniform on was recalled.” He'd read the
memo. So had she.


“I'm
not sure why. Since they didn't have army records uploaded to the ship's net
and I couldn't access the sleeper's implants we can't know for certain of
anything. Perhaps in time their injuries and advanced age can be treated so we
can wake them and ask them?” she asked.


“Perhaps,”
he agreed noncommittally. “In time.”


“The
other seven hundred and forty are from various time periods over the past seven
centuries. All but one was placed into stasis for medical reasons.”


“Great.”


“Most
were apparently born after the Xeno war and have no implants to access.”


“Got
that,” Irons said with a nod, dodging a tech with a cart of raw material. It
looked like the tech was heading to the shuttle bay. His replicators were
getting one hell of a work out.


“In
short just about everyone in stasis is sick, elderly, or terminally ill. Or all
of the above,” Sprite concluded.


“Injured?”


“A
few. Not as many as I thought. A few kids with terminal diseases, but not many
of them. Apparently no one has been put in stasis for several decades due to
the problems with the reactor.”


“Oh.”


“Yeah
oh. So if anyone is hurt they either get patched up or die.”


“Ouch.”
He frowned for a moment. “You said one wasn’t.”


“Correct.
She was placed in stasis due to crimes. She likes to cause trouble and
apparently was the daughter of a captain. She had skills considered critical
enough to keep her alive and around.”


“So
they didn't put her off?” he asked, curious about that. After all if she was in
stasis it wasn't like her skills could be used after all.


“Apparently
they didn't want to foster their problems onto someone else. Or the captain of
the time didn't want to part with her daughter.”


“Okay.”


“Should
we wake her?”


“If
she's a problem child then I don't see a reason to let her out. Besides, it's
not our decision anyway.”


Sprite
sniffed. “True.”


 


“Admiral
do you ever sleep?” Martha asked. She'd replaced a tired Fara. The teen had
been grateful for the relief and had stumbled off to her bed a little while
ago. Apparently this had been her second shift and she was flat out exhausted. 


“Come
to think of it...” Irons stretched. “Yeah. I can jack in and let Sprite and
Proteus do their thing while unlocking a few of the bits that take a bit longer
to replicate.”


“Okay...”
She looked around. He smiled. “I'll be in the cockpit.”


“I'll
make sure no one disturbs you,” Martha said with a nod.


“Okay.
Help yourself to the food if you need it,” Irons said with a wave as he moved
to the cockpit. He closed the hatch door behind him and then settled into the
pilot's chair.


“Are
you really going to sleep here?” Sprite asked amused.


“It's
safe and relatively secure right?” he asked, running a quick check to make sure
no one had touched anything. Everything was as it should be. Good. 


“I
would think you'd prefer to be more or less horizontal,” Sprite observed.


“I
can sleep like this,” Irons said, snuggling down until he got comfortable.
After all, he was military. A soldier or sailor learned to rest or sleep
whenever and wherever possible. He rested his right arm and felt it move. He
cracked an eyelid and smiled a little as a jack opened and a cable extended to
a universal port. Several other cables went with it.


“Might
as well get as much bandwidth as we can get,” Sprite said in explanation.


“Don't
hog it all,” he yawned. He really didn't need to referee any disputes between
the AI. He could feel his body relaxing. Good. 


 


Irons
managed to get four hours of sleep. While he slept the Kiev maneuvered to
correct her course. Fortunately the course changes were far enough out and the
inertial dampeners were tuned enough so they didn't wake him.


The
main engines came online just as he woke. The rumble and vibration were
immediately recognizable to an old hand despite being in a shuttle in the ship.
“Report?” he ordered sleepily. He moved but his right arm was pinned down. He
looked down at it. It's still jacked in. Sprite must have locked it down to
keep him from jerking the cables out as he slept.


“Maneuvering.
Main engines are back online. That's the kick you just felt.”


“Feels
like the inertial dampeners are out of synch,” he observed dryly. He smacked
his lips and stretched and then scratched. He needed coffee.


“Probably.
The ship is old Admiral,” Sprite replied absently. It sounded like she was
busy.


“I
wasn't talking about theirs. I was talking about the shuttle,” he said
stretching and working some of the kinks out.


“Shuttle
inertials are offline admiral. Do you want me to bring them up?” Sprite asked.


“Never
mind. Coffee,” he said scratching his back and starting to get up. He felt the
cables unjack and retract.


“Never
get in between a navy man and his cup of joe,” Sprite quipped. Irons snorted as
he made his way aft to the food replicator.


“Damn
skippy,” he growled.


 


Orbit
of Triang was reached sixteen hours later. The bridge crew worked on trade over
the communications link. When the admiral heard about that little tidbit he was
amused. He had given Triang the radio system for situations like this. It was
good that they were putting it to use so soon. Irons had turned his attention
on the sensors a few hours ago. He was on the bridge, on his back tearing into
the underside of the sensor console with a tech handing him parts as they
exchanged greetings with the planet.


The
techs manning communications were surprised by the clear signal. “Must be a
good day down there,” the comm. tech stated.


“No,
I upgraded their systems when I was downside,” Irons replied absently, not
bothering to pull himself out to talk with them face to face.


“Oh.”


“Admiral,
I um... that is...” the tech sounded nervous. Irons slowed his work for a
moment. He peeked out from under the console.


“Yes?”


“I'm
well, I'm the cargo master.” Irons studied the Telerite. It was unusual to see
one in such a bright room without another of its species near. They were pretty
codependent. Also normally nocturnal.


Irons
chattered out an ultrasonic greeting with his implants. The Telerite stepped
back uncertainly then started to chatter its teeth in surprised amusement.
Irons noted it was wearing some sort of wraparound sunglasses. That explained
how it could tolerate the light level. After a moment the Telerite reached down
and shut off its old vocoder and then started chattering at him fast in its
native language.


Irons
hid a snort as the mole like alien went on and on faster than even he could
keep up with. No doubt Sprite was following along. He was pretty sure this
character was alone for a reason now; he had diarrhea mouth and didn't come
with a stop command. The vocoder probably forced the alien to channel his or
her chatter into something the machine could keep up with.


“Easy,”
he said holding up a hand. Text was scrolling across his HUD as Sprite
translated it. He couldn't keep up with half of it. A lot of it was the being's
life story. The human and Veraxin crew around them were looking confused. Irons
shrugged it off as he got to his feet. “Okay let's start with something simple.
Blur right?” he asked the alien in its native language.


Telerites
were marsupials. Terrans thought of them as bipedal moles. They had pouches on
both thighs, their abdomen and their lower back. This one was a small version
of the species, about a meter tall. Young obviously. They could range up to
three meters tall and two wide under the right conditions.


Blur
wiggled excitedly. “Oh sorry, sorry, it's just I haven't talked with someone in
a while and I get kind of excited. I'd love to talk with you for a while but
I'm kind of busy. I'm sorry to say this but we need your shuttle. Now we can
offload your things and...”


“Hang
on a sec,” Irons said interrupting the stream. The Telerite blinked at him in
confusion. “Just a moment there. I thought we settled this. My shuttle is
military issue. I am not going to part with it.”


“Oh
no, no sir. We're just going to borrow it for a week to transfer materials to
the ground and back. We need the extra space you see since we're behind
schedule. That crisis... Thank you by the way for fixing the ship! That crisis
messed up all our schedules. Oh Whoa, it is such a pain!”


The
admiral rubbed his temple. At this rate he was going to get a headache for
sure. “Okay. Look. I'll see if we can get another of your shuttles out. Will
that help? My launch isn't negotiable.”


Blur
pause and then dry washed his hand paws. “But we need the shuttle. We only have
so much material to transfer of course, you've been using some of the cargo to repair
the ship and we need to get this down fast. The contract for the magnesium
specifies...”


The
admiral held up a restraining hand. “Hang on a minute. I'll get the other
shuttle up for you. It's what a cargo shuttle right? My shuttle isn't built to
haul large cargo transfers.”


“Um,
we can do that but I need authorization to proceed. I'd like to you understand
it's just that...”


“I
get it. We'll get authorization. Start with Barry he knows who to talk to. Get
me a parts list and the materials and we'll get on it.”


“But
I can't spare the raw materials! You've taken so much and we need it to trade
or we'll be out of food soon and we can't have that! We also need fuel because
we're low on fuel and that's not good. We really need the fuel and can't afford
a delay...”


“Just
settle down.” Irons still wasn't sure about the gender of the Telerite. They
were hermaphrodites that could choose the gender they preferred depending on
their environment. They had a shaggy pelt due to the climate they had
originally evolved in. Normally they had a brown or black pelt. This one had a
white pelt with black leopard spots on its back and flanks. It's rear spines
jutted out from the fur along it's spine. They flexed as it breathed.


It
had two meaty hands with a pair of long thick digging claws embedded on the
back of the four fingered hands. The claws were hollow Irons knew. Each had a
venom sack in the hand that the alien could use in its defense if anything was
foolish enough to attack it.


“Look,
see if Barry is on duty. If he is and if you can get permission get him to take
the broken bits out of the shuttle and we'll use my replicator to use them as
the substrate to remake them. If that's okay with you right?”


“Oh
yes that's better. It sounds good I'm just not sure. You know it's so hard
dealing with the vocoder. You seem like a nice fellow. A very nice Terran. I
like talking with you. You can speak my native language though I detect a
metallic tone in your voice. Is there something wrong?”


“It's
my implants,” Irons replied amused. “Terrans can't speak at these ranges,” he
replied. He was glad the implants were shouldering the brunt of the work. If
his voice box had tried to handle the ultrasonic frequencies it would have
locked up on him for sure.


“Okay.
I'll see if we can get the permission from the captain. Oh I hate to bother him
though! He's such a grump sometimes. Really he is. I could tell you stories
that would turn your ears inside out. The Terran is quite vicious with his
odor. Not like you and I don't mean to complain. It's just some Terrans stink
if you know what I mean? I mean you can't help it and all; it's just your
nature. I wish, I so wish, we could talk more but I really need to get going. I
need to get this done right away so we can get the shuttle working. Oh I'd love
to have the other shuttle running again! It's a larger shuttle and we could
really use it but it had so many problems that it was unfortunately parked. Can
you really fix it? Of course you can you can do anything. Really. So amazing
for a Terran to do so much in such a limited time!”


“Okay,”
Irons said trying hard not to shake his head. The ultrasonic’s were starting to
become painful. He was glad none of the canines were here, they would have been
howling by now. “Get on it. I'll check with Barry as soon as this is done. In
fact I'll have my AI handle it now.”


“Okay
thank you! Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Telerite bounced and then rushed
off at a waddle. Irons snorted as the crew got out of its way and practically
urged it on. When the alien had left he sighed in relief. He wasn't the only
one in the compartment to do so.


“He's
a talker. Blur,” a Veraxin said with a head bob. A Terran nodded.


“It's
a he?” Irons asked.


“Sorry.
Not sure really. I don't want to hear the answer if I ever asked,” the Veraxin
replied. There was a chuckle of amusement from the others. Several people
nodded as they returned their attention to their work.


“Now
I know why he's cargo master. Could you imagine him running on with trade
negotiations? They'd give him anything he wanted just to get him to shut up,”
Sprite said to Irons. Irons snorted as he returned his attention to the
console.


“Okay,
where were we. Oh, yes, I was almost done here. We're just putting a pretty
band aid on this for now. To really fix this we need to go out on the hull and
rewire or replace the antenna.”


“We
know admiral,” the Veraxin said. “The primary communications array was sheared
off in a meteor storm centuries ago. The secondary is patched. I believe one
antenna is warped.”


“Probably.
The software situation is sorted out. I've replaced the processors but the
memory has errors. I'll swap that out and then we can track down the other
bugs.”


“Thank
you admiral,” the Veraxin said.


“No
problem.”


 


“Admiral
a moment of your time?” Doctor Numiria called him. He's amused that Sprite had
opened the video channel on the newly replaced LCD in front of him. He was just
wrapping up the job here and was about ready to move on. This was a final test
to make sure everything worked. Obviously it did.


“Is
this about the missing genetics in my blood doc?” he asked, pretty sure of her
answer.


She
blinked at his image. “Yes. I take it you are aware of it. I've never seen
anything like that. If you hadn't been sitting in front of me I would have
sworn you were a construct.”


“Nope.”


“No
I know. You don't smell like one. I can smell Terran human.” Irons didn't tell
her that a good artificial construct could replicate the smells of a human. The
Xeno's had used them but they preferred to use clone constructs.


“It's
a security precaution mandated by the Federation Doctor. Black letter
Federation law.”


She
frowned. He sighed. “Doc look. My genetics in the wrong hands could lead to bad
things. Things like clones or genetic targeting or other even nastier things
that would keep you up at night,” he explained. 


She
shrugged it off. “Well, other than that you are fine. Obviously I can't check
for timed genetic disorders in your blood. I'm assuming that's been done
though,” she said. He nodded. “Okay then. You've got a clean bill of health.
But you already knew that of course.”


“Nice
to get an outside opinion every now and again doc.”


“Signing
off,” she said, reaching forward and cutting the link. Irons nodded.


“Good.
And now the crew knows you're not a leper,” Sprite said to him as he wiped off
the plastic bezel around the screen and then wiped at the scared chrome trim. 


When
he finished he looked up to see Barry coming in. Barry looked left and right.
Irons smiled. “Looking for me?” he asked innocently. Barry scowled and then nodded.


“You
sicked Blur on me? How low!” Barry said. Irons wasn't sure if he was mocking
that little joke or if he was seriously annoyed by it.


“Seemed
like a good idea at the time. I need your permission to rebuild one of your
cargo shuttles.”


“I'll
remember that,” Barry said as he shook his head. “Wait, rebuild...” He looked
thoughtful as he thought that through. Apparently Blur had been his usual vocal
self and hadn't gotten much of his intended message across to its recipient.


“Yes.
It seems the Telerite wanted to borrow my shuttle. I suggested an alternative,”
Irons replied. He nodded to the crew around him. “I'll be in the shuttle bay if
anyone needs me,” he said.


“Thanks
Admiral,” a tech said. The Veraxin gave him a thumbs up with its lower right
hand. Irons nodded as he motioned to Barry to lead the way.


 


After
a couple of hours of work they got the shuttle Barry had picked out up to
marginally running status. “At least it can tell us what's wrong with it now,”
Irons said, taking the brighter side of things.


“Yeah,”
Barry said in disgust. “A whole hell of a lot.”


“Well,
that's because you've been scavenging it. We'll get it sorted out. I've got the
parts I can order from here on the burner. How's the Scarab holding up?”


“Well,”
Barry said, yanking out a snapped fuel line. “Better than I expected,” he
grunted as he reached in and disengaged the coupler holding the end in.


“A
little TLC and some parts and this bird will be back in the air.”


“Yeah,
until you leave. Are you leaving?” he asked. Barry didn't sound like he wanted
Irons to leave anytime soon. Irons couldn't blame the man. They were getting a
lot done. His presence and his replicators were a catalyst for major changes in
the ship.


“Not
sure,” Irons replied shrugging the question off. “I've considered it.”


“Apparently
you're not the only one admiral,” Sprite informed him. 


“Oh?”


“Apparently
there is a petition to keep you aboard. Half the crew have signed it already.
The meetings I've been able to eavesdrop in.... Let's just say the Captain is
dubious about the idea.”


“I
still don't understand his problem. I mean, he's the one who wronged me
remember?”


“Who
you talking to?” Barry asked.


“Sprite.
My AI. She's briefing me a little.”


“Oh.”


“Sorry,”
the admiral replied sheepishly, looking up at the bulkhead and blowing his
cheeks out as he thought about the situation.


“No
no, it's okay. I'll uh, just get these off and go see what's ready for pick up.
Save the kid a trip,” Barry said. The kid in question was sitting in the
cockpit pretending to fly it. Irons looked at the windshield and snorted. He
could read the kids lips, he was pretending to be a fighter pilot shooting down
Xenos. Sound effects were sputtering by his young Veraxin co-pilot.


Irons
watched Barry leave. He was under the shuttle. He'd taken the cover plates off
to repair the avionics. He let Proteus handle the repairs as he listened to
Sprite's brief.


“Okay,
the Warners and half of crew are behind you and leading the fight of course. I
believe the captain's family had it out, but I'm only guessing, I don't have it
on record. So far the Captain has backed down but is still resentful.”


“I'll
try to stay out of his way then. Antigua is still our best bet. I'm not sure
when we'll see another ship here. I'm not thrilled about being stuck ground side
waiting.”


“He
feels threatened,” Sprite said.


“I
don't know why. Roles and all are reversed. He's the man in power.”


“It's
not like you'd take over his ship or anything. It's a piece of crap,” Sprite
said in disgust. “I believe though that might be the problem. That and you
thwarted him.”


“It's
old Sprite. Not everything that is old is worthless.”


“Oh?”
she asked dubiously.


“Take
us for example.”


“Touché'”
she said amused. He pulled out a card and looked it over. It was pretty
scorched. From the look of it the carbon carbon tiles had been breached. Most
of this bay was ruined. He made a note to replicate replacements and then
started yanking everything.


“We'll
work on it. Antigua is a better place to spend time on I heard. It's a cross
roads for several freighter loops.” He tugged out a clip and then disconnected
the wiring harness.


“Thinking
about hooking back up with Io 11 Admiral?” Sprite asked. She wasn't sure about
the viability of that option. Or how it would play out.


Irons
hands slowed as he thought. “It's a thought. A long shot, I'd prefer to find a
nice base to build from though.”


“Admiral
there is...”


“Don't
go there,” Irons growled, sitting up straight, eyes flashing. He knew she what
she was thinking. Hell, he'd thought about it briefly himself. But secrecy was
drilled into him as much as her. Something’s were best left alone. If. If, a
big if. If it even still existed. “Even internally we don't break that.”


“Even
now?”


“Even
now. Not unless we have to. Right now we don't, so we won’t. Besides, to get
there we'd need a ship. If it even still exists. Which I doubt.”


“True.”


“Now
let’s get this bent up bird straightened out so they can go on with their
planned transfer and we can get back to business.”


“Do
you think you'll have enough time to overhaul all the critical systems Admiral?
They want to leave in a week,” Sprite replied sounding dubious. She put the
odds of their leaving on schedule as two to one against. Then again
circumstances can change fast. Even she can't account for every variable at
work in this situation.


“We're
going to do our best,” he answered, pushing the growing pile out from under the
crate as he kept pulling more parts. “We're going to try.”
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Cora
arranged for dinner with the Captain and the Warners. The Captain talked with
the Warners, feeling them out about admiral Irons and their connection. Taylor
had explained, laying out the story. Cora seemed impressed. Toni was busy
taking notes with her tablet. Her mother normally laid down the law about that,
no electronics at the table. For some reason she was allowing this.


The
captain sat back, stretching a bit. It was ironic, he had always avoided the
seniors, they told a lot of good stories but they were usually maudlin about
it. Good times. A golden age, things like that. Feelings that the best was
behind them and everything was downhill from here usually left him feeling lost
and depressed. He'd braced himself for that but they were surprisingly upbeat.


Taylor
grinned throwing the captain further off balance. “He's incredible. Drop him in
a star system with a couple of hundred people, some AI, a tug, a fusion reactor
and a class two industrial replicator and he'd have the system swarming in a
week. A month after that and he'd have a full on shipyard growing. Or at least
the beginnings of one. At the end of the year he'd have laid the first ship.”


“Impressive,”
Cora said, dabbing at her mouth with her napkin.


“He's
incredible. Even before he was injured.”


“How'd
that happen? I thought the implants... cybernetics were voluntary?” Cora asked.


The
exec looked at his father. Taylor Warner shook his head in amusement. “Irons
isn't the type. He was too busy even before the terrorist attack to take the
downtime. From what I heard they usually had to order him to take his
accumulated leave time. They'd lock him out and drop him someplace.”


“That
only happened once,” his wife said with a small smile. That surprised the
Chambers family. Rasha rarely ever spoke.


“And
from what I heard the admiral was up to his elbows in mischief despite it,”
Warner said with a laugh.


“True,”
his wife said with a small moue. The Captain and his wife looked from one to
the other in amused curiosity.


Taylor
waved a dismissive hand. “Long story. It boils down to that idle hands make for
the devil's work. He's brilliant when he wants or needs to be. He tends to look
at something and turn it on its head or follow the KISS principle. He calls
KISS the ultimate crap cutter.”


“KISS?”
Cora asked.


“Keep
It Simple Stupid,” the exec supplied with a small smile.


Cora
blinked and then her lips puckered in an amused smile. “Oh.”


“Engineers
are usually fond of making things overly complicated and horribly difficult to
run let alone repair. Irons isn't like that. He's a big fan of the modular
concept. A bigger fan of self repairing systems and an innovator. He has
several ship and station designs to his credit. Or should I say had.”


“You
were talking about his implants? Before?” Cora suggested, trying to get them
back on topic.


Taylor
shrugged. “Oh them. He's picked up injuries at different times in his career.
Pirates, terrorists, and the Xenos. Normally a person who is injured received a
cloned replacement part. The problem is it took weeks to grow parts, and months
sometimes to go through rehabilitation learning to reuse and dial the body part
in properly. When a hospital is swarming with wounded during a crisis such as a
war they tended to take short cuts.”


“Ouch,”
Cora said, eyes wide.


Taylor
nodded. “Yes well, it's only temporary for most of them. Something to at least
get them out and about until they can get the time to replace the parts. I'm
not sure of the full story, he hasn't told us you see, but apparently they
asked him to volunteer to try something new.”


“And
being an innovator he went for it?” The exec asked. “Dad?”


“I'm...
I'm not sure how much I can get into. Security and all,” Taylor said
cautiously, giving his son an apologetic look. The captain glanced his wife and
the exec in surprise. Security? At this time?


“I
know I know, it's been centuries, but somethings die hard. Habits and all. What
I can say is that the implants have stepped up his game exponentially.”


Taylor
Warner's eyes turned to the captain. “Captain. Give Irons his head and he'll
have this ship in tip top condition in next to no time. Give him a willing
group of people to train and they will know how to keep her up for the next
seven centuries.”


“That
I'd like to see,” the captain said with a nod. “If it is possible. He was
finally getting over his anger and loathing at Irons. It's hard to be the
bigger man when Irons had already taken the honor. 


“Oh
it's possible all right. Just give it time. Reserve judgment if you must. The
best we can do is try to live up to his example. The man really is a miracle
worker.”


“It's
part of being an engineer or being a doctor,” Taylor Warner said quietly with a
small smile. His wife smiled a little as she took a sip of tea.


 


Captain
Chambers called the bridge meeting to order the next morning. The meeting was
attended by bridge officers and some of the senior ship's counsel. The room was
too small for everyone so half attend virtually. This was something they hadn't
been able to do in such numbers until now. The captain wasn't sure he was happy
about all the changes. With everyone attending it made the meeting very
political and slow to get started. It was something else to blame Irons for. He
realized he needed to stop blaming Irons and criticizing the admiral for
bringing change to his life. Change was good in small doses but this was all
coming at them fast. It was hard to cope.


They
went around the room discussing department status and objectives. All the
department heads were upbeat. The captain was surprised that things were going
so well. Only the cargo master Blur and the surly gardener seemed put out over
the changes.


“In
closing I believe we'll have the drive back online again in two days. Three at
the most. From there we're going to focus on the long range sensors and shield
emitters.”


“Has
the admiral approved of the additional usage of his replicator?” Cora asked
sipping from her drink. She normally didn't attend the council meetings but had
elected to join this one. Captain Chambers wasn't sure why.


O'Mallory
sat and looked across the table to the woman with an arched eyebrow. “He hasn't
said we can't.”


“I'm
fairly sure he's all for it,” Warner said dryly, doodling on his tablet with
his free hand. The room's attention turned to him. “If he had any problems he'd
let us know. Since rebuilding the hyperdrive is his idea I think he's in line with
the other repairs. They go hand in hand correct?” O'Mallory nodded in response.


“We
are hemorrhaging material. Material we need. Captain I have to protest the
needless waste!” Blur stood and shuffled back and forth. He wanted to pace but
couldn't. O'Mallory scowled at him.


The
captain tried not to sigh as he rocked his chair a little. The chair squeaked.
He'd have to get someone to oil the springs again.


“I
don't see any waste. All the things we've done are for the benefit of the ship
and crew,” O'Mallory growled glaring at the Telerite.


“But.
But! But... we need that material! What are we going to trade with?!” We need
food too! Food, fuel...”


“We're
not broke,” O'Mallory said in disgust. “Just because we haven't broken a profit
here on the planet doesn't mean we haven't profited in other ways.”


“Why
don't you continue with your report and we can decide for ourselves,” the
captain said stopping his rocking to stare the chief down. Ever since this
Irons character had shown up O'Mallory had become more and more decisive and
firm. In other words an all around pain in the ass.


“Blur...”
Cora gave the Telerite an encouraging look. He nodded and launched into his
report.


The
report boiled down to his unhappiness over not having the materials he wanted
to use to trade to Triang. Without the materials he was short for what they
would need to trade to Antigua and Centennial.


The
Captain wasn't sure what to do. When Blur wound down Cora tapped her chin in
thought attracting the attention of the room. They continued to murmur back and
forth but everyone was curious about what she was going to say as purser.
Sometimes it helped to have the wife of the captain taking on multiple roles on
a ship. “Perhaps we can bring the admiral in on this. You know, see what he
suggests.”


“No,”
the captain said firmly. He had to draw a line somewhere.


“Why
not?” she asked. “Maybe we can lease his replicator? Make a few parts that the
ground siders would want? Have you thought of that?” she asked, looking at the
Telerite. From his look and manner she was pretty sure the answer was no. She'd
heard he had wanted to borrow the admiral's shuttle to make some of the runs
but the admiral had refused. He had compromised by taking the time to repair
one of the other aerospace craft though. She looked at her husband.


“No,”
He refused shaking his head. “We've asked enough of him,” the captain said
firmly. He wasn't sure what Irons game was and he didn't want to get in any
deeper with the man than he had to. He didn't like feeling indebted to the man.
The man was just too odd. No one was this altruistic right? 


Warner
reluctantly nodded. Cora pursed her lips but lets the matter drop for now.


“Okay.
You said we've got the power systems rebuilt or in the process of being
rebuilt. I understand you are no longer using raw material but using the broken
pieces and melting them down. I take it that is slowing your repairs chief?”


“A
lot. We'll deal with it,” O'Mallory said with a shrug.


“How
are the life support repairs?” 


“Coming
along nicely. We've even reclaimed some of the abandoned areas and repaired
some of the breaches. I'm hoping to have the ship buttoned up completely before
we break orbit. Or at least before we enter hyper,” O'Mallory reported.


“That
would be nice,” Hir'ruk chattered. The loss of heat and life support volatiles
was a constant headache for ops. Having more space would draw more power from
the reactor but it would also spread out the load on the life support system.


“Can
we use this extra space?” Cora asked.


“For
what?”


“Making
things. Storage, I don't know,” Cora frowned slightly and looked at Blur. The
Telerite looked uncertain. “Perhaps we can use the space to make more of the
things Antigua would like? Purchase the raw materials at a discount from the
planet and make them ourselves? We've got a lot of idle hands to put to work
you know.”


“That's
a possibility,” Blur said cautiously. Cora blinked. That was the shortest
statement she'd ever heard the Telerite utter. He must really be considering
it. Good.


“We've
got four more days in orbit. Do you think that you will have all the repairs
done by then?” she asked turning to the chief.


O’Mallory
nodded. The woman looked tired but determined. “The interior repairs we can do
as we go. The fusion drive repairs will have to wait. We need more time. We're
replacing her electronics but that's about all we can do right now. I'll need
at least two weeks of down time to rebuild the engines.”


“You
can do that?” Hir'ruk asked shocked and amazed. His true hands waved in first
degree disbelief.


O'Mallory
turned to the Veraxin in amusement. “With Irons on our side just about anything
is possible.” The captain felt an echo of his conversations with the senior
Warners. Perhaps they had been on the level about the man... he brushed the
thought aside.


O'Mallory
brought them up to speed on the planned shield and hull repairs. Many were
amazed and enthused. The Captain still wasn't happy about the hyperdrive
repair. “What if something goes wrong? Are you certain he'll have that drive
working chief? If something is wrong we're stuck.”


“Then
he'll fix it,” O'Mallory said with a dismissive wave. She'd long ago given up
any contention that Irons couldn't do what he said he could. Give the man
enough power and material and he could damn well build a starship from
scratch if he wanted to do so.


“What
if he can't?” Hir'ruk demands shrugging his upper shoulders in second level
emphasis to make it clear it was important but he wasn't confident about the
question himself.


“The
only ones on this ship capable of repairing or building a hyperdrive are Irons
and my parents,” Warner pointed out. “Dad rebuilt our drive twice before he was
injured and forced to retire. He even got us up an octave remember? If he could
do that with basic officer’s implants and limited training what can Irons do?”


“You
mean what can't he do right?” O'Mallory asked. “I've realized the man is a
walking factory. He's got the Midas touch when it came to machines. I honestly
think given enough time Kiev will be factory new, or damn close to it,” she
said firmly. This statement forced the captain to pause for thought.


“He
wants to get us up to Beta band but I'm not sure he'll make it before we leave.
I'm pretty sure we'll pick up three or four octaves though,” she said nodding
to Esmay and then to Blackhawk. The chief navigator pursed her lips in a silent
whistle. Blackhawk nodded.


“Why
not the extra band?” The captain's wife asked. She wasn't disappointed but was
interested in the answer. From the sound of her question she wanted the answer
aired.


O'Mallory
frowned, clearly annoyed. She didn't like their efforts undermined or
questioned. Her people with the admiral's help were pulling off miracles.
“Something is better than nothing.”


“I
know that. I still want an answer.”


“The
hyperdrive is only one part of the whole system. Granted it's what gets us into
hyperspace, but with poor shields and sensors... and our computer net the way
it is we can't really handle a higher band. At least not now. He also is
concerned about the hull structure. He said he wanted a hull inspection inside
and out to make sure the superstructure can handle the load before we tried for
beta. I agreed. I still do.”


“Kiev
was never a warship. What does he want from us?” The captain demanded shaking
his head.


O'Mallory
frowned again. “Kiev did fine in the Beta bands before the war. We just had to
step down our speed over the centuries. He's restoring that. I'm looking
forward to what else he can pull off.”


“We're
pulling the sensors to rebuild them,” the sensor officer said.


“I
don't like the idea of being blind,” the captain musses darkly.


“Neither
does he captain. We had a kilometer range with our sensors. They'd degraded
that much. A bit better in hyper but that was because of the lensing effect,”
O'Mallory explained.


“True.”


“He's
rebuilt the lidar and radar arrays. Recalibrated both. Our optical network was
in need of electronic repair, they're working on that now,” the Veraxin sensor
officer chittered.


“So
we're blind right now?” the captain demanded. This was the first he had heard
of this and he was clearly unhappy.


“Oh
no, we've got the lidar like I said.” The Veraxin pulled up the sensor feed and
turned the tablet to show them. “See? One hundred thousand kilometers fine
detail, one million kilometers is rough detail. Very good. Much, much better.”
He waved his antenna and lower arms in emphasis.


“But
lidar and radar are practically useless in hyper,” the captain said.


“Practically
and completely are two very different things. But you are correct,” O'Mallory
admitted. “Which is why I'm going to see what he can do with the hyper sensors
after this shift.”


“Can
we make our deadline?”


“It's
a self imposed deadline. We'll make it or we'll extend it,” Warner said with a
shrug. Blur looked ready to object but he knew better than to run off at the
mouth around the captain and other bridge officers.


“If
we pick up a few octaves we'll more than make up for the loss in time. We may
even come in earlier than we planned.”


“But.
But. But we need the materials!”


“He's
restricted himself to rebuilding with preexisting materials. That's slowed us
down a bit though. We have to take the existing equipment off line, unplug it,
remove it and then melt it down and reforge it into what we need. And then we
have to install it, test it, and then integrate it with the other existing
equipment. That's a lot of time.”


“Ouch.”


“Some
things we can't do. Some of the larger arrays are too large to remake with his
small replicator,” she admitted and then sighed.


“Can
he make a bigger one?” The captain's wife asked.


O'Mallory
looked at her as she brushed her bangs back. She glanced at Warner. Warner
shrugged and gave her a small nod. The captain's wife didn't miss that subtle
cue. 


“He
can. He's actually the only one in the galaxy who can.”


“Oh?”
The captain's wife asked as the others sat up in surprise.


“He's
an engineering flag officer. He's got the keys imbedded in his implants and
neural net. All the keys apparently,” O'Mallory explained.


“Not
quite. He did admit he doesn't have medical nanite keys,” the doctor said with
a grimace. “But I see your point.” Her ears flicked to her friend.


“Correct.
He is a very precious resource. One we've got to protect. For the future,”
Warner said with a nod.


Blur
blinked and then almost as one the staff nodded.


 


The
admiral took a turn and paused. If he'd been moving any faster he would have
run head on to the being filling the hatch in front of him.


“Make
a hole,” the Tauren rumbled. Irons stepped back and to the side, then side
stepped to a recessed hatch and flattened against it. He was supposed to be
working on the hyper sensors but things were going slow. He had a lot of idle
time as he waited for parts to be transported from here to there and for parts
to be melted down and remade.


The
Tauren was big, easily filling the companionway even without having a box
tucked under each arm. He had blond fur on the top of his head. He chuffed as
he passed Irons.


“Yo
Torg!” A tech called just as he passed. Irons sucked in his gut as the Tauren
turned and looked back the way he had come. 


“Don't
forget to torque down the...”


“Yeah
yeah, I know,” He rumbled waving a hand. “To spec. Yes, I know. I won't snap
the bolts. I'm not Riff.”


“Just
so you know,” the tech answered sounding concerned. Torg snorted again, great
nostrils dilating and then turned. 


“What
are you looking at?” he rumbled, looking down at Irons.


“Just
waiting for you to get out of the way,” Irons replied.


“Watch
yourself little man,” the Tauren rumbled and then stomped off. His hooves made
clanging sounds on the deck.


“Well!
That was interesting,” Sprite said.  For some reason she sounded pleased. He
wasn't sure if it was her perverse sense of humor kicking in or not.


“So?”


“He's
a Tauren admiral,” Sprite said unnecessarily as he continued on to the drive
room.


“Yes
I know. Hard to miss. Again so?”


“So
there is a bolo out on his species admiral.”


Irons
slowed his headlong stride a bit. “Come again?”


“I've
flagged the encounter,” Sprite replied absently. 


“Why
the Be On the Look Out?” Irons asked patiently. 


“Admiral,
there was a Tauren Marine who lost his entire clan in Pyrax. The Port a prince
massacre remember? There had been some talk that he was the last of his species
and a bolo had been put out.”


“Oh,”
Iron said and then nodded, looking on to where the Tauren had disappeared.
“Glad there is another. He's a he though I think.”


“Was
that sarcasm in your voice? You know that it only takes a genetic sample from a
couple of sources and a good geneticist can extract the female strands and bind
them together. Or just clone them.”


“Yes
Sprite, I did know that. Make a note. E-mail this Torg too. Let him know about
the marine in Pyrax.”


“Done
and done.”


“I
think there is more than one though,” he said pausing at an intersection. Down
about ten meters away was a work crew working on a section of the companionway.
One of them was a Tauren, smaller than the first. “I'm guessing that's Riff?”
he asked.


“Sensor
readings are that he is a she Admiral,” Sprite informed him. “All the better
for their species,” she said sounding smug.


“Good,”
Irons replied with a nod. “How's it going there?” he asked, raising a hand to
wave. The work crew looked up and nodded politely.


“I
was wondering if I could speak with you for a moment ma'am,” he said, turning
his attention on the Tauren.


“I'm
kind of busy here,” she said looking at him warily.


“This
won’t take long.” He quickly sketched out the bolo and asked a few questions.
She kept an eye on the crew but told him that there were over a dozen Taurens
on Kiev. He nodded and talked with the Tauren as her crew finished up.


He
noted that the crew had been rerouting plasma conduits and pulling old patch
jobs. O'Mallory nodded to him in passing. The tech behind her had coils of
power cables on a hovercart. Apparently the junction had been offline so they
had been forced to run power cables along the inside of the companionway to
critical equipment. Now that the repairs were complete the bypass was no longer
needed. “Good. Now the hatches in this section could be used in case of a
breach.” O'Mallory looked smug as she looked around.


“Been
a while since this has been fixed chief?” Irons asked.


“A
bit. What's everyone standing around for?” she asked, hands on her hips. The
crew locked up their tools and started loading up to move on.


“My
fault chief. I stopped to talk with the young lady here,” Irons said,
indicating the female Tauren. “Miss I didn't catch your name?” he asked
politely.


The
cow turned to him and snorted. “Gwen. I'm... look I'm a little busy here with
my crew. We can talk after my shift if you can find me,” she said with a wave
of her hand and nod to the chief.


“By
all means. I apologize for the distraction,” Irons replied getting out of their
way.


When
they were gone the chief turned an inquiring eye his way. He shrugged. “What
was that about?” she asked.


“Pyrax
put a bolo out on Taurens. Sprite flagged the Taurens down so I stopped to get
some information.”


“Bolo?”


“Be
On the Look Out. The Pyrax clan was decimated in an accident after a major
solar flare. One survivor. We thought the species was near extinction.”


“Oh.”
She paused and then her eyes widened. “OH!” she said, catching on. He nodded
sober.


“Right.
So it's good to see them,” the admiral said.


“I
see,” she said nodding. She looked down the way the Tauren had left. “They are
great techs. Just about all of them are technically proficient.”


Irons
smiled. “They are tinkerers at heart. They were one of the rare space fairing
species before the founding of the Federation.”


“Really?”
she asked sounding slightly disinterested. Irons felt a pang. Obviously they
hadn't kept up some of their history. He wondered if they even cared.


“Yes.
Taurens achieved space flight thousands of years before we Terrans did. I've
uploaded the galactic encyclopedia to the ship net. I can flag some entries for
you chief.”


She
waved a dismissive hand. “Pass, I was just curious. How goes the hyperdrive?”


“I'm
replicating parts. I've torn her down; her governor was just about worn out.
You're lucky,” he said. He had been on his way to work on the hyper sensors
while waiting on parts. Dividing his time was annoying. He had to go from one
end of the ship to the other, back and forth wasting his time.


She
shuddered. “I'd been afraid of that. She has been unstable lately. The crew
thought it was the octaves.”


The
admiral shook his head. “No. Wear and tear and metal fatigue. Also just plain
age. There was a short at one point. Someone did an okay patch job around the
damage cutting out the isolimeter for the upper bands. I'm replicating that
part now.”


“Huh,”
she grunted.


“I'm
working on the sensors now. I'd like to overhaul the shields and hyper
collectors before we leave the system.”


“So
would I,” O'Mallory sighed. “But the captain is dead set on holding to the
deadline no matter what.”


“Well,
if not this time than next. If we can find a nice rock with the right
concentrations of metal in it maybe we can wrangle it in. That would go a long
ways to restoring your metal stocks and allow the replicator to use new
material.”


O'Mallory
looked thoughtful. That wasn't the first time the admiral had made that
suggestion to her but it was becoming more and more appealing as they tried to
labor under the stupid restrictions. “I'll have the bridge look into that,”
O'Mallory said with a nod. “Maybe Barry and his Scarab can go out and snatch
one for us.”


“Good,”
Irons said with a nod. “I've got to check in with him in a bit. I'm making a
stop through engineering then the replicator then Barry after lunch.”


“Cool.
Keep up the good work admiral,” she said, smiling and moving on. Irons watched
her go and then went back to what he was doing.


 


Irons
was up to his elbows helping Barry in the boat bay when the captain and his
entourage came in after lunch. Kiev has a complement of eight aerospace capable
shuttles of various sizes and four maintenance boats. She also had a pair of
battered orbital transfer platforms and a pair of stripped down space shuttles.
One was an old yellow school bus. There were a couple of space bots but they
were little more than frames. Their sensors, power supplies, and electronics
had been scavenged long ago. One was missing it's motors and one arm. He'd have
to do something about that later.


The
crew had spent the past seven centuries stripping the birds one by one to keep
the remaining ships flying. Barry had told him that at one point they had had a
baker's dozen of ascraft before they had traded the nearly useless frames to
Pyrax as scrap in a desperate move to keep the ship flying with parts they had
received in return.


The
admiral had been amused by Barry's wistful but bitter look when he had
described the old ships. The man definitely loved ascraft of practically any
size and shape. A collector in some ways, each of the craft were unique models.
Which of course made maintenance and repair a problem. This would be the fourth
ascraft. They hadn't had three running at the same time for nearly forty years.
It had been nearly two centuries since they had had four working
shuttles.


Barry
looked over his shoulder at the captain and then back to Irons. Irons had felt
and seen them come in on his sensory implants but had so far ignored it.
Barry's wary look was also ignored as he finished running a diagnostic on the
drive they had just finished repairing.


“Looks
good Barry. Give it a couple of hours of burn in and then do a thorough diagnostic
to be sure. There might be wear on the turbines. Don't mind the bluing, that's
normal,” he said, dusting his hands off on each before pulling out a rag.


“Scorches
too. I know the drill,” Barry said with a nod as Irons straightened. He looked
over his shoulder to the Captain and Veraxin ops officer and then back to the
boat bay officer. The captain and ops officer were staring at the various
ships. Work had been narrowed down to the ones they could easily repair with
the minimum amount of parts and labor. He and Barry were both hoping to get the
remainder flight ready in hyper. Or at least that was their plan anyway. The
parts restriction put a crimp on that plan.


“Think
they're here to see what's going on?” Barry asked quietly.


“If
I could only be so lucky,” Irons replied equally quietly and then sighed. He
turned, wiping his hands on a rag.


“Another
shuttle ready to go Barry?” Hir’ruk asked ignoring Irons.


Barry
nodded. “Just about. We're going to run the avionics test in an hour then do a
flight test around the ship.”


“Clear
it with the bridge,” the captain rumbled. “Ahead of time,” he ordered.


“Of
course sir,” Barry said soberly, trying hard not to roll his eyes. He knew
procedure. He wasn't a shave tail.


“Just
what's your game?” the captain asked as they climbed off the shuttle and then
onto the nearby ladder. Barry looked at the captain warily.


“No
game. Just helping out,” the admiral replied.


“No
one is that much of a kiss ass,” Hir'ruk said waving his antenna.


“It's
for my comfort too,” Irons said with a smile as he climbed down the stairs
behind Barry. When he was off the last tread the tech standing nearby hit the
lock release with his foot and then wheeled the portable stairs clear.


“Really.
Fixing that is for your comfort?” the Veraxin asked sarcastically.


“Well,”
Irons looked back to the ascraft and then back to the officers and shrugged.
“To be honest I'm a sucker for ascraft too. When I was a kid I loved tinkering
with them. I never grew out of it I guess. Probably never will.”


“I
haven't,” Barry admitted wiping his hands on his own rag and then cleaning his
tools as he put them away.


“I
thought you were working on the hyperdrive?” the captain finally asked.


“I
did. I'm waiting on parts being replicated,” the admiral explained.


“Oh.”


“I
can multitask,” the admiral said with a shrug. “I like to keep busy too. There
is only so much time before Kiev breaks orbit so I'll do what I can with that
time.”


“Who
asked you?” Hir'ruk demanded.


“The
chief. If you want me to stop just say so. I'll stop here and now,” Irons said,
eyes narrowing. “Of course your hyperdrive is in pieces right now and you'd
spend the rest of eternity orbiting Triang but that's your choice.”


“No
one's asking you to stop,” the captain admitted. “We'd just like to know where
you are going with all this. And why.”


Irons
sighed. “Captain, no offense but I've told you. I am an engineer. I like to
keep busy. Secondly, no thirdly I like to repair things. It's part of my
nature. Fourth I don't like the idea of bumbling around in a ship that's well,
no offense, falling apart. Fifth I also don't like the idea of taking five or
six months in hyper to go a couple of parsecs.”


“If
you don't like the transit time you could always debark and wait for another
ship,” Hir'ruk said suggestively.


“I'm
a spacer,” Irons replied with a smile. “Sitting on the ground twiddling my
thumbs waiting for the next ship to come along isn't my style. I'd be chewing
the bulkheads of my ship in less than an hour,” he replied with a small smile.


“Probably,”
Barry said with a laugh. The captain and Veraxin glanced his way. He wasn't
sure if he was being chided for the interruption or the eavesdropping. “If you
gentlemen will excuse us we've got work to do. A timetable to complete. Right?”
he asked, raising his right eyebrow.


The
captain gave him a long look and then a slow reluctant nod.


“I
believe the basic computer repairs should be complete by the end of the shift
or the middle of midrats shift ops. Just to keep you informed,” Irons said. The
Veraxin looked at him, clearly confused as Irons finished that statement. His
antenna bobbed in inquiry for further information. The admiral shrugged.
“Actually, I've been out of the loop for most of the software and hardware
repairs. My AI are handling it. Sprite?”


“Yes
Admiral?”


“Report
on IT repair?”


“Wireless
nodes are the last project to be initiated. We've rebuilt or replaced what was
nonfunctional. Fortunately the system is adaptive and plug and play. I'm
cleaning up a few software bugs now. The driver database has come in handy.
Hopefully no one will be bothered by them but I can't make any promises.”


“Memory?”


“Cleaned
and repaired or replaced. I've spun off cleaner bots to help with that. I do
need to report that another repair bot has been destroyed.”


“Oh?”


“Air
shaft cleaner. I unfortunately do not have any data on the cause. That is the
second cleaner in twenty four hours. It bears investigating,” Sprite said. She
didn't like anyone abusing bots.


“Captain?”
Irons asked, turning his attention on the captain. The captain blinked caught
off guard. He nodded, looking down to Irons. Irons hid a smile. When responding
to a disembodied voice Terrans tended to look up.


“I'll
look into it,” he said gruffly.


The
admiral nodded sagely. “Thank you. The life support repairs are important. I'm
still having trouble accessing some of the network control nodes on decks four
and five and in some of the converted habitat levels. The greenhouse is a mess
as well,” Sprite reported.


“The
greenhouse is always a mess,” Barry muttered.


“I'll
look into it,” the Veraxin chittered, flexing his mandibles and feathery
antenna. “Anything else?”


“A
complete report is in your inbox Ops officer Hir'ruk. You can view it at your
convenience,” Sprite replied politely.


“I'll
look into it,” the Veraxin said. “If you'll excuse me?” he asked, looking at
the captain. The captain nodded. 


“Dismissed.”


“Thank
you captain,” the Veraxin said and left.


The
captain looked around at the ships. “Barry give me a tour,” he said waving to
the shuttle behind them. Barry looked over his shoulder and nodded. “I haven't
seen the old girl fly since I was a teen,” the captain murmured, one hand
gently caressing her wing root.


“She'll
fly again soon sir,” the boat bay officer said indicating the open cockpit
door.


“We'll
see,” the captain murmured. Irons watched them go and shook his head. He had
other things to think about though, so he put their animosity aside. Time to
check on the drive.
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“Kiev
221 this is Kiev gamma, bay is depressurized and we are under our own power,”
Barry said over the radio an hour and a half later.


“Roger
that. Good flight,” the communications tech responded. Irons cocked his head.
He was in the boat bay observation blister watching the aerospace craft
maneuver out for its trial run. Irons watched Barry take the repaired shuttle
out. 


The
pilots did a fly around the ship and then returned for tuning. “She's a little
sluggish but we've got a working ship. A little fine tuning and I think she'll
be ready for a drop,” Barry said climbing out of the craft. He was all smiles
despite the needed tweaking. Irons nodded. Barry sorted the repairs and bugs
out in a couple of hours and then he took the shuttle downside for a run.


 


Irons
turned at the sound of familiar footfalls. His hands kept moving under
Proteus's control however. “How are we going with the hyperdrive?” O'Mallory
asked.


He
knew that was coming. The chief and the ops officer had asked him every two
hours since he tore it down. Now that he was almost half finished and he had
started rebuilding it they seemed even more anxious to get it repaired.
“Working on it. I can't replicate all the parts at once so it's a pain in the
ass. I've had to nanoweld a few of the governor parts together by hand.”


“Did
you get enough penetration?” O'Mallory asked, looking at the parts to the
governor. There was a giant spring nearby. She wrinkled her nose at it. It was
a little disconcerting to see something that got them into hyper had mechanical
parts in it.


“With
a nanoweld?” Irons asked amused. “Full penetration. Seamless bond. It's
actually stronger than any other form of weld. The metal will break somewhere
else before it breaks the weld.”


“Oh.”


“I'm
getting there,” he said. O'Mallory didn't seem like the type to breath down his
neck. Then again they were pretty close to the deadline.


She
cleared her throat and looked a little uncomfortable. Irons paused what he was
doing and turned to her. “The captain wants to be out of orbit in two hours.”


“Right
on schedule?” Irons asked. She nodded. “He can maneuver; there is no problem
with the engines. I'll have this back together in three hours. I think.”


“You
think?” she asked, hands on her hips. “You don't know?” she demanded.


He
paused and let out a disgusted huff of annoyance. “Chief you and I both know
things can and do go wrong sometimes. I only repaired what I had to repair and
it takes time to tune something this complex. It's a work in progress.”


“And
sometimes things get overlooked,” she nodded and then sighed. She ran her hand
through her hair. She knew that from experience. They were running into that
problem all over the ship. Her crews were strung out and fatigued. Fortunately
there were so many people on board she could stand them down and bring another
crew into play. The oldsters weren't quite up for a full shift but they could
handle small tasks easily. Under supervision of course, some had lost some wits
over the years. The teens and the younger generation she had mixed emotions
about. Some had the skills but didn't have the seasoning. Others she wouldn't
trust with a wrench to save her life.


“I
scanned every part. I can only do a surface scan, but I didn't find any other
damage. Of course that doesn't rule out an internal flaw. But if there was one
it would have cropped up long before now,” he said. Which was true. An internal
flaw would have formed a micro fracture while under load and snapped the pieces
of the governor, spalling them all over the interior of the hyperdrive casing
and possibly destroying the ship. Since that hadn't happened he only had to
deal with the wear and tear on the parts. Some of the gears had been worn down
to nubs.


“Stranger
things have been known to happen. Engineering is perverse in that regard. You
of all people know that,” O'Mallory said disgusted, brushing her hair out of
her eyes again. She needed a trim again but could never find the time.


“Murphy.
I do indeed know it well. We'll get it done,” Irons said with a nod.


“We?”


A
young Veraxin peeked out from behind the control housing and waved an upper
arm. Its mandibles wiggled. O'Mallory's peripheral vision caught the movement
and looked at the Veraxin for a moment.


 “We.
I took on a couple of apprentices to do this. We also means my AI Proteus and
Sprite. Proteus is overseeing the physical repair. Sprite is working on the
software.”


“Which
is ready for tuning when you are admiral,” Sprite reported over the net.
O'Mallory looked up to the speaker and then back to Irons. He shrugged.


“Okay
so we're not all as fast as a certain smart-aleck AI,” he said nettled.
O'Mallory's lips pursed in an almost smile.


“We're
ready admiral,” Jer'uk chittered. “When you are of course,” she said. He looked
over to the Veraxin and nodded.


“Finished
here,” he said picking up the sub assembly and putting it into the governor
housing. “Chief, if you want to watch that's fine but...”


“I'm
going. Fascinating though,” she said taking the pointed hint. It would be
fascinating at any other time period but she didn't want to distract the
admiral now. Besides she had to check on the one thousand and one other
projects currently about to blow up in her face.


“Another
time chief. Putting the physical bits together is easy. It's the tuning that's
tedious. And when we get to working on the shield emitters then it has to be
done all over again,” he sighed. She nodded and left the compartment as he
swung about with the part.


 


Irons
put the finishing touches on the hyperdrive and then sat back. The last sim had
done well. Tuning had been a pain, ten hours of annoying fiddling, but Jer'uk's
suggestions had helped. He'd had to step the drive back until the rest of the
ship's systems could be brought back up to spec. It was annoying but necessary.
They had to walk before they could run.


He
looked around the room. He was in main engineering; most of the crew had watched
the sim or participated in it. A few were running the numbers now, checking
over the specs that had been pulled from the sensors. The chief was nearby,
leaning over the shoulder of one of her techs and moving her lips as her finger
scrolled through the readouts.


“Admit
it admiral... you'd of built a damn ship if we hadn't come along,” O'Mallory
accused him. Irons turned to her with a raised eyebrow but she wasn't having
any of it. She just smiled at him good naturedly right back.


“Maybe,”
he said with a shrug. “You are forgetting the required raw material.”


“Oh
I'm not forgetting. You'd probably dig up dirt or something.”


“More
along the lines of finding a nice asteroid and setting up shop there,” Irons
admitted with a snort of amusement.


“First
time I've heard this plan,” Sprite said sounding annoyed. Irons grinned
faintly.


“I
don't tell all my plans. Besides, it was a very remote possibility. One I'm
glad I don't have to exercise anytime soon,” he said with a shrug.


“True,”
Sprite said. He could tell by her tone she wasn't going to let it go though. He
was probably going to be bugged about it and other future plans later. He hid a
sigh of annoyance.


“Personally
I like traveling on an established ship. Kiev is all right. Once we get more of
her repaired she'll give other freighters a run for their money.”


O'Mallory
looked around, gauging the amused looks from her eavesdropping crew. A few
caught her looking and made themselves look busy. She snorted as she returned
her attention to the admiral.


“True.
I for one am glad you're here. Let's see if we can use as much of your skills
as we can. I'd like to squeeze every drop out of Kiev.”


“That's
what I'm here for chief. Lead the way to the next project,” he said motioning
to her with his hand. She smiled and pointed.


“To
the shield emitters then. I want to see what you can do there and then we'll
see about that hull breach on deck seven. Maybe you can come up with something
to patch the hole. I think eighty years is long enough to fix a breach.”


“Slave
driver,” he teased with a smile. She smiled back.


“You
asked for it,” she said.


“Don't
I know it,” he mock grumbled. “But yeah, I'm all for it.”


“Good.
Let's put your lazy ass to work then,” she said.


“Lazy?
Me?”


“You've
been idle for this entire conversation right?” she asked amused.


He
opened his mouth and then closed it with a glare as a nearby tech giggled.
“Wow. Got me there. Okay, lead the way,” he replied with a nod.


 


The
ship had shield emitters all over her exterior hull. The most important
emitters of course were the bow emitters. It did the ship no good to plow into
something at near C so they were kept up at the expense of the other emitters.
But by sacrificing others or patching in parts that weren't built for the
coverage the ship's overall shields were barely up to the task of warding it
from radiation, let alone a stray meteor. Most of the ship had bare radiation
coverage. That explained that hull breach he had helped patch the first week
he'd come aboard. Well, technically the shields had been offline but still.


Reluctantly
he concentrated his efforts on the bow emitters as they got underway. It's a
spectacular sight, being on the hull of a ship when she is underway. The planet
Triang, a brilliant marble of white, green, and blue receded aft as the ship
came about and then moved to the Antigua jump point.


He
heard a sound on the open radio channel and turned to its source. The tech
stopped what he was doing as he knelt near an emitter. “Sorry. I was about to
say 'are we really going to do this?' It sort of hit me all at once. I think
I'm dreaming and don't want to wake up,” the tech said. He sounded bemused at
the thought.


“Let's
focus on the task at hand then. A little less dreaming and a little more
concentration,” O'Mallory said, looking up from where she was on the hull.
Irons looked over to her and then back to the emitter he was in front of.
O'Mallory had on a battered orange suit that was a bit big for her. It said
boss lady on the back in bright reflective white tape.


He
had deliberately chosen the worst node. The node with the weakest field and
most likely to fail. It was probably well past it's service life and teetering
close to max impedance. He started unscrewing the screws holding the cover
plate down. 


“It
is freaky how you can do that,” a tech commented. Irons looked at his bare arm
which had morphed into a powered screwdriver for the task at hand.


“You
get used to it,” Irons replied, pocketing the screw in his utility bag and then
moving on to the next.


“We've
got a weld here chief,” a tech reported sounding irritated. Irons grimaced.
They had run into some stripped and broken bolts and now welds. Some of the
welds were from something overheating or electricity arcing on the hull but in
a few instances they had found someone had welded a door shut instead of
screwing it shut. That was slowing down their progress. Fortunately his
replicator was still stuck on the parts for the first emitter now. He'd
initialized it and kept in contact through the radio.


“Break
the weld. Use a grinder or sawzall if you have to. Get it done.” O'Mallory
ordered, clearly annoyed at the distraction.


“Use
a drill if it's a tack or button weld. Bore it out but be careful of anything
behind it,” Irons suggested.


“Right,
we know the drill,” the tech replied nettled.


“Glad
someone does,” O'Mallory muttered. A few techs looked her way. She indicated to
them to get back to work. They turned and returned their attention to the
tasked at hand.


Irons
pulled the last bolt out and then stepped back as his assistant pulled the
panel off. He frowned as bits and cables drifted up and out. One of the power
cables had shorted and welded itself to the inside of the cover. The tech
turned it so they could see the damage.


“Not
good.”


“Not
what I expected but it's something we can repair. Bridge is this emitter
powered down?” he asked over the command frequency.


“Emitter
is down now. We need that back up quickly,” the ops officer replied. “We've cut
acceleration for now.”


“And
I bet the captain is foaming at the mouth,” Irons said dryly, making sure he
wasn't transmitting that last. “Roger that,” he said opening the channel once
more. “We'll get this done quickly. Be advised there are shorts all over the
inside cover. All crews beware of your node cover plates. They could be live,”
he warned.


“Lovely,”
O'Mallory sighed.


“Should
we really be doing this? I mean while we're underway?” a tech asked.


“No
time like the present. We'll do our best.” Irons moved in and reached out with
his right hand. His hand morphed, plugging into the jacks as micro manipulators
unfolded and began to repair the surface damage. He could feel his nanites
moving into the node.


“It
is as we feared, emitter is near max impedance. I am repairing the short. I've
uploaded a manifest of parts. Please get them here ASAP if you want this node
back.”


“Roger.
We're sort of in a hurry. I so don't want the ship to run into anything with
the shield cap down.”


“You
and me both,” Irons replied. “We're working on it. Get those parts in motion
bridge.”


“Roger
that.”


 


It
took about ten minutes to get the parts he and the others had requested out to
them. While he was waiting he had pulled the old parts and had a tech run them
back to the airlock to be recycled.


After
a half hour he finished up and stepped back to let the tech plug in the power
cables. He gently explained what to do and then watched as they did it. When
they were finished the electronics came alive and he could feel Sprite reaching
out through his transmitter to have the emitter's processors run a POST check.


“POST
is positive. All lights are green. We'll need to re-tune the emitter but she's
alive again admiral. Field is stable,” Sprite reported thirty seconds later.


“Good.
Next?” he asked. “You can handle the cover plate right?” he asked the techs
around him. They nodded. He handed over the bolts and then turned to the
nearest emitter.


“We're
getting some funky error codes here,” the tech there said looking up from the
tablet in his hands.


“Interaction
with the node I just finished repairing. On my way,” Irons replied.


 


After
a marathon double shift O'Mallory called the crews in for rest. They were tired
and sweaty but triumphant. Irons nodded as they exited the lock and started
shucking the EVA gear. “Damn. Did we do good or just a minor patch job?” a
weary but exhilarated tech asked.


“Who
knows,” another deadpanned pessimistically. Irons wasn't sure if the tech was
just being a smart ass or really didn't know or care if it worked. Not a good
sign.


“We
did well. Not as good as a full replacement but that will suffice to get us up
a couple of more octaves. I'm still going out to work on the other emitters as
soon as I recharge,” Irons replied.


“Shit,”
a tech muttered.


“Relax.
Second shift can handle it,” Irons said. A hand was raised. 


“Yes?”


“We're
second shift. First and second,” A female gorilla said dryly.


“Oh.
Um, well, third?” he asked. She shook her head. He looked at O'Mallory. She
took her helmet off and tucked it under one arm and then took a long swig of
water from a sports bottle an EVA tech handed her.


“Don't
look at me,” she said. “I'm wiped out,” she said.


“The
Scarab?” he asked.


“What
about it?” she asked. They had used the Scarab to run the larger parts from the
boat bay to the crews. It had been a hassle, each time they had had to evacuate
the boat bay and then open it to space to get a load out. Finally Irons had
told them to just stack the parts and run them all at once. That had worked
better.


“Okay,
I can do it on my own,” he said.


“Absolutely
not,” she said shaking her head.


“Chief,
I'm fine. I'm a...”


“Admiral
I don't have to remind you of the buddy system do I?” she asked testily. He
stopped and sighed.


“Okay
then... what do you suggest?” he asked looking around the compartment. All the
techs were looking away, trying to pretend like they weren't there. 


“I
suggest we get some downtime. One shift minimum. While we're doing that you
can go over the readouts from the other emitters and replicate the common
parts. That way we can plug and play what we can in the time we've got.”


“I'm
already doing that chief,” he said with a smile.


She
studied him for a moment. He cocked his head, returning her gaze. She shook her
head and wiped her sweatband off. “Figures,” she muttered.


“I'll
have enough parts for two emitters in an hour. But then I'm out of material again,”
Irons reported.


“Shit,”
she sighed. She knew what that meant. Without more material the replicator was
down. Something they didn't like to do. The replicator was working nonstop.


“If
I swap out the broken parts we'll have some more material. But some of the
parts are replacement parts for stuff that was yanked out to replace parts in
the bow emitters.”


“You
don't have to tell me what I already know Irons,” she said testily. “I'm
thinking.”


“Okay,”
Irons said nodding as the techs around them started to strip and change. The
pong in the air was strong enough to cut with a knife. Too many warm sweaty
bodies in too confined quarters.


“Okay,”
she coughed after a moment and waved a hand over her mouth. “I think I've come
to a decision. We get the hell out of here, get some food and then I'll chase
someone up to buddy with you. Then the rest of us get some downtime while you
work.”


“Chief...”
a tech said. She looked over to him. “Not complaining or anything but...”


“It
doesn't have to be an engineering tech. Someone suit qualified will work. They
can play gopher while I tear into the guts of the emitters,” the admiral
suggested.


“That
might work,” O'Mallory mused. “I've got a couple of people in mind. I can have
them practice with you since they are green. Do them good to get some hull
time.”


“Works,”
Irons said with a nod. He looked around to the compartment. The suits were all
heavily patched. One man had a sleeve that was too long. He winced and made a
note to do something about it later.


 


Irons
took the greenhorns out with only a slight hesitation over their status. There
were three, all Terrans. It quickly became apparent that they had all had some
hull time so he became less concerned about watching over them to make sure
they didn't do anything stupid.


“We're
good admiral. I'm careful,” a tech said waving a hand as she anchored herself
with a safety line. “And Barry's got a crew in the Scarab for SAR if someone
goes Dutchman on us.”


“Don't
even talk about that,” someone else growled. He was holding a set of tools and
looked nervous about having one hand full. “I've done this before but damn.
It's hard to walk with your hands full.”


“Next
one we'll see if we can get the Scarab to give us a ride,” Irons replied as he
moved. 


As
he worked on the emitters the techs peppered him with questions. Normally it
would be a distraction but since they were waiting on a run of parts it passed
the time. He filled them in, explaining the basic theory and then pointing out
individual subsystems. 


When
they finished that ring of emitters he escorted them back into the ship. The
techs were tired but excited. He smiled politely as they stripped and moved out
as the next shift took their place.


“Still
going out?” O'Mallory asked as she pulled her EVA suit from her locker. She tossed
him a water bottle. He caught it and tucked them under one arm.


“Definitely
chief,” he said, unhooking the hose from the recharge station. “I'm recharged
and ready when you are,” he said with a smile.


“Not
quiet refueled,” she said, tossing him an energy bar. He caught it and
chuckled. “You're welcome,” she said lifting her foot up to the bench to remove
her boots. He turned away, giving her some privacy as he ate quickly. A tech
handed him a second water bottle and he sucked it down.


“Are
you like made out of the Iron you are named after?” a tech asked.


“No
man it's the implants,” another tech answered, ducking to get into his suit.
His was a generic suit, not a skin suit most professional EVA techs took for
granted.


“It's
that and training,” Irons answered. One of the other techs had her blue suit
on, or at least the bottom. The top had its sleeves tied around her waist. She
had her helmet under one arm. It had a mohawk on it. “I've been doing this sort
of thing for nearly a century. Try repairing a ship in a battle. That's
freaky.”


“I
can imagine,” a tech said dryly as looks were exchanged. Irons shrugged them
off.


“Let's
leave it at imagining please,” O'Mallory said, putting her sweat band on and
then cocking her head to stick her earwig on. She did a quick mike check and
then nodded.


The
midship emitters were difficult to repair but they managed to get a bare
minimum up and running at the end of the shift. Irons knew that balancing the
load was going to be a royal pain in the ass. The crew is experienced now in
the tasks and equipment so they moved faster at their assigned tasks. The
emitters that were stripped clean were bypassed. They would have to do
something about them in Antiguan space. For now he'd have to make sure the EPS
system routed around them.


The
aft emitters were the worst of the lot. O'Mallory is enthused when they find an
intact emitter that had been knocked off the net by a broken plasma line.
Repaired it had come online all green.


Another
emitter had its electronics shorted by something. Irons had explained how to
strip the node down and repair it. He wasn't happy about the damage though. The
node's breakers should have protected it. It bode ill for some of the other
emitters. Even if they hadn't been fried the spike might have done other
damage.


“The
bridge is balancing the load,” Sprite informed him as second shift started to
wrap up.


“Oh?”


“I
believe the captain is about done with waiting on our repairs,” Sprite informed
him.


“Ours?”
he asked.


“Okay
mostly yours. Yours, the crew's, and Proteus,” she said dryly. Irons snorted.
“He wants to get underway again,” she added.


“We
are underway,” he replied with a raised eyebrow.


“But
not under power. Now that you've rebuilt the bow emitters...”


“I
didn't rebuild them. Just repaired them. They need to be replaced not rebuilt.
They are old,” he growled. The whole damn ship was old. He was getting testy.
Too much time on his feet again he realized.


“I
think he knows that. So does O'Mallory,” Sprite replied. “But it's enough for
them apparently.” O'Mallory had gone in a few minutes ago. Now he knew why.


He
sighed and shook his head. She tisked tisked at him. “You can't expect
everything to work out properly on the first go admiral. It's a work in
progress. They are willing to accept things as is since it is progress.”


“It's
a band aid,” Irons retorted.


“True.
But it's better than what they've had in centuries. You do need to replace one
of the port mid ships emitters though. The load isn't balanced.”


“I
was planning on that,” Irons replied testily.


“I
see that,” she said more cautiously. She accessed his notes and then the
replicator list. He did indeed have a replacement emitter on the list. A work
party was pulling it now.


“You
won’t have enough material for the emitter though,” she cautioned.


“Talk
to O'Mallory and Blur. We need that emitter up.”


“With
that emitter I believe we can get to the sweet spot in alpha. The C octave I
mean.”


“That's
what I was thinking as well. And with functional emitters we are more than half
way there for the hyperspace collectors as well,” Irons replied.


“Not
much compression in alpha admiral. You won’t draw a lot of energy. Not enough
to really make a difference,” Sprite cautioned.


“Something
is better than nothing. If... If we can take the load off the reactor for even
a short period its good. It gives me time to work on improving it.”


“Wow.
Planning on being busy the entire trip?” she asked amused. She already knew the
answer.


“Don't
I know it,” Irons replied. “This will make up for being mostly idle on
Destiny,” he replied.


“Idle.
Yeah, right. Just repairing the ship, fighting off a clingy tyrant, and dodging
an assassin,” Sprite replied dryly. Irons chuckled.


“Yeah,
it was a light trip,” he said with a smile.


“If
you say so,” she replied in mock disgust.


 


As
the last pod was being replicated and put together piecemeal in the bay he
talked with the crew helping him. With most of the hull repairs completed the
EVA techs and those interested in what the admiral is doing next wander in.
Pretty soon he has an impromptu class going. He kept it focused on shield and
force emitter tech.


The
discussions went from general emitter basics to how hover tech and inertial
dampeners work. That leads to a side discussion on of all things floating
buildings. He checked on the replicator progress then allowed the distraction
to work itself out to its logical conclusion.


“Floating
cities and buildings sound nice, I've seen plenty of paintings and the general
concept is doable, but can anyone tell me why not?” he asked surveying the
class. Most of the EVA techs with skin suits were lounging around. They had
their tops off, tied around their waists. One was using a towel to mop at his
face.


“Um...”


“Come
on people. You're engineers, or at least you're supposed to be. Think it through,”
he said as the guy with the towel tossed it to a passing tech. The tech caught
it with a grimace and then looked around not knowing what to do with the thing.
Another took the towel and dropped it into a brown sack tied near the hatch.


“Stability.
Anything tall would be a pain to keep balanced.”


“Right.
Go on,” Irons said encouraging them. Brows knit as the class thought.


“Balance.
The emitters under the building would have to be counterbalanced by emitters in
the floors of the building to give the people inside a one G field.”


“Right...
but....”


“But...”


“You're
all still missing the most important thing.”


A
tech snapped his fingers. “Energy.”


“Exactly,”
he said, pointing both fingers at the tech who said it. “Exactly right. Energy.
It takes a tremendous amount to keep a mass in the air. The larger the mass the
larger the amount of energy required to keep it up. The higher it goes and that
exponential graph looks like a rocket taking off.”


“So
why... I mean how can a shuttle you know um...”


“Use
force emitters in gravity? Simple. Ground effect. See most shuttles at least
most sensible shuttles have some form of wing. Sometimes it's the entire body
of the craft. But the best ones have some sort of aerodynamic shape. The force
emitters get the shuttle off the ground and propel it forward by pushing
against the ground.”


“Okay...”


“So
when the speed picks up there is a differential in air speed over and under the
flight surfaces which results in lift. As long as the climb isn't too steep a
shuttle can build up speed and altitude until the emitters are no longer needed
or they are too far away from the planet for them to be effective. Then the
shuttle kicks in its plasma engine or hydrogen drive to kick it the rest of the
way to orbit.”


“Ah.”


“You
said you've seen paintings and concepts... Have you seen the real thing?” the
tech with the mohawk helmet asked. She swigged some water from a bottle and
then wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand. She was a red head, freckled
with gold piercings in both ears and her left eyebrow.


“Tests.
A few cultures did use floating cities. But it's cheaper and wiser to build on
the ground or in orbit.”


“Why?”


“Murphy,
the bane of every engineer,” he replied. That had a few people wrinkling their
noses. “If you're in the air and you lose power...” he snapped his fingers and
made a whooshing sound and then a classic bomb whistle as he pointed to the
ground. All eyes followed the indicated direction. Irons snorted at the pale
look on the kid in the front row. He even gulped at the idea.


“Right.
Also a floating building is buffeted by winds, weather, lightening... and it's
vulnerable to air and ground attack. The energy budget is enormous. You've got
to have an on board fusion or antimatter reactor. No one wanted that floating
around in the air. Not when some terrorist or a storm or some other thing could
pop that reactor and you've got a nice bomb going off overhead.” He shook his
head.  “You can't have the thing floating over occupied space either; the
gravity emitters keeping the thing up in the air would wreak havoc with
anything below it. Which also meant nothing could safely fly under it without
getting tore up.”


“Ouch.”


“Yeah.
And if another emitter came into the field...” he shook his head. “Watch out.
Stick two emitters together that aren't synched and you are asking for trouble.
They will tear each other apart.”


“Ouch.”


The
admiral nodded. “I think the idea is interesting in theory, but it's one of
those cases where reality and fantasy don't really mesh well if you know what I
mean.” The group nodded all around.


“Now,
we've got about two more days before we hit the jump point and it will take a
shift to get this baby out and mounted,” he waved to the emitter. “Then another
shift or two getting her and the other emitters tuned and in synch. But before
we do any of that we need to get this baby finished. Morgan can you pull the
electronics and plug them in like I showed you? I'll work with Jer'uk here on
the plasma tap.”


The
techs looked at the almost finished emitter and then nodded and then swung into
action.
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O'Mallory
smiled tiredly as she entered the bridge. Irons had only a small hand in the
repairs here. Sure they had rebuilt some of the bridge controls, but the
captain hadn't been happy about the admiral's participation on that project so
he'd been excluded. Which had suited her just fine, she'd put him to work on
other more important projects. She'd sent a couple people up with some new
screens and toys but not a lot had changed here.


“You
called captain?” she asked, looking around the room. He wasn't seated in his
chair. Motion attracted her attention. Her lips pursed as she noted he was
standing over the helmsman's couch with the exec.


“Thought
we'd do a consult before we entered hyper. Any last minute issues we need to be
aware of chief?” he asked formally as she strolled over.


“Well,
I'd like a couple more hours to tune the emitters. The new emitter needs to
settle in a bit more before I'm comfortable running it at full load. Same with
some of the other nodes for that matter.”


“Full
load?” The helmsman asked surprised.


O'Mallory
frowned at Blackhawk. “Forty percent right now. Closer to forty five in some
areas but that's negated by the net effect of the shield's surface area.
Surface tension and all that,” she replied with a shrug as she wiped her bangs
out of her hair. She really should get a damn hair cut.


“Forty
huh? So he's not the miracle worker everyone thought he was,” the captain said
clearly irritated.


Warner
shot the captain a wary look and then a pleading look to O'Mallory. She caught
it and tried hard to step on her temper. She gritted her teeth but kept her
mouth shut.


“How
are the emitters going chief. You said they're tuning? What does that entail?”
Warner asked.


She
glanced his way and throttled her temper. She was tired, that was why she was
so defensive. It was the captain so he could take a few liberties. Irons
technically wasn't crew either. But damn it she and her people had been right
there alongside the man. What they had achieved in so short a time period was
nothing less than remarkable. And who set the damn time limit in the first
place??


“Chief?”
Warner asked, sounding a bit worried.


“I
will thank the captain kindly not to insult the efforts of my people,” she
ground out, shooting dagger looks at the captain. “They like our passenger have
busted their asses for this ship and deserve nothing but thanks,” she
growled. To hell with it. The captain straightened eyes flashing. She turned to
Warner.


“As
to your question, we've got a pair of emitters currently being rebuilt but I
understand that we are on a deadline for some asinine reason. My crews
have been busting their asses to meet said deadline. Fortunately we haven't had
any major accidents and only a few minor injuries. We've been damn
lucky, I've got good people.”


“That
you do chief,” Warner said, heading off the captain. The captain was turning
colder by the minute. He was pretty sure the chief's rebuke wouldn't be
forgotten anytime soon. 


“So,
anyway, the last emitter we put together and installed should balance the load
for now. You should find it a lot easier now,” she said nodding to ops. The
Veraxin bobbed a nod in return. So did Mister Blackhawk.


“We
have. Thank you,” Hir'ruk chittered.


“Right.
As I was saying, it's in place and is tuned roughly. We will do the fine tuning
when we put it under load. All the emitters are being synched up now and final
tuning is in progress. As an added bonus my crews had pulled the emitters that
had been scavenged and tacked on patches.”


“Why?”
Warner asked.


“We've
brought them in to rebuild during transit. We have to have materials for the
replicator remember?” she demanded. Warner nodded. “Since they weren't doing us
any good on the hull we pulled them. I'm not happy about the patch but there
shouldn't be any problems in hyper. We've also pulled some other things that
weren't working and cleaned the hull a bit. Lines that were no longer needed have
been pulled. We've phased out the jury rigged systems in everywhere but the aft
section. We ran out of time there,” she said irritably. Warner nodded
sympathetically. 


“All
the material had been stored in the cargo bay and we are standing down before
we tear into them. Most of it will be used to feed the admiral's replicator.”
There wasn't enough time for another emitter, but they would have plenty of
time to make at least two from the material while in hyper. They could always
install them in Antiguan space.


“Understood,”
Warner said with a nod.


“We're
entering hyper on time chief. Or I will find a new chief,” the captain said.
She looked at him directly. His fist clenched. She knew it was wrong to rebuke
the captain on his own bridge but damn it he had it coming. He still had it
coming with the stuff he was still spouting. She was ready to quit now she
realized as her temper soared out of control.


“Permission
to enter the bridge?” Irons asked from the open hatch. The captain's head
turned like a turret. He shot him a look. Warner waved him in.


“We
don't normally stand on formality Admiral,” the exec said. “At least I don't.”
He was glad of the interruption, things were getting ugly.


“This
close to a hyper event I don't want to distract anyone and jog their elbow,”
the admiral said coming over to them.


“Then
why are you here?” The captain asked looking him up and down. He'd heard about
Irons marathon sessions on the hull. The man was incredible. Not that he was
going to admit it. He'd been sarcastic before with the chief. He took another
look at her as the thought of Irons marathon ran through his head once more.
The chief looked wiped out. Her eyes were bloodshot. She was pale and her hair
was a limp sweaty tangled mess. He could smell the sweat. He realized she'd
been defensive but had been too tired to hold her tongue. He'd overlook her
little peccadillo now.


“Checking
in captain. I heard the chief was here. I wanted to see if there was anything
else that needed to be done,” Irons replied looking attentively her way.
O'Mallory blew her cheeks in and out, glad of the distraction. It didn't stop
the inevitable probably, but Irons distraction did take some of the heat off
and let them retreat before anger got the best of either of them.


“Admiral,
you realize the bridge crew hasn't run a sim right? This is new hardware. Well,
some of it.” Sprite informed Irons from the overhead. The admiral turned to her
projection on the plot and then to O'Mallory. The chief shrugged helplessly.
Irons turned to the captain.


“Don't
tell me how to run my ship Irons,” the captain growled, eyes flashing.
“You or your damn AI.”


“I
wouldn't dream of it sir. I do suggest that you consider a sim to see
how well the hardware works together and if there are any bugs that you need to
be aware of. Integration can be tricky. There are always teething issues to
deal with. I have also come to understand that your crew has no
experience with higher octaves let alone beta band. That's also an issue.”


The
captain started to retort but O'Mallory glared at him. “It's actually a good
idea. I had expected your people to be doing that already Captain,” she said
with a slight bite in her tone. “Not sitting on their collective asses
looking for something to do.” While people did real work was left hanging in
the air. Some of the bridge crew simmered over that. She didn't care.


The
captain turned away, trying to rein in his temper again. Irons and O'Mallory
had a way of getting under his skin. O'Mallory was damn close to
insubordination again. He'd can her if he could, but she knew the systems
inside and out and her people worshiped her. She knew how to draw the best out
of all of them. He caught Hir'ruk's look. The Veraxin turned to him and his
upper arms showed consent and first level emphasis over commitment to action.
He turned to the exec who was also nodding.


“Very
well. Make it so,” he said with a grudging nod. The helmsman looked confused.


“Simulation
loading now. Captain, can you please set the parameters of the exercise?”
Sprite asked. The captain paused on his way to his chair and then continued.
When he got to his chair he stopped.


The
captain turned a look on Irons. He tried to hide his confusion but Irons had
been prepared for it. “It's customary for you to guide the sim. You want to
test the crew but you don't want to undermine their confidence either sir.
Usually you work from a curve, starting with something simple then throwing
harder tasked in as the team progresses.”


“Oh?”


Irons
tried hard not to grit his teeth about the obvious cluelessness in that
response. “Yes. You can also throw in disaster scenarios to train the crew on
how to respond to them as they get better, or if they get too cocky. It also
serves to work out the procedures and even program them into the computer,” he
said.


“Ah,”
the captain said with a nod. He was clearly digesting that.


“It's
a good idea. We could take the extra time to tune the emitters and feed the
data into the simulation captain,” O'Mallory said. “As well as feed in
simulations of the different octaves and how the system will respond. I
understand it's different the higher you go.”


“Yes,”
Irons said with a nod. “The compression ratio increases as you move up the
octaves. That shortens your response time. It all comes at you faster and you
have to react correctly or you will get into trouble quickly. You get patches
of turbulence in between transitions and that can affect the nodes if you
aren't careful. Since we've got the nodes up to forty percent on the bow and
lower on other areas it will get interesting.”


“Okay,
Chief,” the captain turned to O'Mallory. “Put your figures into the computer
and sketch out a couple of scenarios. We'll try a basic one first. While we're
running a few I'll think of some of my own twists. I want this done by
mid-shift so we can enter hyper before we tire ourselves out.”


“Wise,”
Irons said with a nod. The captain ignored him as he turned to his crew and
settled into his chair. 


“Let's
be about it then,” the captain said.


“With
your permission we'll watch from engineering captain,” O'Mallory murmured. The
captain made a brushing motion but didn't look away from the main display as
the sim came up. O'Mallory cocked her head to the door and caught Irons
attention. Irons nodded and followed her out.


“That
should buy you a couple more hours to tune things chief,” Irons said.


“Yeah
think?” she asked amused. She looked back the way they had come and snorted.
“I'm betting two hours before he loses patience and orders us into hyper.”


“That's
a couple of more hours. Let's not waste them then.”


“Good
point,” she said, picking up her stride.


 


Kiev
was the polar opposite of most Terran ship designs. Most Terran ships had an
egg shaped field that englobed the ship. The point of the field was at the bow,
breaking space ahead of the ship and minimized drag.


Kiev
however was laid out differently due to her structural design. She was bow
heavy, with most of her mass in front of her normal center of gravity. She also
had a broad bow instead of a pointed tapered bow of other ships. She didn't so
much slip through space like a knife as she did plow through it.


Using
the fields, other ships were about finesse. Kiev was about brute uncaring
power. Unfortunately for her crew the ship was underpowered. That tended to
matter when you were trying to get around a star system, let alone enter
hyperspace.


Now
however the ship was a little more than a ghost of her former dubious glory.
For the first time in centuries she had half her nominal power and tuned
emitters. The tuning was still rough, but it was better than the slap together
hash she had before.


 


After
three and a half hours of sims the captain was confident enough to allow
Blackhawk to go. “We've delayed long enough,” he muttered, looking around the
compartment.


Blackhawk
had gone through the battery of sims and come out with a healthy respect of the
higher bands. He was wary now, not quite to the point of being jumpy, but now
aware that it wouldn't be as easy as he thought it would be. “On your command
captain,” he said.


The
Captain studied that reply, trying to find a hint of overconfidence or fear but
finding none. “Fine then,” he said adjusting the hem of his jacket. “Let's stop
pussy footing around and do this for real. Mr. Blackhawk. Bring up the nodes
and warm up the hyperdrive.”


“Aye
aye captain.”


The
crew began the long preflight check list before entering hyper. The captain
watched them with fresh eyes. He could sense how eager they were. There was a
bit of wariness there, but that was good. Irons was right, he thought
grudgingly. The sims had helped work out some of the kinks he'd been dreading.
It had also given his bridge crew some experience with the new hardware and
helped them learn from it. They were ready. It's a change from the dread they
usually had at entering hyper. A nice change.


O'Mallory
watched the read outs warily, aware that if something went wrong she'd need
every second to get things turned around. She was also aware how tired she was.
How exhausted. She really should have let off on that last mission. Or at least
caught a cat nap in the four precious hours the captain had delayed to run the
sims. But she'd been too busy to consider that. Now there was no time.


Fortunately
things were running smoothly. She was surprised by how smoothly and glanced
over to the admiral. He was jacked in. Could he be helping out with the
transition? It was possible. Certainly his AI had a hand in it. She was sure of
that at least.


The
hyperdrive spun up to full power. She bit her lip as the discharge levels
climbed.


“And
we are at one hundred percent. All stations brace for transition. Drive
initializing.... on my mark. Three. Two... one... Mark!” Blackhawk said
professional decorum forgotten in the heat of the moment.


The
ship leapt into hyper. The transition was a bit bumpy, Irons was concerned but
the crew around him wasn't. He looked over to O'Mallory but she's busy studying
her station readouts. He turned his attention to Jer'uk nearby.


She
caught his look and then indicated a second level shrug of amusement. “This?
This is normal,” she chittered. She had a wary claw on an oh shit bar just in
case though.


“Okay.
If you say so,” he said as the trembling started to taper off.


“Inertial
dampeners are adapting,” a tech told him. He was surprised that the tech didn't
know that would happen. The ride smoothed out over time. They got a bit of
turbulence as they move up the octaves to the sweet spot but the crew took it
well. In fact they seemed elated the higher they went.


 


Captain
Chambers was surprised by the change. It had taken less than an hour to get up
to C. C, something he had wanted to see his ship do, but thought it would never
do again. “He did it. The crazy son of a bitch did it!” he murmured as they
slipped into the sweet octave and stabilized. 


“The
hyper collectors are coming online,” Hir'ruk reported triumphantly. If anything
would get the miserly Veraxin going it was free energy.


“Reactor
is holding steady. Dropping load as we shift to hyper collectors. Twenty
percent. Ten percent. We're at idle with the reactor,” Hir'ruk said, sounding
pleased.


“And
that's that,” Warner said with a grin. The captain caught the edge of it and
snorted softly. “Transit time navigation?” Warner asked, turning to the
navigator.


Esmay
the navigator looked at her readouts and then blinked in astonishment. Mr.
Warner cleared his throat to prompt her, startling her out of her befuddlement.
Esmay blushed a bit.


“Um,
one hundred thirty one point one days,” she said, clearly awed. They had shaved
seven and a half weeks off their normal transit time. With the hyper collectors
online they were also saving a great deal of fuel as well.


“Wow,”
Blackhawk murmured from his couch.


“Doing
okay Mr. Blackhawk?” The captain asked.


“Fine
sir,” Blackhawk said not turning away from his display. “It's coming a bit
faster than before but I think I like it better. It's not as boring.”


“Your
shift ends in three hours. Are you okay until then?” The captain asked. Jeremy
Blackhawk nodded. “Very well then, carry on.”


“Captain
we're getting a concentration of energy off our port side. One hundred thousand
kilometers.”


“Steer
for it,” the captain murmured. “Let's see if we can pick up as much energy as
we can use.”


“Aye
aye captain.”


 


At
shift change Jeremy explained to his relief how she handled and then handed the
helm off to the secondary station. The helmsman sat there and got used to her
as Blackhawk got up and stretched.


“Don't
get cute and take your hands off the controls even for a moment. You're stuck
in that chair until your shift ends,” he warned Fred.


“Shit,”
Fred said, sounding annoyed. He preferred the senior chair, it was more
comfortable. This chair had a poor patch job. A tape edge was digging into his
side. That was going to be irritating. So much for getting up and jumping over
to the good seat.


“I
am going to pee and then track down that admiral guy and shake his hand. I
think I'll buy him a beer too. Hell, the entire engineering crew deserves one.
She's sweet.” Blackhawk grinned.


“Faster,”
Fred murmured. He was still getting used to her.


“A
lot faster. You've got to be on your toes Fred. Focus.”


“I'm
on it,” Fred said.


“Good.”


“I'll
join you,” Esmay said, looking up from her station. She slid out from behind
the console as her replacement slid in place. “This admiral guy is incredible.
I love my new sensors!” she gushed.


“Girls
and their toys,” Blackhawk murmured, smiling and wrapping one hand around Esmay
to pull her to his hip. She laughed.


“I
think you've got the gender mixed up there bucko,” she said pushing him away
with a smile. “Food. Beer. I could drink a gallon,” she said stretching.


“Are
you okay Mr. Warner?” The captain asked looking at the exec.


Warner
nodded. “I think we're good sir.”


“All
right then. I'll retire to my quarters. Dismissed with my compliments shift
one. Good job everyone,” he said, sounding proud. He got up and walked out. The
shift followed him out murmuring amongst themselves.


 


Esmay
checked the computer and tracked Irons down. He was up to his elbows in a
project. She wasn't sure what he was doing but it looked important. Blackhawk
was ready to interrupt but a look from the chief made him back down. “There is
plenty of time Jeremy. Another time,” Esmay said.


“Right,”
Blackhawk said with a nod. He glanced back to the working engineers and then
back to her. “I thought we had it tough.”


“Everyone
is doing their part,” Esmay said, looking back herself. “Some more than others
in some ways,” she said. She thought dimensional math and way point
calculations were tough. Sure it was mentally tough but what they were doing?
She wasn't sure who had the easier job now. Some of the engineers looked really
knackered.


“True.
Come on; let's go get that meal and a beer. I'm thinking porridge.”


“I'm
thinking a nice syntha-steak myself,” Esmay said picking up the pace as they
made their way to the galley. “Screw a salad. I want something with substance.”


“A
steak huh?” Blackhawk chuckled, rolling his broad shoulders and turning from
side to side as they passed people moving about in the companionway.
“Ambitious,” he said. His mouth watered involuntarily at the thought. He hadn't
had a decent steak since his last shore leave on New Texas.


“I
think it can be arranged,” Esmay said with a grin as she looked at him. He
turned and cocked an eyebrow her way. The grin widened. “I just so happen to
know that Irons repaired the food replicators in Galley three. Since he did and
I found out the code for a steak...”


“Can
we get a baked potato too? With corn?” Blackhawk asked, picking up the pace.


“Maybe,”
Esmay teased. “If you can get your lazy ass moving faster,” she said.


He
reached out to swat the little pixy but she danced out of reach. He rumbled a
chuckle and picked up the pace himself.


 


O'Mallory
turned as she heard the click clack of nails approaching her. She caught sight
of the jackal doctor and sighed.


“Yes
doc?” she asked, leaning against the console behind her. She crossed her arms.
“Something I can help you with?”


“No,
well, yes. You need to get some rest. All of you. Good work. Now doctors
orders. Get some rest.”


“I
can't stand all my people down doc,” O'Mallory said with a laugh. “We do have
work to do. The ship doesn't run well without someone watching over things.”


“A
hand on the tiller I believe is the expression. Agreed. But you dear chief are
getting some rest. One shift,” Numiria said, holding a finger up. “Preferably
two, but I know you won't be able to be held to that. I'll settle for one at a
minimum.”


O'Mallory
looked over to her people. The Tauren Torg nodded. She caught Gwen's nod of
agreement and then shifted her attention away. Yvonne caught her looking and
nodded as well. “Go chief,” she said. “We've got this. Gwen and I'll do fine.
Go get some food and rest and I'll enjoy being a pain in the ass in your
absence.”


“When
aren't you a pain in the ass?” O'Mallory asked, brushing her hair out of
her eyes again. “I could use a shower,” she admitted.


“Yeah
cause you stink,” Yvonne said, wrinkling her nose. “Git. I'll hold the fort
here. If I have a problem I can't handle I'll call.”


“Fine
fine,” she said tiredly. She gave the doc an amused look. Numiria nodded as her
ears flicked in amusement. “What?”


“That
was easier than I expected. Now where is the admiral?” Numiria asked.


“Going
to chase him off to bed too I suppose?” O'Mallory asked.


“It's
only fair right?” Numiria asked as the first shift crew murmured with the
second and then moved off to the exit hatch.


“Now
that you mention it yes. It's one way to get the man to slow down so the rest
of us can catch our breaths and try to catch up,” O'Mallory mused. “He's all
over the place. I think we need to get some downtime and refocus.”


“Good
idea. When you're tired like this you get sort of scattered. Fresh eyes chief.
Fresh eyes,” Numiria said, rubbing her shoulders.


“Okay.
You talked me into it,” O'Mallory said suppressing a yawn. Her last cup of
coffee had been hours ago. 


“I
tell you what. You get some rest and we'll talk in the morning. We haven't had
breakfast in ages.”


“Deal,”
O'Mallory said, hugging the jackal. The jackal turned her head away and
wrinkled her nose. O'Mallory snickered letting go.


“Sorry,”
she murmured as the doc waved a disgusted hand in front of her nose.


“No
you're not you witch,” Numiria sighed. “You know my sense of smell,” she
growled.


“Maybe,”
O'Mallory said with a grin as she walked to the waiting hatch. “Just a little
payback doc for being a busybody,” she teased.


Numiria's
eyes narrowed. “I'll remember that,” Numiria replied. “I'll have to think of
something appropriate to wake you up in the morning.”


“Oh
there's a thought,” O'Mallory said pausing at the hatch. “You do want me to go
to sleep right? Not sit in bed quaking at what you're going to do tomorrow?”


“I
can always sedate you you know,” Numiria growled. O'Mallory gave her a mock
fearful look. The jackal growled more. O'Mallory laughed and left.


“Pepper
in her coffee?” Yvonne murmured to the jackal. Numiria turned to her and then
flicked her ears in amusement.


“I
was thinking hot sauce myself.”


Yvonne
made a face. “Cruel doc. Cruel.”


“I
know.”


“Remind
me to be there with a camera when you do it,” Yvonne said. “So the rest of the
crew can see it. She ran us ragged. She deserves it.”


Numiria
stared at Yvonne for a moment and then giggled. “Okay you're on.” She shook her
head chuckling as she left.


 


The
next morning O'Mallory came in with a cup of coffee disappointing the waiting
crew. She gave Yvonne a wary questioning look. Her assistant gave her an
innocent look and then held up her cup of coffee and then pointed to the plate
of demolished eggs in front of her.


“Hmmm...
we've got eggs?”


“Synthetic,”
the assistant answered, pointing to the food replicator. O'Mallory looked from
the food replicator to the bored looking cook. She went over to the cook and
picked up a plate, loaded it with some fruit and then sat down at Yvonne's
table.


“Doc
find you yet?”


“She's
busy with a radiation case,” O'Mallory answered. She took a sip from her mug.
Yvonne looked at it and then away. O'Mallory had nicked the captain's mug a
long time ago as a running prank. The captain hadn't twigged to it yet. It was
amusing to the engineers to have pulled one over on the stuffy lazy bridge
crew.


Not
that they were lazy right now. Far from it. Now that they were in hyper the
bridge crew had to be on its toes all the time. It was going to be a long one
hundred and thirty days to Antigua for them.


O'Mallory
smiled as Irons passed her peripheral vision. She picked up a grapefruit and
started cutting at the rind, one eye on Irons as he picked up a plate with an
orange on it and then went over to the food replicator and ordered a couple of
energy bars and a cup of coffee.


“Anyone
sitting here?” he asked coming over.


“By
all means, sit,” she said, moving over to allow him to pull the chair out. The
crew around them looked up but then shrugged it off. Irons had been accepted by
the crew.


“Nice
that everything is running smoothly,” Irons said as he sat.


“I
haven't checked in yet,” O'Mallory admitted. She glanced at Yvonne. “Who's
minding the store?” she asked.


“Gwen.
She's fine.”


“If
you say so,” O'Mallory said with a shrug.


“I
checked chief. I know you did when you got up,” Yvonne said. She'd figured out
that the chief had a tablet with her that showed her the ship's status.


“Maybe
I did,” the chief admitted as she popped a piece of grapefruit into her mouth
and masticated it. “Maybe I didn't.”


“Yeah
right,” Yvonne said giving her the eye. “Now that you're up I am going to rest.
It's been a long twenty...” she turned her head to look at the clock. “Wow, has
it really been that long? Twenty nine hour day for me.” She shook her head and
looked at the admiral “I don't know how you do it,” she said.


“Practice
and necessity,” Irons replied in between bites.


“If
you say so,” she said amused. She got up and policed her plate. A few of her
crew got up and followed her out. Others stayed and talked quietly.


“No
game on?” Irons asked.


“Game?”
O'Mallory asked.


“Or
show. Galleys sometimes have a vid screen set up in the corners of the room all
synched to show the news or a show or a game. Pre-recorded of course,” he
explained.


“Oh,”
O'Mallory said and then took a sip of coffee as she thought about that.
“Interesting. No we don't have that here.”


“Huh,”
Irons said with a noncommittal shrug. He went back to eating the protein bar.


“How
can you eat that stuff?” Numiria asked, leaning over his shoulder. “It's...”


“Food
doc,” he said looking at her. “I've eaten at the best and worst restaurants.
I've lived on ration packs for months at a time. It's all fuel to me now.”


“Oh,”
she said shaking her head. She smiled to the chief and then went over to the
buffet. She picked a ration of bacon but put it back. She picked a piece of
chicken up and then went to the food replicator and ordered other things. She
came back with a plate of food.


“It's
good to be a predator,” she murmured sitting. Irons looked up to her then down
to her plate before snorting. “I know I know... it's a lot of protein...”


“I
know the drill with Neo’s doc,” he said amused.


“Oh.”


“Radiation
case?” O'Mallory asked as the doctor settled in Yvonne's abandoned seat.
O'Mallory cradled her cup in front of her with both hands, letting the warmth
relax her. She felt good, like all was right for once. It felt strange.


“Radiation.
I've got another case. Cancer. Tumors all over. I'm... well we don't have a
spare pod...” she sighed.


“Exposure
on the hull doc? Or long term exposure?” O'Mallory asked concerned. She really
wanted to know who but she didn't want to be down in the dumps all day.


“Since
she's never been out I'd say long term. I'm not sure how she got it though.
That's the strange thing.”


“Some
people are more vulnerable to radiation than others. Genes have more protection
but it's finite.”


“Protoplasmic
life forms,” Sprite said with a sniff. The others in the room looked around as
the bay quieted.


“Sorry,”
Sprite said sounding chastened. Irons shrugged it off as people looked his way.


“Don't
look at me folks; Sprite is a person in her own right. But...” he looked up to
the overhead. “I do want to remind the commander that radiation is damaging to
organics but does rather nasty things to electronics too,” he replied.


“Touché'”
she replied still sounding chastened.


“Hey
you asked for it,” he replied. “Teach you to get on a high horse about
something.”


“Knock
that superiority complex right out of me?” she asked sounding amused.


“Not
on your life. Or mine. I know it and you know it.”


“True,”
she said coyly.


“As
you were saying doc,” Irons said, turning his attention to the doctor.
“Radiation. She could have been near the outer hull.”


“Why
is that important?”


“Higher
radiation dosage there doc.”


O'Mallory
looked at the doctor as the room quieted again.


“Say
that again?”


“Some
parts of the ship are more protected than others. You know that right?” They
nodded. “But not as well as others. This is a freighter after all; the holds
aren't designed to protect the crew from radiation exposure. Normally inert
stuff is stuffed in them not people. Over time you can be exposed. That
exposure is cumulative.”


“True,”
the doctor said. “That's why we limit exposure around the reactor.”


He
shook his head. “Not just the reactor doctor. Cosmic and solar radiation are a
problem as well. A good solar storm plays havoc with a ship and its crew if
they aren't protected.”


“Which
we are.”


“Not
quite. You are now but you weren't before. At least not very
well. The shields weren't working well at all. Some areas had very little or no
coverage.”


“Why?”


“Well,
you do realize this is a bulk cargo carrier right? Built with a small crew in
mind. Most bulk freighters carried material that wasn't radiation sensitive.
That meant the builders could skimp on the radiation shielding around the cargo
holds and focus on the crew habitats.”


“Um...”
Numiria gave the chief a look. The chief shrugged, still holding her cup.


“It
explains why we've had a lot of radiation illness over the year’s doc,” the
chief murmured, eyes switching back and forth. She was pretty sure she knew
where the admiral was going. It was something they had known in the back of
their minds for ages but had lived with for so long they had put it off as
something to bear. Something they didn't have a choice in.


“Got
ahead of me?” Irons asked amused. He took a sip of his coffee and then put it
down. The chief just stared at him. After a moment she cocked her head and
arched an eyebrow. He sobered slightly. “Okay, well, someone back oh, six
hundred and ninety years ago decided to turn the ship into a habitat. They
tacked on additional radiation shielding to the outer hull but came up short
due to the surface area. So they went old school. What they did is add a second
layer inside the ship in some areas.”


“A
double hull,” the doctor responded with a nod. “I know.” She picked at her
chicken, not really hungry now.


“Right.
Well, that double hull is filled with bladders that are in turn filled with
water. The water acts as a radiation buffer.”


“Okay...”


O'Mallory
felt like a light had exploded in her head as connections were made. “The hull
breaches,” the chief breathed.


Irons
glanced at her in approval. She felt a glow at that approving look. “Still
ahead of me. Good. Yes. You've had a lot of hull breaches over the years. Most
due to meteors. When the meteor hits the hull sometimes it doesn't penetrate
all the way through right?”


“It's
a blessing,” Numiria said with a nod.


He
frowned and shook his head. “No it's not. What it did do was breach the outer
hull and vent that section to space. Some of the water flash froze if it was in
the sun. But when it did that it expanded buckling the hull. When that section
was in the sunlight it thawed and then the water leached out.”


“And
when it penetrated we had no water at all. That should have been a warning sign
right then and there,” O'Mallory said cursing herself for not seeing it sooner.


“It
depends on the location of the breach chief. I'm betting they only put the
bladders in where they could. Limited by material you know,” the admiral explained.
She nodded and grimaced in response.


“Lovely.
So you're saying we have no radiation shielding?” the doctor asked.


“The
bare minimum right now. Mainly because we overhauled the energy shields. Maybe
a bit more. Enough to ward off cosmic radiation and basic solar radiation but a
good solar storm might be a problem. But this is something that needs to be
addressed. Eventually.”


“Oh
you betcha,” the doctor said firmly. She was already planning on gathering
information before laying it out to the ship's council. She wasn't sure how it
would be received but the others needed to be aware of the problem. It
explained so many of the radiation cases that had puzzled her and her
predecessors for so long. And to think it was staring at them right on the
other side of the hull this entire time!


“That
water probably acted as a life support and fuel reserve. At one point I'm
betting it was cycled through the ship. When it became too irradiated it was
used as fuel I mean. But that's also a problem. Parts of the ship do not have
water.”


“Oh.”


“Also
when the ship vented it added to the yaw of the ship forcing an RCS correction
burn,” Sprite interjected. “It also made the ship lopsided and out of balance
since a lot of the damage is on the port side. That makes steering the ship a
little tougher. It also puts a lot of wear on the superstructure.”


“Are
we looking at a serious problem?”


“It's
a problem but we don't know what or how much of a problem. I suggest we don't
borrow trouble and cause hysterics. What we can do is check.”


“Check?”
Numiria asked. Her ears flicked forward attentively.


“Check.
Run a random radiation sampling of the crew. Check both sides and then run a
comparison model. Have someone check the compartments with a Geiger counter.
Start with the outermost and then work inward.”


“That
we can do,” the chief said with a nod.


“We
can also replicate water mats,” he suggested.


“Um...”


“Two
meter long plastic mats that are filled with tiny tubes. The tubes fill the
mat. You fill them with water to heat or cool an area. You can also use sponge
mats but those are harder to move the water.”


“We'll
take a look first. As you said, we don't need a panic or to borrow trouble if
it isn't there,” the chief said cautiously. She didn't want to get in a row
over the materials for that little project.


“But
it is something to keep in mind for the long term,” Irons said.


“Oh
yes definitely,” the chief and doctor said in unison.


“I
plan on having kids some day,” Chief O'Mallory growled.


“Me
too,” Numiria echoed with a nod. She finished her breakfast quietly with the
others after that. They had more than just food to chew on.
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Since
the reactor was standing down to idle Irons put in for repairs to it. He
couldn't work on any emitters but they could work on rebuilding some of the
second and third tier control runs. They did what they could for the better
part of a week until they ran out of material and were forced to stop.


While
he was focused on that the chief and doctor went over the ship with a Geiger
counter. They marked the areas of the ship that had a higher radiation
exposure. It sparked a lot of talk among the passengers and crew. To quell it
the captain ordered the chief to patch the double hull from the inside the best
she could and then add water to the bladders.


O'Mallory
worked on minor structural repairs inside the ship. Now that they had a
functional replicator she wanted to clean up some of the hasty repair jobs that
had been tacked in to sections of the ship over the centuries. She had Irons go
over the plans of the ship and work out a better distribution of load. Proteus
worked out a more efficient system for the life support, heating, and antigrav
as well. This kept the crews busy for the first month.


The
pace wasn't nearly as frantic as it was when Irons first came aboard of course.
A lot of the repairs were hull related so they were mapped and then put off.
O'Mallory planned out what she wanted to achieve in Antiguan space, but the
list was long... and getting longer every day. After talking with the admiral she
broke the list down into three categories. Critical, comfort, and nice to have.
It amused the crew but it also put it all into perspective. 


One
evening she caught Irons sitting in front of a tri-dee chess set. It was a holo
projection, and she was amused to see him playing against Esmay while Blackhawk
and the other bystanders watched.


“Having
fun?” O'Mallory asked as she came in. The crowd turned to her and smiled or
shrugged. Irons turned to her and snorted before picking up his beer stein to
take a swig.


“All
work and no play makes for a dull day,” Irons said putting the stein down.
Immediately Blackhawk flicked a finger to a server to refill it. Irons watched
the young Terran woman refill the stein from a pitcher and snorted. If they
thought they were going to get him hammered they were in for a rude awakening.


“I
think you didn't quite get that one right admiral,” O'Mallory said as she took
a stein and hooked a wooden stool with her foot to drag it over to her. She sat
on it and then took a pull of beer. “Nice,” she said looking down into the mug.


“It
helps to have the equipment serviced,” the beer wench murmured in passing.
O'Mallory cocked her head. The wench took out a rag and wiped down the bar
before tossing the rag over her shoulder. “Irons,” she said.


“Ah,”
the chief said with a smile. “That explains it then,” she said turning back to
the match. “How are they doing?” she asked. Esmay was the picture of
concentration, not her usual insouciance pose she preferred. Obviously Irons
was more of a challenge than Esmay had realized.


“The
admiral's won three out of four games,” Breia said with a smirk.


“Really?
So Esmay's losing her title as chess queen? Wow! How the mighty have fallen!”
The chief said with a smirk.


“I
haven't lost it quite yet,” Esmay growled. She reached out to touch a bishop
but froze. After a moment the hand withdrew ever so slowly. Irons sat back and
smiled, holding his beer.


“Well
look at you. Relaxing. Beer in one hand, playing chess of all things. I
wouldn't have dreamed it in a million years,” O'Mallory said mockingly, shaking
her head. “How the mighty have fallen. Did we corrupt you?”


“Even
I need a break now and again chief. I like chess. The beer,” he looked at it
and then pointed a finger to Blackhawk. “His idea.”


“I
insisted,” the broad Native American rumbled. O'Mallory looked him up and down.
He was wearing his Cherokee outfit complete with a feather in his cap since he
was off duty. She shook her head. “I figured we owed the man a beer since he
did fix us up and get us moving.”


“Well,
I had a lot of help,” Irons deadpanned with a shrug and a nod to the chief.
O'Mallory saluted him with her stein and then drank from it.


“Are
you going to move sometime soon or surrender?” Blackhawk asked impatiently.


“Shhhh,”
Esmay shushed him, reaching out to grip a holo pawn. “Some people with brains
like to exercise them a bit more than sitting on them and just following an
arrow on a screen you know...” She moved the piece up a tier and then set it
down. “Check.”


The
holographic projection wasn't really touched by her fingers of course. Sensors
in the bezel sensed where her fingers were in the field matrix and tracked the
piece to them until she set it down in an appropriate location and let go.


Irons
looked the scene over and pursed his lips. Esmay sat back with a sigh.
“Winning?” Blackhawk asked. Esmay didn't answer. She wasn't sure if Irons had
seen what she had seen.


“Not
by a long shot,” he replied. He reached out with an index finger and moved his
bishop to take her now exposed queen. “I think that answers that,” he said with
a smile.


“Hey!”
she said sitting up straight. Irons smiled as her queen exploded.


“I'm
guessing not,” Blackhawk sighed. “Another beer miss,” he said holding his empty
stein up to where Breia could see it. “I think it's going to be a long night,”
he said.


“Probably,”
O'Mallory said, looking down and smiling. It wasn't like Esmay to be off her
game. But then again, chess was a strategic game. One that apparently the
admiral was good at. Which made sense since he was a military man after all.
She wondered if Esmay had figured that out yet or not. Apparently not quite
yet.


 


With
the slowdown of work, the internal repairs and rebuilding led to a class on
welding tech. Things were settling down into a routine the crew recognized.
Every day there was some new project for the engineering team and some of the
volunteers to tackle. Irons tried to jump around to keep an eye on the various
projects, lending a hand where needed. He also started his classes once more.


He
lectured about tack welding, and explained why jumping around to distribute
heat and prevent warping was so important. He explained about using filler and
grinders to clean the weld up, also that the grinder can generate a lot of heat
as well so jumping around to prevent heating is important there as well.


"But
you don't use it though? Not filler. I don't remember filler..." Jer'uk
asked, top arms in confused and unsure pose.


"I
use a different method. I use... well, call it molecular bonding. Also known as
nanowelding. I draw material from the sides of the welds and bind them
together. The process is tedious and energy intensive."


"But
you don't have to grind it smooth."


"Right.
But it takes longer and it's harder to do. It makes for a stronger weld but it
takes twice as long and is ten times more energy intensive. What we need here
is quick and dirty."


"Ah."


“What
we're doing it tacking the pieces together to make sure everything fits and to
keep them in place while the next stage is test fitted. Can anyone tell me what
this is?” he asked, holding up a probe connected by a black centimeter thick
cable to an LCD screen.


“Some
sort of endoscope?” Yvonne asked wrinkling her nose.


“Not
quite. What this is, is a portable X ray machine. So once a weld is finished you
run the probe over the weld like so...” He put words to action, running the
probe over the weld he had just had them finish. He angled the LCD so they
could see the view. “Now, as we move along we see the weld and how far it
penetrated. It looks good. No red which is bad.”


“Red
is bad. Got it.”


“You
want to check every weld. You don't want a bad weld. That means something will
break in the future,” he cautioned.


“Are
you going to finish anytime soon?” a testy voice asked from the companionway.
Irons looked up and then shook his head.  From the sound of it a tech wanted
the space they were in.


“Working
on it. Finishing up now,” Irons called and then turned to the class. “So, weld.
Move around, grind smooth, again moving around, and scan the weld to make sure
it's proper. Any questions?” The class shook their heads. He looked at the
Veraxin. Jer'uk and her companions gave off signs of second or third level
agreement.


The
changes to the internal parts of the ship were making life interesting for the
passengers. Since they were doing it anyways, the chief and Numiria had taken
advantage of the dislocation to rearrange things. With the Admiral's help they
relocated the most commonly used quarters closer to the center line of the
ship. Stores of goods and materials that were not radiation sensitive were
placed in the outer hull areas.


The
changes made people a bit happier. Ever since their conversation the passengers
were nervous about being anywhere near the outer hull. They hadn't before, that
amused Irons. The chance of a breach or blow out had been on everyone's minds
for years but had been an accepted risk. The threat of radiation though... that
held a dread for all of them. He made another note to try to upgrade the
infirmary when he got the chance.


The
interesting thing was that they were putting a lot more design effort into the
accommodations. They were thinking it out this time, not throwing it together
as someone did centuries ago. Granted whoever had thought up this mess had been
a mad genius for it to last this long, but there were tons of rough edges. 
With a little foresight the barracks for instance had proper bathrooms and
lighting.


“Okay
people, let's go. We've held them up long enough. Next section you can tack and
weld on your own. I'll jump one ahead of you and then spot check you.”


“Test?”
Jer'uk asked.


“You're
all old enough and experienced enough to know a pass fail. You also know the
risks,” Irons replied as they moved out of the compartment.


“About
time,” an accusing voice said. Irons turned to the source. A cargo tech was
looking a bit annoyed. The class shifted about as the cargo techs started
moving in. Yvonne gave Irons a look.


“They
want to get some space back. Everyone's crowded.”


“Tell
me about it,” Yvonne said. With the changes to the internal parts of the ship
they were double bunking, or in her case hot bunking her hammock. Whoever was
using it when she was off shift didn't shower nearly often enough.


“Are
we really going to rebuild the interior like a passenger ship? With quarters for
everyone?” A student asked.


“We're
laying the ground work right now,” Irons replied, giving Yvonne an amused look.
That had been a bone of contention with the ops officer. He didn't see the need
for one full bathroom for every ten people on board the ship. “Unfortunately we
don't have the material to dress them out with plumbing and refreshers, let
alone vid screens and other things.”


“Frills,”
Yvonne said wrinkling her nose. It didn't quite sound convincing though. He was
fairly certain she wouldn't mind a few frills if she could have them.


“Something
like that,” Irons replied. He wouldn't like to live in a converted cargo bay
for most of his life. Now that the repairs were underway people were flocking
to some of the interior quarters that had been abandoned as unlivable. He'd had
to chase people out of his quarters twice. Cora had apologized each time. He'd
considered moving into his launch but then rejected it. Sleeping in the launch
was possible, but it was also busy 24/7. His replicators were in constant use
still.


“Once
we're finished here we'll knock off for dinner. Okay?” he asked. The class
nodded. “Good. Let's get with it people before the cargo people bury us in
boxes.”


 


Irons
was amused by the galley. Normally the food they grew was processed and then
either eaten right away or ground up and processed into a sludge and then fed
to the crew as porridge. Now that they had food replicators and working
recycling plants it was a bit different. Many people were overlooking the
porridge so the chefs didn't make as much. The fruit was frequently overlooked
as people made a run on the replicators.


To
compete the cooks were now cutting back on the porridge and introducing real
meals. For once they had the time to cook a proper meal and not a sludge that
was barely edible. They were making fruit salads and other salads. The
replicators couldn't deal with a salad the same as it could something simple.
They were making fruit sorbets and smoothies as well. It was interesting to
watch them adapt to the changes. He was curious to see if they started digging
out old recipe files and how well they would adapt to following them. Only time
as well as trial and error would tell.


 


The
next day he had a class on nanites. He used the repair of the broken
replicators as the hands on experience for them. They start with the broken one
near the shuttle bay that had the cancerous growth. 


Fara,
Jen, and Martha had him explain a little about nanotech and its history. He
explained that nanites needed an external control node to function. “There is
only so much you can program into a molecular robot after all,” he said. They
nodded in not quite understanding. They were taking a lot of what he said on
faith since they didn't have the proper foundation.


What
he said was true... from a certain point of view. There were ways to store
information. He for instance had tons of information stored in molecular
circuitry... and strands of artificial DNA in artificial cells in his body. He
had an incredible amount of information stored within him, something he
couldn't admit to anyone. It was all a part of Trinity of course.


“Nanites
are a hive mind. You've got the basic dissemblers, and then the assemblers of
various sorts, and behind them both are the controllers. The queens. They hold
bits of the big picture and keep the nanite's coordination. They follow a
program,” he explained.


“And
we control the queens?” Fara asked wrinkling her nose.


“Yes.”


“One
of the things that bothered me was how they could pick things apart but didn't
accidentally do it to themselves,” Martha mused. “I always thought they had
some sort of radio beacon.”


The
admiral nodded. “Sometimes they do. By accident I mean,” Irons replied. “Or by
intent if they're self destructing. Yes they do have an IFF ID, an Identifying
beacon. They are programmed not to tear one another apart. But sometimes as
they work one gets ahead of another and it could be destroyed.”


“Oh.
Yeah what about that?”


“Coordination.
That's the answer to your question. The queen and hive mind. They coordinate
the actions of the nanites keeping order.” His hands held the small replicator.
He pulled the power cable. It was now dead. Proteus had taken the extra
precaution of releasing the self destruct command to the nanites in the pod
anyway. The nanites inside were inert sand.


“Ah,”
she said and nodded. He turned and set the pod down on a cart and then picked
up its replacement.


“A
single nanite can't store a great deal of information. But it can hold a piece
of a program. The problem is the program changes as a part is built. If you
kept nanites for every part of a program you'd need trillions of nanites for
every cubic centimeter. Not going to happen in the real world. So, the queens
receive their instructions from the machine interface. They then pass it on to
the simple minded bots that do the real work.”


As
he spoke his hands worked. His right arm had micro-manipulators out, pulling
cables apart or plugging them in. In a minute the pod was back in place. He
stepped back and watched as Martha gulped and stepped in holding a logic probe.
She probed the IT and then frowned. She glanced at him. He cocked his head. 


“Bad
IT,” she said showing him the LCD. 


He
nodded. He had deliberately left it in for her to find as a sort of test. “You
know what to do. Don't let me stop you,” he said. She nodded and started
pulling the electronics. In a few minutes it was all out and on the recycling
cart. Fara started handing her replacement parts starting with the motherboard.


“You
have nanites right?” Fara asked him after a quiet few minutes. Irons looked at
her. The class looked from her to him. After a moment he rumbled a sigh. 


“What
makes you say that?” he asked.


“Because
I've seen what you can do. Not everything can be fixed with those
manipulators,” she said. She indicated his right arm.


“Correct.
Yes, I have nanites. I just replaced them.”


“Replaced
them?” Jen asked. She sounded genuinely curious and not appalled or scared.
Irons turned to her and shrugged as she paused with a board in her hand. Fara
reached out and tugged it out of her hands.


“Replaced.
When we were repairing the reactor... when it first went down I mean; I lost a
lot of nanites. Proteus used them to affect some of the repairs to the control
runs that we couldn't get to. But exposure to the radiation field forced them
to self destruct.”


“Oh.”


“I
couldn't bring them back to me either. It was a necessary sacrifice,” he said
in the ensuing silence. The silence turned thoughtful.


“Are
you sure they're all dead? And did you say you can make more? Wait... um...”


Irons
smiled and nodded. “Yes and yes. Yes they're dead. Proteus and Sprite confirmed
it. Yes I can make more. How is complicated and classified. Suffice to say it's
done and we're about done. Right?” he asked as Martha seated the last part and
started plugging in the cables. The optical date lines were dead easy; they
were color and shape coded.


“Just
about,” she said, plugging the power lines in and then reaching for the cover
plate.


“Not
quite. Run a diagnostic test again before you button it up. Always run a
diagnostic before you do a final close up. It saves having to open the thing
back up later if something's off.”


“Oh.”


“No
kinks in the feed lines? No air bubbles in them?” he asked.


“No?”
she said, sounding uncertain as she checked. Her hands felt the lineup. She
reached into her breast pocket and pulled out a pen light and a mirror. She
used the tools to look around and behind things and then up and down into the
cavities she couldn't see. “I don't see any.”


“Good.
When you start POST keep an eye out for any. Bubbles in the line are minor but
they can be a pain in the ass if the unit is sensitive. This is a Yukio niner
so yeah, it's fussy. If it senses a stop in the feed, either material or water
like oh say by a loss of vacuum because air is in the line then it locks up.”


“Is
that why I keep getting that error on deck eleven?” Jen asked. She'd tried to
use what she'd learned from the admiral to repair a replicator on her own. It
hadn't worked out quite well.


“Possibly,”
Irons said giving her an amused look. “We'll find out for sure though later.”


She
nodded, not looking at him as her hands played with the tool in her lap. Martha
watched her screen and then the screen on the replicator. She checked for air
in the lines, bleeding any air out that needed to be released. She wiped up the
materials that came out by accident and then nodded when all lights turned
green.


“Green
is good to go,” she said. She turned to Irons. “Are we ready to button her up?”
she asked. He nodded.


“Finally,”
Jen muttered. They put the panel in place and then as a last step Martha pushed
the test button and stepped back. The replication chamber glowed and then the
delivery platform began to glow a blue as well. After a moment a shot glass
appeared. She took it out and looked it over. “Looks good,” Jen said.


“Good.
Moving on then...”


 


Blackhawk
checked the countdown clock as he clocked in for his shift. Each shift was
different, they required concentration. Usually in the lower notes he could sit
back, talk, listen to people, even get up and stretch or get a cup of coffee in
a straight patch. Not in the higher notes though. Things were coming at you a
lot faster. You had to be on your toes and paying attention to avoid patches of
turbulence. It was a nice challenge from the boring day in and day out tedium
of the lower notes.


“Seventy
days to go,” he said. “No wait, sixty eight,” he corrected himself. He really
needed to get one of the replicator girls to go over the seats here. Or ask one
of the fabric people to make a better cover. The last one hadn't lasted a year
before it tore apart. Cheap Triang cotton.


“Yup,”
Mark said looking up quickly and then back to his screen. His hands moved on
the controls, steering them around a tangle. “Getting there,” he said.


“Yup,”
Blackhawk sighed, taking his seat. “That we are. Good.”


“Yeah
well, all that shifting around inside the cargo bays has made her wonky. Watch
for it. She feels different,” Mark warned as Blackhawk reached out and touched
his controls.


“Really?”


“Shifting
of mass. Center of gravity is a bit off. It's not bad, it's gradual, but you
can tell.”


“Slow
on the helm?”


“Not
so much. Just different,” Mark said. Which was true, they had been moving
people slowly but were now picking up speed as the new quarter designs were
roughed out.


“Something
else to get used to. Okay,” Blackhawk said as he took his hat off and racked
it. “Let's see how she handles then,” he said, stretching his fingers and then
taking the yoke. “I've got it,” he said, using a finger switch to transfer
controls to his station.


“Station
one has the helm. Logged,” Mark said formally. “Good. I so need to hit the
crapper.” He slapped Blackhawk on the shoulder. “Enjoy you lucky redskin,” he
said getting up.


“Okay,”
Blackhawk said, flicking his eyes to Mark and then back to the screen. He
grimaced as he had to pitch the ship over to avoid a tangle and follow the
plotted course. “Fun,” was all he said.


 


“Finally
getting around to me?” Numiria asked early the next morning. “Should I be
touched or honored?” she asked sarcastically.


Irons
froze as he entered the infirmary. He'd really meant to help out here a long
time ago, but had been swamped by other projects. Apparently that didn't go
over well with the resident medic. Either that or the good doctor was being
territorial... or sarcastic. “Did we come at a bad time doc?” He looked over to
his class. Sharon and Fara shrugged. He had them and about a dozen other
people. Most of them didn't quite realize what they were in for with this
project. It beat sitting around staring at the bulkheads however.


Numiria
flicked her ears their way. Her eyes bore into a few people before she looked
away. “Not at all. I've got nothing better to do than to watch people tear my
work space apart and then leave it a mess,” she growled.


“I
don't go where I'm not wanted doc,” Irons told Numiria.


“Most
of the time,” Sprite interjected into his ear. He shrugged it off.


“If
you want me gone I'm gone. I thought you wanted repairs made and new
equipment,” he said indicating the door.


The
jackal's eyes widened. “You're serious?” He nodded. She straightened and
scratched at an ear. Irons saw the signs of a canine who was embarrassed.
“Sorry. Didn't need to bite,” Numiria said. “Muzzling myself now,” she said
making a zipping motion over her mouth.


“Not
a problem. Where would you like us to start?”


“Well...
I was hoping you could do something about the layout. I've got a slow period
now so maybe we could see about this. What I'd like...”


She
tapered off unsure. Irons smiled. “We've done what we can in a lot of the other
departments. I understand the chief blocked out at least ten days for you so
we're at your disposal.”


“I'm
flattered,” Numiria said dryly. “A whole ten days? For little ole me?” 


The
admiral tried hard not to roll his eyes. Numiria's sarcastic streak was in full
force today apparently. “You were talking about layout. Do you want to start
there?”


“What
I really want is new equipment. But I know that's too much to ask for,” she
sighed shaking her head. He cocked his head. 


“I've
been constantly complaining about the working conditions for years. It's about
time someone did something about it. Though you did say you can't do much.”


“Doc,
we can do a lot with what we've got. Starting with broken equipment. If you
have any I think we can use it to either melt it down to make a new functional
piece or we can make parts for it... or if you've got spares we could melt it
down and make something else on your wish list.”


“Wish
list huh?” she asked. She looked around the infirmary. It was dark; some parts
of it had no light at all. Some parts had too much ventilation, others had no
heat. Some areas had no power... they had to run extension cables. The walls
were rough cut, patched over and most of the metal was raw. There was a leak
from the upper deck that stained one wall and ceiling panel. The floor was the
same way but covered in spills that had etched in to stain over the centuries.
Yes, the idea of an upgrade was appealing.


He
spread his hands. “Would you like the infirmary arranged by specialty? Surgery
suite? Imaging? Better imaging equipment for that matter? MRI? Gravity scanner?
Ultrasound? Endoscopes? X ray machines?”


Her
eyes studied him. After a moment one manicured nail tapped on the metal tray
next to her. Finally her ears flicked. “Yes to all of the above.”


He
slowly smiled. “Then let's get started shall we?”


The
first day was spent blocking out and planning what she wanted and how they
would spend the next nine days achieving it. He used a holo emitter and a cad
program to design the space. They did an assessment of the equipment on hand.
The chief had sent in techs to repair equipment, when she could, but not on a
steady basis. Most of the equipment was misaligned or not even up to
calibration standards. Irons class was kept busy playing gopher most of the
morning.


After
lunch Irons spent the afternoon hooked up to one piece of equipment or another
assessing it and either recalibrating it or designating it as scrap. They dug
into the storage bays, pulling out old equipment and tools and going over them.
Anything broken beyond repair was cataloged and then sent off to his
replicator. As they moved along his class picked up on the basics and started
doing the rough assessments on their own. Irons always has the last word
however.


Anything
not repairable was stripped of anything useable like paddles, cables, or probes
and then sent off for recycling. Waste not want not. And why replicate
something that still functioned?


“When
am I going to get any of that back?” she asked near the end of the shift.


“Some
of it will be later in the evening. I'm not sure,” Irons turned to Jen who had
just come in with a plastic container. “Or some now,” he said nodding his chin
her way. Behind Jen was a pair of students carrying additional plastic tote
boxes. Numiria turned and blinked.


“Well
that was fast,” she said. Slowly she smiled.


“It's
not equipment doc, its medical supplies you had on the wish list,” Jen said
with a smile. She proffered the box to the medic. Numiria pointed to an exam
table. Jen set the box down there and then opened the lid. “I need the box back
for the next load. It's easier to carry a bunch of stuff than handfuls.”


“True,”
Numiria said, nodding to a nurse who got off her stool and came over. She
started cataloging the new material. By the time she was done the nurse was
smiling slightly.


“Good,”
Irons said with a nod. “Next batch coming anytime soon Jen?” he asked. Jen
paused with the box tucked against her hip and turned.


“I
think we've got the MRI scanner now. I think that's what Martha said it was
before she went off shift. It's big and has a lot of parts so it's sucked up a
lot of material. We should have the last part in a half hour or so. You'll have
fun putting it together I suppose.”


“Cool,”
Numiria murmured.


“Well,
since we're about done here, you need your bay we'll go over the plans and go
take a look at the other infirmary.”


“The
other one?” Numiria asked. “I forgot about it.”


“Well,
you'll remember it soon enough. You're going to have to shift over to it
tomorrow remember? We're going to need to clear this space so we can work here.
I don't want anything getting contaminated or a patient getting hurt if
something happens.”


Numiria
nodded. “Okay,” she said with a look at the nurse. “Get the second shift on
that when they report in. I want them to start shifting if it's slow. And don't
slack off.”


“Okay,”
the nurse said. She wasn't sure how the second shift would take it. Second and
third shift were coasters. Everyone on board knew that the doctor was on first
shift so they came then to get treated. Third shift was just about dead since
it was the night shift. All they did was hand out band aids or triaged someone
until the doctor could be woken up to take over.


“You
can get the cargo techs to lend you a hand I bet. If you contact the bridge or
whoever is in charge of them I bet they can get work parties organized to give
you a hand with the grunt work. Save the medical staff doing the heavy labor.
They just have to supervise.”


“Yeah.
But the cargo people will break stuff,” Numiria said, frowning. She wasn't
happy about that idea, but she knew her people could only shift so much.


“Find
out. Anything they break take it out of their hide. And of course anything
broken...” He indicated the patiently waiting Jen.


Numiria
followed his wave and then nodded to the fabrication tech. “Yes, true,” she
said. “Thank you Jen. Bring the loads to infirmary two from now on. I'll let
them know you're coming,” she said.


“Okay
doc, you say so,” Jen replied with a nod as she left.


“How
much can you get done? I mean in the time allowed?” She studied Irons.


“Tear
down is easy. Running the power and life support properly will be interesting
but we'll get it done. The frills?” He shrugged. “We might have to compromise
if the schedule suffers. The fun part is going to be getting the compartment
torn up and reworked to work better.”


“Ah,”
she nodded. More than one floor panel wasn't up to holding the weight of her
equipment. They had marked each and knew to avoid them. Having that repaired
would be great. They wouldn't have to worry about where they could walk or
wheel equipment.


“Fixing
someone else's mess can be dirty and tricky doc. It takes a lot of time and
patience. Which...” he shrugged. “We've got plenty of right now. Time I mean.
Sixty seven days until we reach Antiguan space. Plenty of time.”


“Okay,”
Numiria said with a nod. “We'll start shifting now then. I'll take a load over
to the other infirmary and wake them up,” she said.


“How
are we going to put all this in there? It's full too!” a Veraxin orderly asked.


Numiria
gave the Veraxin a look. “We'll make do. We always do.”


“You
could go through there and pick out the stuff to recycle beforehand. Make room
and all,” Irons mused. “We're going to be doing that compartment next week. Or
the week after anyway,” Irons said with a shrug.


Numiria
stopped packing a box and turned to stare. Irons realized the others were
staring as well. He shrugged. “Something I said?” he asked innocently.


“No,”
Numiria said shaking her head. Her ears were forward. “No, not at all,” she
said returning her attention to the box in front of her. “You're right. I just
need to get used to the changes.”


“Triage
doc. Triage the equipment. We'll work on it. One step at a time,” he said,
patting her on the shoulder as he walked out. She looked at his hand and then
followed him with her eyes as he left.


 


Unfortunately
trying to shift everything in one shift turned out to be overly optimistic. It
took four and a half shifts to clear out the sickbay, pull the equipment, empty
out the store rooms, exam tables, lights and everything they wanted to salvage.
Everything was cleaned out, from the nurse’s locker room and lounge to the
doctor's office. 


What
couldn't fit in the other infirmary was stored in storage nearby. When it was
all done O'Mallory and a demolition crew moved in and started carefully pulling
out the life support, power, and plumbing.


Irons
stood by, pouring over the new blueprint with the doctor and exec and making
himself available if they ran into a sticky situation. Numiria was getting
excited about the project, griping about some of the problems with her old
office and wistfully smiling at what the new infirmary would be.


Since
they had cleared the storage bays and the deck space above and below the space
already they had planned out a three deck infirmary with a cad program. The
lower deck would be for imaging, office space, surgery, the locker room, full
bath complete with showers, and the staff lounge. The second and actual main
floor would be the largest. It would have the waiting room, triage center,
treatment rooms, and around it more storage. In the back of the room would be a
large elevator designed to shift patients on gurneys between floors.


The
third floor would be for rest and recovery. It would be set up in wards, since
they didn't have the room for individual rooms. There were four wards with the
duty nurse's station in the center. Small storage closets would be in between
each ward to try to deaden some of the sound.


With
Proteus's help the plans went surprisingly easy. Proteus even generated wiring
diagrams and plumbing plans for the crew to follow. O'Mallory was surprised by
the simplicity of construction with blueprints. With the plans the AI generated
a manifest. They had exactly what they needed to build the new infirmary from
the materials they had recycled. With a little logistics juggling they had just
the right parts on hand when they needed them and not too much that they crowded
themselves and the surrounding area.


Irons
had even tossed in a couple of view screens and holo projectors for the doctor.
He'd suggested a class room but they had unfortunately run out of room. Numiria
didn't sound like the class room teaching type however. She preferred her
people learned on the job with experience.


 


When
they were certain the construction supervisor and tradesmen knew their jobs
O'Mallory went back to keeping an eye on the ship's overall health and checking
in with other projects going on all over the ship.


Irons
hinted to Numiria and the staff about the medical database Sprite had uploaded.
Numiria hadn't been interested at first; but when she caught one of her
orderlies looking up a disorder it had intrigued her.


As
new equipment rolled out she asked for training on the equipment she had no
experience with. Irons did his best but sometimes all he had was the tech
manual to go off of. He was no medic even though he had an associates in
medicine. He hadn't applied a lot of the knowledge he'd gained in the high
school class so he lost most of it over time. He had a bit of residual memory
of a few things but the science of medicine changed since he'd taken the course
eight hundred and some odd years ago.


During
their discussions they would sometimes get off topic but it was enjoyable for
him and for her. When they installed the bioreactor and cloning equipment that
had shocked her.


“Doc,
I realize you don't have experience, but there is a great deal of information
in the database. I suggest you take a look when you can spare the time,” he
suggested as they made the final connections.


“You
don't understand. With this we can... we can heal so many of the people in
stasis!” Numiria was ecstatic.


“I
know doc,” he said with a nod. That had been part of his plan after all, he
just hadn't mentioned it because he didn't want them to get their hopes up...
and he didn't want to run into any resistance from the captain. The nurses
nearby were looking up at her. They exchanged looks. The air took a general
feel of excitement and anticipation.


“Okay,
let's see here. You wanted to know the basics of cloning. Let's see how much
I've remembered from high school health class doc.” He smiled at her
expression. He started laying it out, leaning heavily on the bookmarked
passages from the encyclopedia Galactica Sprite had helpfully pulled up for him
on his HUD. Some of it he remembered from his own experience with the doctors
dealing with his own injuries but a lot came from the layman's knowledge he had
on hand.


As
the staff picked up the data... he was pretty sure they were soaking it up like
a sponge which was amusing. They could access this anytime they wanted but
again, they learned by experience. They started into a rather lively discussion
of cloned tissue replacements over implants. 


He
explained tissue basics to the medical staff and those interested. “See, you
use ECM structures and stem cells harvested and force split from the patient to
form replacement parts. By applying a stimulant you induce the stem cells to
fission in a controlled growth pattern. You can find the directions in the
files.”


“But...”


“Doc,
I suggest you give it a test whirl. Start with something simple. There might be
labs in the files, I don't know. Try a recipe, but start with something small
like skin. Build up your confidence in the equipment and then try something
tougher when you become familiar and more confident in the system.”


“Okay,”
Numiria said with an ear flick and nod. “Sounds good.”


“We've
built a bioreactor for you. I'd like to do another but unfortunately we don't
have the material or the room. If the stasis pods were emptied then...” He
shrugged and spread his hands as she nodded in understanding.


The
stasis pods were in bays under the infirmary's lower floor. Unfortunately they
couldn't do anything about that space; the pods couldn't be moved or disturbed.
Their contents were too delicate. 


“Now,
the bioreactor is a simple piece of equipment that has been around for over a
thousand years. What it does is it mimics the body of the patient to allow the
tissue to grow at an accelerated rate,” he explained.


“Usually
it takes about two weeks to grow an organ. It really depends on the species and
how complex the organ is and what you have to start with. That is if you don't
have to repeatedly stop to induce additional cellular fission mitosis and other
factors.”


“Yes
but what does it do? It looks like a box,” a nurse said, wrinkling her nose. It
was a cube about a meter high on top of a cabinet. The lower cabinet had an emergency
power supply and material containers for the reactor. A heat exchanger was on
top. Getting that sorted out had required a bit of shifting of the life support
but Proteus had anticipated the usage of the equipment in the plan.


Irons
rested his hand on the green reactor casing. There were controls along the
right side and a series of doors hinged to the left side. If someone didn't
know any better it looked a bit like a microwave. An oversized one with a lot
more controls but a microwave. “It's not a reactor like the fusion reactor.
What the reactor does is provide warmth, high oxygen or other atmosphere and
nutrients to stimulate the tissue to grow, filling in the voids in the ECM and
forming the tissue pattern you want.”


“Oh.”


“We
can replicate some tissue structures with nanites. Most notably ECM. A medical
replicator can churn out ECM that is sterile by the bucket load. But to avoid
tissue rejection you use harvested cells from the patient themselves. You
really only need a small amount. Of course the more there are the better and
faster the process goes.”


“So
we can clone my brother's hand?” An orderly asked.


“What
happened to his hand?” Irons asked turning to him.


The
orderly made a face. “Engineering accident a couple of years ago.”


“Ouch.”



“Yeah.
He gets along without most of the fingers but...”


“It's
a pain. Okay, yes, if I remember from the literature and my limited experience
in health class, if you treat a fresh wound with a powdered ECM it will
stimulate regeneration. Basically the body regenerates instead of forming scar
tissue. But it has to be under the right conditions and before the scar tissue
is formed. For him a tissue replacement is in order. The doctor can sample his
tissue and then force grow a replacement digit. Or digits in this case.” He
wiggled his fingers.


“Ah,”
the nurse said. The orderly nodded.


“I
would prefer you start with something a little easier actually,” The doctor
said slowly.


“What
me?” The nurse asked surprised.


“You've
the incentive to learn it right?” Numiria asked. The nurse nodded. So did the
orderly.


“It's
best to learn to walk before you can run. Or in this case crawl before you can
walk. I suggest you start looking over the additional materials Sprite has
uploaded for you.”


“I
have?” Sprite asked amused. He cocked an eyebrow.


“Okay,
I am now. How’s that?” she asked. He saw files flutter across his HUD to a Red
Cross symbol.


“Better.
Please flag the tutorials if there are any. And any video recordings for them,”
he ordered. Numiria seemed relieved at that.


“Done,”
Sprite said after a moment.


“What
did they start with before?” the nurse asked.


“Back
when cloning and regeneration was first making major break throughs they
started with simple structures. Ears if I remember correctly,” Irons said with
a shrug.


“You
are correct admiral,” Sprite said sounding amused again.


“It's
in the historical database or in the preamble in the cloning documentation
Sprite uploaded. I skipped some of it over for brevity's sake. Check it out. I
suggest regenerating something similar. Perhaps skin for a burn victim if one
is available.”


“Well,
we don't have a burn victim that lost an ear but we do have Charlie and Barney.
Both of whom lost their ears in a bar fight...” Doc mused. “I'll look into
this.” Her ears were forward as she stared down at the tablet in her hands.


“Doc
you know damn well he's just going to go get it torn off again,” an orderly
sighed, shaking his head. The Veraxin nurse chittered an affirmative.


“He
hasn't the other yet.”


“No,
but he will eventually. Then he'll have a matching set.”


“Well,
if we fix it maybe the pain of fixing it will get him to sober up some?” She
looked up from the tablet to stare challengingly at her staff. After a moment
they shrugged uncomfortably.


“Good
luck with that doc,” the nurse said shaking her head mournfully. “You've got as
much luck with that as getting to the head of the lunch line before...” she
shrugged. “Never mind. Do you want me to assist in this?”


“If
you please,” the doctor said with a nod.


“Then
I suppose I'll need to read up as well,” she sighed. “Fine,” she shook her head
and fluffed her hair. “Can you send me the links?” she asked, turning to the
admiral.


“Sure.”


 


It
took the better part of twelve days, but on the thirteenth day they had a grand
re-opening ceremony that was attended to by the bemused captain and Cora. Cora
made a lot of approving noises as they walked around in the tour. The captain
tried to look suitably impressed. He was a bit out of his element and unsure
how to react to it all.  Toni following along with a video camera didn't help.
It did keep him on his best behavior though.


The
new infirmary was clean, white washed and neat. The floor was tiled with a
green linoleum product that was easy to clean and self repairing. The ceiling
had a drop ceiling covering all the duct work above.


Cameras
were in the corners of each room. The nurse's station on each floor had a bank
of monitors. Some showed the camera views but most were set up to report the
patient's vitals.


In
the corner of the wards was a LCD screen. Irons apologized when he pointed out
the small size. He told them that they could upgrade to a larger screen size
when they had the time and material.


“Oh
my, a bathroom?” Cora asked, looking inside. She smiled politely and then
looked at the doctor. “No more trying to find an unused refresher to get
cleaned up I take it?” she asked.


Numiria
smiled slightly and flicked her ears and then nodded. “That's the idea,” she
said. She didn't like the ultrasonic shower but she didn't mind the water. The
massage feature was nice. She'd have to get Lobo in there sometime when they
had a slow day. The thought of them taking a shower together made her smile
even more.


The
biggest hit with the staff at least equipment wise was the bug zapper. Really
it was a glorified cleaner. A cylinder about a meter tall, the user loaded it
from the top and then closed the lid. The utensils inside were bombarded with
ultrasonic’s to clean them, and then a microwave baked them for a few minutes
to sterilize them.


The
first time they had used it Numiria had been sure she was going to howl and
that her teeth were going to fly out of her mouth. If the ultrasonic’s bothered
her so much they were pure torture to Blur the cargo master. The Telerite
hadn't been happy over all the changes, he had kept up a bitter rant about
cost, but he had cleared the decks in quite a hurry when someone had
“accidentally on purpose” turned the bug zapper on. The captain had shaken his
head and commented about not ever having seen a Telerite move so fast in his
life.


People
stopped in to see the changes over the following week while Irons and his merry
band turned their attention on the other infirmary. Numiria complained about
the attention to O'Mallory who just shook her head and rolled her eyes at the
griping.
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O'Mallory
was impressed and amused by Iron and his impromptu classes. Irons peppered his
work crews with training and held hour or sometimes two hour long courses when
he was supposed to be resting. He was even approached at meals now. She had
watched him take it all in stride, never complaining or storming off. He was a
good teacher, she liked that about him. 


When
she found out the AI has been uploading classes and material she took a look
when she had a free moment. It was fascinating reading. Since the ship was 45
days out from exiting hyper and was running better than ever she kept a tablet
with her and sometimes pulled it out to read an article or two while waiting on
something or other. It was something she enjoyed now when she had to use the
refresher. 


Other
people in her department as well as friends started to take notice and asked
what she was doing. She absently told them. After a day there was a run on the
computer files, overloading the servers. It spilled over into the other systems
so much so that Ops called to ask what was going on.


She
was a bit sheepish and amused when she explained to the annoyed Veraxin. To
placate him she had her electronics techs set up a secondary server system for
all the knowledge the AI had uploaded.


 


The
admiral paused, looking at the captain and cargo master. O'Mallory was standing
there as well, looking seriously pissed. He caught sight of the captain's wife
behind them all.


“Sorry,
didn't mean to interrupt,” he said with a wave. “I'll come back when you are
free chief,” he said waving a tablet. They had finished the second infirmary
yesterday and he was now onto his next project.


“No
no, you're fine here admiral. Really,” Cora said waving. “I think we're about
done here,” she said, looking from her husband to the cargo master and then
finally settling on the chief engineer. The look she shot the chief was
sympathetic. O'Mallory's jaw set and she looked away, clearly fuming.


“Okay...
We've got infirmary two sorted out chief,” he held up the tablet. “Doc is
moving in as we speak. Since the space was the original ship's infirmary it was
easier to clean up and repair.”


“Ah,”
Cora said, looking at the tablet. “May I see that?” she asked, holding her hand
out for the tablet. Irons handed it over. She looked down at it. “What am I
looking at again?” she asked, brows knit.


“Most
of the list doc put together. Page two is what was left out. We'll have to see
about that later,” Irons explained.


“See,
that's just the problem. This replication has got to stop!” Blur said, waving
his hands. Irons cocked his head. He looked at O'Mallory.


“We're
about done with what we can handle right now. I think we'd all like to do more
but we're limited on material I believe.”


“And
power, don't forget power. You're using a lot of power. Power means fuel. Power
means wear and tear on the machinery!” Blur said clearly incensed.


“You
let me worry about my machinery,” O'Mallory snarled. “Don't tell me how to do
my job,” she growled, eyes flashing. The Telerite took an involuntary step
backwards, bumping the Veraxin ops officer who was coming up behind him.


“Excuse
me,” Hir'ruk said, pushing the Telerite away. “I believe you are mistaken in
your assumptions cargo master Blur. The Veraxin's shoulders were signaling
mournful correction. “Right now, due to the admiral's efforts we are using the
hyper collectors. We are not using power from the reactor which in turn
means we're not using fuel from our supplies. I've calculated a significant
savings which I presented at out last meeting I believe.”


“Missed
that,” Blur mumbled looking down at his claws. “But the usage of material must
stop!” he demanded, looking up challengingly to O'Mallory and then the admiral.


“It
seems the chief and the Ops officers have spiked Blur's guns,” Sprite said
amused to Irons. Irons gave a small nod.


“Maybe
you should run an inventory,” Sprite said. The organics looked around before
settling on the admiral. He pointed to his arm and sighed. “That's right,
Sprite, your friendly neighborhood AI,” Sprite said. Irons held up his right
hand palm up so she could project her holo image for all to see.


The
crew hadn't experienced this. Oh they'd seen her avatar a few times but not
like this. Sprite limited the image to a head shot. She nodded to the others
and then continued her report.


“I
have your manifest and it's woefully incomplete. There are entire sections left
off, and I can't update it since the security systems in some of this ship are
broken still.”


“You
have a manifest?” Cora asked clearly interested. Sprite shot her a copy. She
looked down at the tablet in her hands as files scrolled through it and then
stopped. “I've never seen such a complete inventory,” she said, tapping at the
index and then scrolling through it. “Wait, we have bolts of fabric?” She
looked up and at the Telerite.


“I
believe so,” he said with a wary nod. He wasn't sure.


“You
believe so but you don't know for sure?” the captain asked.


“Things
have been a little up in the air. My inventory has been moved around a lot over
the past several months. I've lost track of some of it,” Blur said defensively.


“There
is no optics in some of the cargo bays and storage areas. I did find a set of
army powered combat armor. It's old and damaged but useable,” Sprite reported.
From her tone she sounded interested.


“Interesting,”
Irons mused.


“I'd
like to trade for it,” Sprite said before he could say anything further. He
looked down at her holo image in surprise.


The
captain cleared his throat. “And just what would an AI need with a suit of used
combat armor?” he asked.


“I
think the admiral will need a hobby one of these days. Something to pass the
time when he's bored. I know him. He started to get all maudlin and climbs the
walls if he's idle for more than a half hour,” Sprite replied dryly.


“Sounds
about right,” O'Mallory said, shooting Irons an amused look. It sounded like
she was getting control of her temper back. Good. 


“What
are you willing to trade for it?” Blur asked. He always loved to negotiate.


“Haven't
they done enough to earn it?” Cora asked amused. Her husband shot her a look.
The Telerite's face was more aggrieved and appalled. O'Mallory wasn't sure if
she wanted to throttle the mole or not.


The
captain looked torn. Cora shot him a look. After a moment under her gaze he
shrugged.


Before
Blur can ask any more stupid questions Cora smiled politely to Irons and then
to Sprite. “It's settled then. The armor is yours then,” she said graciously.
When Blur and the captain looked to object she shot them down with a glare.
“Right?” she asked with teeth in her smile. “Hasn't he done enough?” she
snarled politely. O'Mallory's eyes widened briefly in amused respect. That shut
both males up and made all of them squirm. Sprite was amused.


“I
think we can do a few more things but we're down to just swapping parts now,”
Irons mused.


“More
time for your classes?” Cora asked smiling to him. He shrugged. “Good. You
deserve a break admiral. When we get to Antigua I'll make sure you get some
downside on the planet. That is if you are staying with us for the next
transit,” she said.


He
shrugged, ignoring the looks from the captain, Veraxin, and Telerite. If two
out of three of them had their way he'd stay on the planet.


“We'll
see. What I can do is give you a class one industrial replicator. If...” He
held up a finger as Blur opened his mouth. “If that is we can use the Scarab to
wrangle a rock in Antiguan space and use it for the material.”


“That's
an idea,” the chief said with a nod, looking at the captain.


“It
is a thought,” the captain said.


“And
just think honey, since we are getting to Antigua two months ahead of schedule
we can give the crew plenty of time for shore leave. I so want to visit the
shops again.” She tucked her hand through his arm and then smiled winningly up
at him. “I wonder if they have that nice red number I saw the last time we were
there? I can't remember the shop so we'll have to check them all over again.”


Irons
winced at the captain's expression as the little woman tucked her arm through
his and clasped his hand with hers. The captain was manfully trying not to look
bleak and trapped. O'Mallory's lips pursed in an amused whistle. 


“And
of course that also give the crew plenty of time to go about repairing and
rebuilding the ship. Who knows honey! By the time we return we may not
recognize the old girl!” She grinned and started to pull her husband along.
“Wont that be nice? Beta band?” 


“Um...”
The captain didn't know what to say. Sprite held her hand up to her mouth,
stifling a laugh. O'Mallory looked ready to burst. Irons shook his head
mentally. 


“Oh
Sprite,” Cora turned to the AI in Irons' hand. “I'll have the suit transferred
tomorrow if that is okay,” she said.


“Of
course ma'am,” Sprite replied with a nod.


“Very
good. See to it, Blur wont you,” she said, smiling to the Telerite and then
dragging her husband along. “We have a date with our darling daughter. I
believe that since we've got some material in stores a new bed spread is in
order. I'll see if we can have it done soon. And matching throw pillows. I know
how you like the frills dear,” she smiled. “Carry on,” she said, leaning back
and waving dismissively to them.


Irons
turned with the others. He caught the captain's wince. He hid a chuckle as they
made the turn around the corner and out of site. He turned to O'Mallory whose
eyes were twinkling. She was dimpling a tight lipped smile.


“Yeah,
so pussy whipped,” O'Mallory breathed, too low for the others to hear apparently.


“What
was that?” The Telerite asked.


“Nothing,”
she said collecting herself. “We done here?” she asked.


“Just
about. Cora took my tablet so I'll upload the report to you chief,” Irons said.


“Done,”
Sprite said smugly. She pretended to buff her nails.


“You
are a cheeky miss aren't you?” O'Mallory said, looking down at the AI.


Sprite
looked up, hands on her hips. “Oh you have no idea,” she replied with a smile.
Irons rolled his eyes. She turned her torso to look over her shoulder at him.
“I saw that,” she said.


“I
know you did. But as I was saying, I think we've just got basic maintenance and
cleaning left chief. For some reason we're running into problems with the
cleaning bots. I've been too busy to look into it but if I get more free time
I'll take a look.”


“I'll
get George or Yvonne to look into it,” O'Mallory said with a nod. “See what
they come up with and then compare notes with you. Nothing from your end?” she
asked, looking at Sprite.


The
AI shrugged. “It's happening out of sight of the cameras. Whatever is going on
it's not accidental, that I'm pretty sure about.”


“Intentional?”
Hir'ruk asked.


“It
looks that way. Once? Twice? But three times?”


“Once
is happenstance, twice is coincidence, three times is enemy action,” the
admiral murmured.


Sprite
nodded, eyes flashing virtual fire. “Exactly. Something doesn't like the robots
poking around in the recesses of the ship. Areas like the ducts. I'm not sure
what it is or why.”


“We'll
find out,” O'Mallory said grimly.


“Hopefully
soon. Whoever or whatever is doing this is getting cute. Now they aren't just
destroying the bots, they're making the parts disappear so we can't use the
broken bits to replace them.”


“Wait,
breaking the bots? Something's breaking them? Physically? Smashing ship's
property? Sabotage? Spirit of space! Why would anyone do that?” Blur demanded.


“If
we can catch them in the act we'll ask them. If they can answer,” O'Mallory
said with a nod. “I'll check in with Teela and Bert.”


“The
security chief?” Irons asked.


O'Mallory
turned to him. “Haven't run into him yet? I'm surprised,” she said.


“I've
been busy,” he answered with a shrug.


“Bert,
short for Q'Bert. A nickname the Naga chose. Based on an ancient Terran video
game character,” Sprite said, cocking her head and looking up and away.


“If
you say so,” O'Mallory replied with a shrug. “I know he's been sick off and on.
He's an old Naga but wily. The life support has messed him up over the years.
Doc's got him straightened out now so he's back on duty.”


“Ah,”
Irons said with a nod. Naga's were desert dwellers. They didn't do well in
atmospheres that had a lot of water vapor in them. When exposed to a lot of
humidity for even a short period of time they developed respiratory ailments.
Sometimes the pneumonia was fatal if left untreated for long. Their skin also
needed a certain amount of UV to function. It was odd, Naga could swim if they
had to, they swam like a snake but they couldn't handle a lot of humidity in
the air.


“He
tried to keep to the dry sections of the ship. I think fixing the security
cameras and locks is a good idea. That way he can keep an eye on things,”
O'Mallory said, giving the Telerite a look. “Right?” she asked.


“I...
Yes. Yes, we don't want anyone stealing anything. Not that I'm saying anyone
would have course, I'm just saying it's something we need to...”


O'Mallory
held up a restraining hand to stop the Telerite. “We get the picture. I'm more
concerned about a Denubian rat or some other pest myself.”


“Yes
yes, vermin! I've always had such problems with them in the food stores!” The
Telerite bobbed a nod. The spikes on his back flexed.


“The
elves like hunting them,” Hir'ruk said. His antenna flicked. “I believe they
have dozens of recipes for Denubian rat.”


O'Mallory
wrinkled her nose. “They would,” she said.


“I
understand it's quite the challenge to hunt the rats given that they are nearly
the same size as the elves,” the Veraxin mused. “I believe it is religious
somehow. Something of a coming of age rite. They hunt with just a spear or
archery set. Primitive.”


“Interesting,”
Irons mused. He hadn't heard of any such coming of age rite for elves. He'd
have to look into it later. It might be something that grew up on the ship.


“Can
you get the armor moving? We can start with that section of the ship if you'd
like,” Sprite said to the Telerite.


Blur
looked from the holo to the admiral and then back again. Irons looked at
O'Mallory. The chief shook her head and pursed her lips. “She means taking out
the broken security system and replacing it with new,” she offered.


“Oh,”
the Telerite said.


“Probably
not all of it is broken,” Irons said. “Rats tend to chew through the wiring.
For some reason they like ODN cable. Something about the shredded plastic
making great nesting material I believe,” he said in disgust. He hated rats
almost as much as he did insects. Veraxin and T'clock were of course exceptions
to his phobia.


“Probably,”
the Veraxin said, signaling disgust.


“Are
they really born pregnant?” O'Mallory asked, wrinkling her nose.


The
admiral sighed and nodded in confirmation. “The wild ones are. Hermaphrodites,”
Irons said looking at their resident hermaphrodite. Blur blinked at him from
behind his sunglasses. “Diapause reproductive system too I believe.”


“Which
means?” O'Mallory asked wrinkling her nose.


“Baby
factory. They can control their reproduction. They can have as many as three
dozen babies in various stages of development at any one time. They can shell
them out rapid fire on demand. Something about having more rats out there to
distract predators or pass on their genes. I'm not sure,” he said with a
dismissive wave of a hand. “I'm no zoologist,” he said with a diffident shrug.
He only knew it because the only way to get rid of them was to know your enemy.


“All
right. We'll start on the starboard side aft and work our way forward. We'll
pick up where we left off and continue clockwise down the port side. If that's
okay with you?” The chief asked looking at the Telerite.


Blur
blinked repeatedly for a moment and then nodded. She nodded. “Okay then. I'll
scare up some electronics techs with nothing to do. I'll meet you in the hold
in twenty admiral,” she said with a nod his way. Irons returned the nod as she
left.


“I
too must depart. I need to rest and eat before my next shift,” the Veraxin
chittered. “Many thanks admiral,” he said, bowing politely and then moving off.


Blur
looked uncertainly around and then shrugged. “I'll meet you there. I have a few
things to attend to. Don't go in!” he ordered.


“Of
course not,” Irons said with a nod, turning away as the Telerite did. When he
was safely out of ear shot his arm fell and the holo ended with a sparkle.


“Want
to tell me why I need army powered armor?” he asked quietly.


“It's
a project?” Sprite asked, clearly amused.


“Sprite...”
he sighed. He realized he sighed way too often sometimes. It had something to
do with being around the AI he believed. Exasperation, yes that was it.


“It's
army issue. Sure it's not as good as marine armor, but it's something to go off
of. A template at the very least. And besides, I'd think it being in the hands
of say the military instead of civilians or oh, pirates would be
better?”


“Touché',”
he muttered. “You made your point commander.”


“Thank
you admiral,” she replied. “It will be waiting for a proverbial rainy day.”


“Thanks,”
Irons said with a nod. He dodged a crew with a loaded cart and then continued
on his way.


 


Esmay
demanded a rematch later that night. Sprite teased her about the only real way
to get good is to get beaten. “To get better you need to play against an
opponent that is your skill level or above. You'll never learn anything playing
against someone who flounders around blind, not knowing what they are doing.
It's no fun to be a bully and pound on someone who can't fight back,” Sprite
said.


“True,”
Irons replied with a nod.


“Then
prepare to get beaten,” Esmay said, turning her chair around and sitting
astride it. She cracked her knuckles in a big show of stretching and then
wiggled her fingers as she pretended to examine the board thoughtfully. She
picked up a virtual pawn and moved it out with a flourish. “Have at thee
sirrah,” she said with a grin.


“You
asked for it lady,” Sprite said with a laugh.


 


When
the game was finished Esmay was disappointed by the score, he had still beat
her three games out of five. But she felt good; she'd gotten herself in and out
of some tough scrapes with him. 


“You're
improving,” Irons said, nodding as the board dissolved.


“Doesn't
seem that way,” she drawled. “You still beat me three out of five,” she said
sounding nettled by his comforting tone.


“True,”
he replied thoughtfully. She gave him a baleful look and then tossed a balled
up napkin at him. He swatted it out of the air with a laugh.


“I'll
get you eventually,” she growled dimpling and blushing.


“Eventually?
Hmmmm, well, I've been playing the game since I was two so you've got some
experience to overcome,” Irons replied.


“Damn,”
Esmay said shaking her head. She'd heard he was over a century in age...
that... the mind boggled at the thought.


“It's
not all spacial relationships and memorized moves. Sometimes it's the ability
to adapt, to change your plan or stick to a plan that wins the day.” He didn't
mention that reading your opponent and having a good poker face had something
to do with it as well. One thing at a time.


She
wrinkled her nose. “Adapt or stay the course?”

“I know it's hard to decide. Sometimes if it looks too good to be true it
usually is,” he replied with a smile.


“True.
I thought I had you there dangling my queen out like that,” she said with a
snort.


“I'm
not completely clueless,” Irons deadpanned. “You should try battlefield chess.
Or fleet chess. It's harder.”


“Harder?”
she asked looking at him. “You...” she shook her head, trying to wrap her head
around that. Tri-dee chess was hard for many people, translating a normally two
dimensional board into three dimensions and watching all the angles... but
adding even more variables to the game?


“It's
fun but a challenge,” the admiral replied. “Good practice for keeping your
track of a fleet engagement. That is difficult.”


“Oh
I bet,” she said with a nod.


“Thousands
of ships, their individual status, the enemies, their status from what we can
get from the sensors... what they are doing and what we're doing... plans
within plans... and anything floating around to watch out for or use as a weapon
or cover. Yeah, it's complicated.”


Her
eyes were wide as she stared at him. He sat back and picked up his stein of
beer and took a swig. When he set it down she was still staring. “Of course
that's the simple version. When you start adding additional variables like
mission objectives, fixed and orbital defenses, enemy intentions and civilians
in the battle space it really gets nasty.”


“I
think I'm glad I was born in this time and not yours admiral. No offense,” she
said shaking her head. A few people around them nodded or murmured agreement.


“It's
different I'll give you that,” Irons replied.


“What
was it like?” Esmay asked. “The golden age of the Federation I mean! Was it
everything they said it was?”


“Depends
on what they said it was. Was it perfect? No, far from it,” he replied with a
laugh. “We had our warts. Disease, accidents, pirates, terrorists, protestors,
politics. We had a lot more people, and a lot of tech you currently do not have
now. The constitution. Things I took for granted as a given then are hard to
come by now. But things are changing. Slowly.”


“Really,”
she said looking around.


“Really
really. Here,” he indicated the wardroom. “We've been repairing this ship
right?” She nodded. He nodded back. “I was picked up by Io11 in the Senka system.
I worked with the female crew to restore her even more than what we've done
here. Granted we had fifteen standard months where as this...” he shrugged.


“I
heard something along those lines,” Esmay said.


“Yes
well, I got off in Pyrax and did a bit there too. There are some good people
there holding the fort and putting things right. By now I think they've
expanded beyond the system if they stuck to the plan. Hopefully they have.”


“Huh,”
she said. He was reluctant to get into discussing Pyrax and was kicking himself
for bringing it up.


“We're
getting there,” Irons said with a smile. “Give it time.”


“All
good things come to those who wait?” Esmay asked getting up and busing her
plate and cup.


“You'd
be surprised what the future will bring if you keep a positive mindset. Today
is only the beginning of a brighter future if we work together,” Irons said
nodding.


Esmay
looked around and then nodded. “I'll keep that in mind,” she replied. Irons saw
motion off to the side and turned. A party of elves were around a pair of
Talasians. One of the elves looked his way and turned to glare. After a moment
the others turned to glare as well. Irons pursed his lips and gave them a
polite nod. It wasn't returned. He shrugged the cold looks off as he turned
away.


He
saw elves climbing in the ducts overhead to drop down with their group. One
spat something to fast for him to follow in the crowd. The new group turned to
look his way and then back to the others. Some of them went out, moving in
between the larger patron’s tables and chairs.


One
of them paused at the hatch door to turn and glare at the admiral before
leaving. Esmay caught the look and turned to the admiral. “Wonder what that's
about?” she asked.


“No
idea,” Irons replied with a shrug. He was wondering the same thing. He usually
got along well with alien allies. Come to think of it, he hadn't had much
exposure with the elves on Kiev. He'd been aboard the ship for two months now
and he rarely saw them. They tended to go out of their way to avoid him in
fact. He pursed his lips, trying to think of a reason before giving up.


“I'll
figure it out later,” he said. “Another match?” he asked. “Best four out of
seven?” he smiled invitingly to her.


She
huffed a sigh and shook her head. “Unfortunately, I've got a shift in the morning,”
she said mournfully, handing off her tray to a busboy. “Otherwise I'd love to
pin your ears back,” she said, ducking her head to hide a smile.


“Sure
you would,” Irons drawled with a chuckle. “Another time then. Good evening,” he
said with a nod.


“Evening
Admiral,” she replied with a polite nod on her way to the exit.


 


Kiev
had three greenhouses and several other compartments to supply the crew with
fresh food and plant related products. One was run by Numiria. It was a
converted utility closet down the companionway from her office she used to grow
medicinal and food herbs.


The
second greenhouse was a rectangle two decks high. About a kilometer of cubic
space designed to grow food for the crew. Now that the food replicators were
online and there was power that space was in doubt.


The
largest greenhouse was over three decks tall. It was a converted cargo bay and
was nearly two kilometers of cubic space. It was oval in shape and did double
duty as a park for the crew. Along the sides of both upper floors were railings
and walkways. The upper two decks had quarters and balconies overlooking the
open center. In the center of the greenhouse was a Cornucopia tree, also known
as an Ever tree. 


A
Cornucopia tree was a genetically engineered plant, made from the RNA up as a
plant of wonder, the culmination of farming science spanning back eons. It grew
every kind of fruit and vegetable on it's limbs. Vines wound around the main
trunk and larger limbs and draped down like willow leaves. These too were also
covered in fruit. The tree was huge, about a meter in diameter and was up to
the ceiling and spreading out to cover it. It was really outgrowing the space.
Roots and branches had become a problem. Branches and vines could be pruned but
the roots were spreading into the ship's systems, breaching some of them. The
plant was persistent in its search for nutrients and water. 


Over
the centuries they had many problems with the tree. Still it was treasured for
its age and the cornucopia of food it produced.


A
fourth space was a swamp for the Gashg crew. It served as part of the recycling
for the ship while also growing edible mushrooms. It was two compartments wide
and connected to the other greenhouses. Moss and lichen grew on the walls. It
was a constant headache for the life support techs. Mold and mildew loved to
spread from there into the ship's systems.


Of
course with all the greenhouses they still didn't have enough food to feed a
population of nearly six thousand. So Blur traded for additional stores when
they arrived in orbit of a planet with a surplus. Usually they would trade for
enough to either use in the future or sell some to their next port of call.


The
head of the gardening department was a Gashg. The Gashg gardener wasn't amused
by all the changes. Rumors had spread about cutting back on greenhouse space,
adding to the garden staff's dilemma and distress. The head gardener had an
altercation with a repair crew after a misunderstanding. They had been sent out
to repair the water filtration plant and he didn't want any engineers anywhere
near his territory.


Irons
was near and caught part of the altercation with his enhanced hearing. “Aren't
you going to intervene?” Sprite asked as the shouting match became more and
more heated. 


He
shook his head no as he continued to work on the plasma conduit. He slowed his
work though and watched ship's security arrive and try to diffuse the situation
without further incident. “They can do things on their own Sprite. After all,
they've been doing things on their own and making due long before we showed
up.”


“Glad
you agree,” the captain said in passing. Irons turned to see him there behind
him. He gave the admiral a long look and then went into the greenhouse to find
out what was going on.


“You
did that on purpose,” Sprite accused him. Irons shrugged but smiled a little.


“I
may have noticed he was there.” He shrugged and then turned away. “Or not.
Either way it works. Now, you said you've upgraded the antivirus and you were
working on better subroutines for the power rooms?” he asked.


“Yes.
I'm thinking of growing a couple of bots and running sims. Pick the pick of the
litter and clone it a few times. Custom job in other words.”


“Whatever
works. Keep the IT people in the loop. Work with them on it if possible
please,” he ordered.


“Aye
aye admiral. Have to give the fleshies some access I suppose.” She didn't sound
thrilled about that. She was still a bit put out over the IT department's
polite refusal of an AI, even a dumb AI. She was sure there was an undercurrent
of resentment over her kind and how fast she had cleaned up the system. How
fast she had cleaned out some of the crap they had turned a blind eye to.


“It's
their ship Sprite,” he sighed.


“True,”
she said sounding grudgingly amused.


“And
there are a lot more of them than us. If a person can do the job, teach them.”


“I'll
keep that in mind.”


“You
do that.”


“Admiral,
we've got what? Forty four days until Antiguan space? What are we going to do
there?”


“Ask
me in forty three days,” Irons replied, reaching in and twisting a
fitting and then pulling a cable forward to plug it in properly.


“Funny,”
Sprite replied annoyed. Irons snorted.


“You
asked for it,” Irons replied. “We have little to go on. Which reminds me, do
some digging on Antigua. Maybe talk someone up about the place? Or several
someone’s? Get some intel that's not in the net. Correlate the intel and give
me a brief later,” he said, pushing the plug in until he heard it click home.


“All
right, I can do that,” she said sounding miffed. He felt her presence withdraw.
Good, that would give her something to do other than get into trouble. At least
for a while anyway, he thought with amusement.


 


Later
that afternoon Sprite interjected her presence. He was sitting in the shuttle,
reading a tablet while replicating key coded parts for the EPS conduits.
“Admiral, I think we've had another incident,” Sprite said, sounding annoyed.


Irons
looked up from the replicator and frowned. “Incident?”


“Another
bot bit the dust,” Sprite said, sounding disgusted.


“Oh?”


A
holo appeared. The view was of the inside of an air return duct. It moved along
for a moment at a good pace, using its ultrasonic’s on the sides to clean the
gunk off. It had brushes on its underside and sides, whirling about cleaning
what the ultrasonic’s didn't knock off. It passed under a vertical shaft,
paused before it reoriented and then kept going. Suddenly the image jerked hard
to the left and right, fuzzed and then started to spin uncontrollably. After a
moment it ricocheted off the sides of the duct and then scrapped itself down
the bottom of the duct to stop. The image flickered and then went out. Irons
saw a glimpse of something but wasn't sure what it was.


“How'd
it happen?” he asked.


“It
was attacked from behind and above,” Sprite replied.


“Any
ideas how? In a duct I mean?” Irons wrinkled his nose. Tight quarters. It might
be a rat or some other critter. Hell it could be something small and predatory
that preyed on the rats... wait that sparked something he thought, suddenly
pensive. He wasn't sure he liked the thought though.


“The
vertical shaft,” Sprite pointed out. A holo cross section of the duct appeared.
A red object was at the top of the vertical shaft. It dropped down to impact
with the drone. The drone image flashed red. “According to the telemetry from
the bot something gummed up its lift fan. Something hard because the fan
destroyed itself and threw shards through the bot and around the duct.”


“Another
mess to clean up,” Irons sighed.


“Admiral,
this has to stop. I've dispatched another bot to check on this one but I'm...”


He
held up a restraining hand. “Don't. No need to send credits down the toilet. Go
back.”


“Go
back?”


“To
the last image. Or the last second or two. I thought I saw something. Filter
the image, separate the sensor feeds. Maybe the overlap filtered something
out.”


“Perhaps
you did,” Sprite replied. There was something to be said about organics and
their instincts. It was sometimes annoying to an AI when they played out over
straightforward logical analysis. The cross section dissolved to be replaced
with the last second of the bot's life. “Going frame by frame.”


He
watched as the sensor overlay separated itself into the separate layers. They
split into their own screens. Frame by frame they ticked away in sync. Suddenly
he saw what had caught his attention and lunged forward pointing. “There. Go
back one frame. Steady it and scan it.”


Sprite
went back a frame and then stopped. “What am I looking at?” she asked.


“Don't
you see it?” Irons asked. “I do. I know who's doing this now,” he said,
pointing to the visual image. She brought the image up to fill the screen.
“Enhance the left side. The corner junction.”


“Enhancing,”
Sprite zoomed in. The image pixilated and then smoothed out. When it did there
was an image of the straight line and a couple of fingers and the crown of a
head. Enough for Irons to recognize.


“Well
I'll be compiled into an accounting program,” Sprite said awed. “How did you
see that and I didn't?” she demanded.


“The
mind filters out what the eye sees but the mind doesn't need. Organics are good
for some things. We have hunches,” Irons said with a nod, eyes narrowed. “I bet
this little bugger is the culprit. Him and his friend up at the top of that
vertical shaft. He let the other know when to drop the bar.”


“Huh,”
Sprite said. “Why? Why would the elves do that?”


“Let's
find out,” Irons said getting up. He felt the cables retract.


“Admiral,
I think this is a matter for ship's security,” Sprite cautioned as he headed
for the hatch. He slowed and then stopped out in the bay.


“Damn
it you're right,” he said, sighing. He looked around.


“Patching
into the security system now. I have the officer of the watch. A female Terran
named Teela,” Sprite informed him.


“Yes?”
Another female voice said.


“This
is Admiral Irons. We've just had another bot incident. This time we've got a
suspect,” Irons said.


“Oh?”


“Uploading
the data now,” Sprite interjected. There was a long pause as the security
officer played it back.


“Circumstantial
at best admiral,” Teela finally said. “It could be a bystander or a witness.
But it is a lead however slim. I'm on my way to their quarters,” she said.


“Okay...”
Irons said.


“Care
to join me?” she asked, sounding annoyed. Irons cocked an eyebrow. 


“If
I'm not interfering,” Irons replied diplomatically. He'd spent time and energy
building the bots. He wanted to know why they were being broken.


“By
all means. I'd like to keep the audience to a minimum though admiral,” Teela
said.


“Roger,”
Irons said with a nod, swinging into motion once more. “I'm on my way now.”


Teela
was waiting at the door to the elf's quarters when Irons rounded the corner.
She had another guard with her. The exec came pounding up at a trot. She nodded
politely to him as well. The woman was tall, about a hundred and sixty
centimeters with olive skin and reddish brown hair done up in a tight bun. She
had a white leotard on with a high stiff collar. It was trimmed in gold, with a
gold roman kilt. She had on red boots trimmed in fur. Her silver wrist
gauntlets were probably weapons he realized. One had a radio built in but he
picked up the tell tale signature of a laser in each cuff. She was every inch
the warrior Amazon. She'd fit right in with the ladies on Io 11 he thought.


“Let's
do this then,” she said, reaching down and turning the hatch wheel and then
stiff arming it open. Irons followed Warner in. The other guard stayed outside
the hatch.


He
looked around the chamber, getting his bearings. It was a good sized
compartment; the elves had dressed it like a forest. Cables dangled from the ceiling
and wall fixtures. The walls were painted like a forest. The ground was
littered with trash. There were small bags hanging all over the place.


Elves
of all ages and genders were staring at the tall human interlopers. Irons
cocked his head and bowed politely to the oldest one. He had a white mane
sticking up and running down his back. White mutton chops framed his face. A
stringy white goatee finished off his look of a Zen master. The striper looked
at Irons and seemed to bring himself up to a straight stand with difficulty.


“Is
there a problem?” The ancient elf asked. He stroked his goatee and looked at
the three Terrans. “What is the nature of this intrusion?” he asked.


While
he talked Irons heard some of the elves talking in their native tongue. Sprite
filtered it for content, and highlighted word strings. His eyes narrowed as she
caught one conversation about the bots. “Do you think the giants know we are
breaking their toys?” That was the evidence he needed.


“Why
are you breaking the robots?” Irons asked. Warner turned to look at him in
surprise. Teela did as well, rolling her eyes.


“And
just who says we are? You?” the elder asked.


“You're
people just did,” Irons replied, locking eyes with the oldster. “Sprite?”


Sprite
replayed the recorded message loud enough for the entire compartment to hear,
and then the translation for the other Terrans.


“We
also have a video of the last encounter,” Sprite said. “I want to know why you
are doing this. It doesn't make sense!”


“Doesn't
it?” The oldster said. “You wish to replace us with machines,” he said, picking
up a cane and using it as a crutch to move across a platform to better view
them. He rested a hand on the railing. His tail wrapped around his feet.


“No
we don't,” Teela denied, looking at Irons and then Warner. “At least I don't
think we do,” she said.


“No,
we don't,” Warner said shaking his head. “Not in a million years. We need every
hand. You know that. There are many things the robots can't do,” he
said.


“True,”
Irons said.


“That
is true,” the oldster said. His eye narrowed.


“And
we need to make sure they do what they can, and then someone else can come in
and finished the job. Someone to go where they can go and do the job and hit
the places they missed. Let the robots to the tedious work and then come in
behind them.”


“That
leaves little work for my people,” the oldster said.


“Why
would you say that?” Irons asked. Warner stepped to the side to allow the
oldster to see Irons. “I mean, there are a lot of chores with robots. Emptying
their baskets, cleaning them, charging them, repairing them...”


“Which
you humans tend to do.”


“Only
because you haven't applied for the job. It seems to me you can do it better
than we can,” Irons said.


“We?”
An elf scoffed, coming forward. She had a baby clinging to her back. The baby
stared at them, sucking on a thumb.


“Why
can't you? A long time ago your people did these things and much more. You are
spacers.” He indicated the compartment around them. “You are in space. You are
used to menial tasks but you have sharp minds, strong hearts, and can learn.
There is nothing this crew can't do if they put their minds to a problem and
work together. I've seen it. You've seen it.”


“But
this... the cleaning has been our task for generations! Ours and ours alone!”
Another elf said, coming forward.


“Okay,
if you want to continue no one is saying you should stop. I'm saying that it's
not the only thing your people can do. You can still clean, and you can manage
the robots that will help you with the task.”


“Making
it easier for you,” Warner said, looking from the admiral to the chief elf.
“Taking some of the tedium out of the job. I know how tiring my job is. I can
only imagine what it is like for you. Don't you want more help?”


“But
that... the work isn't enough for all of us with robots as well!” a voice cried
in denial.


“Then
you can do other jobs!” Irons said waving his hands. Teela looked at him. “You
can run wiring into places where large hands can't,” he held up his own hands.
Each was nearly as large as an elf. “Or you can become doctors or other
careers! You are a people!”


That
brought about a murmur among the elves. Warner looked at Irons.


“We
are the people of the ducts! That is who we are!” A voice said.


“Yes
but you are starfarers! Your ancestors rose into the sky and flew ships like
other races. You can do so again if you put your minds to it! There's
nothing... NOTHING wrong with your minds. Just because you are small doesn't
excuse you. It doesn't with me and it shouldn't with anyone else. You are a
people, not robots.”


“No
offense,” Sprite interjected dryly.


“None
meant,” Irons replied as he locked eyes with the chief elf. He watched the elf
rasping breath as his people murmured and talked about the idea.


Finally
the oldster's grip tightened on his cane. He tapped it twice against the floor
he was on. Slowly all eyes turned to him. “This is too much for one day to
discuss and attend to. We will discuss it,” he said turning.


“I
know an elf who is a first lieutenant on Firefly. She is the ship's chief
tactical officer. Her name is Purple Thorn, she is related to Oberon. Think
about it. If she can do something like that then what can you do? Check the
ship's net for careers. I'm sure you can do a great deal of things given time
and an education,” Irons said, feeling like he was pleading with them.


“We
will consider it and get back to you,” the oldster said, one hand balled into a
fist behind his back as he looked over his shoulder to the Terrans. “Good day
to you,” he said. “There will be no more interference with your robots from now
on,” he said firmly.


“Thank
you,” Teela said with a nod. “That's all I ask,” she said. She turned to
Warner. “The rest is up to you,” she said.


“No
it's up to them,” Warner said looking at the aliens around them. “I... the
Admiral is right. I'm sorry I didn't encourage your people to be more than what
they currently are. But I will work to change that if you will,” he said one
hand over his heart. He motioned for the others to go. Teela brushed a hanging
bag out of her face as she turned. It swayed back and forth. An elf dropped
down the line and turned to glare at her. She ignored it as she left. The men
followed.


“Well!
That was interesting,” Warner said as the hatch clanged shut behind them. “So
they were doing it all along to protect their jobs. And we didn't see it.”


“Sometimes
we overlook the obvious,” Irons replied thoughtfully. He hoped something good
would come out of the confrontation.


“True,”
Teela said. She nodded to the guard. He was a Terran with a standard black ship
suit on. It seemed new, unlike the slightly worn coverall Warner was sporting.
Apparently someone had figured out how to fabricate clothing. That was a good
sign. 


“We
done here?” he asked.


“It
appears so,” she said looking at Warner. He nodded. “All right then. I'll file
a report.”


“I'll
inform the captain,” the exec said with a wince. Irons felt a little sympathy
for that. He wasn't sure how the captain would react.


When
the others were gone Irons paused, looking at the hatch thoughtfully.


“Is
that all they do?” Sprite asked quietly. “Spend their entire lives in the ducts
scrubbing them?” she asked softly. She couldn't imagine such an existence for a
sentient to do day after day for literally generations.


“It
appears so,” Irons said quietly. He felt a little disappointed in that. He'd
seen the tiny brooms and shovels the elves had. He couldn't imagine spending a
day doing that, let alone a life time. One generation after another, just
toiling away. Like being in a mine shaft, constantly having to go back over
your own work since the job never ended. “So much waste. So much talent there
wasted on menial tasks. They deserve better,” he said.


“Then
we need to make sure they have the opportunity to try,” she said.


“I'm
not sure if they can,” Irons said, turning away slowly. He started forward.
“Some people can't get out of a job. Out of their comfort zone. They spend so
much time doing a task that...”


“That
they lock themselves into it. They stopped taking risks and accepted it. They
no longer see the prison bars limiting them, they see the bars as protection,”
Sprite murmured catching on. “Agoraphobia.”


“They
don't see the bars limiting them. They see it as comfort and security. To them
it's not penning them in, it's keeping the rest of the universe at bay,” he
murmured.


“What
a way to live a life,” Sprite said.


“Not
for me,” Irons said. “We've got work to do.”


 


A
day later the gardener had a sit down with O'Mallory and Cora. The admiral
wasn't invited but Sprite listened in. The gardener is defensive and annoyed by
all the changes. Cora managed to diffuse the situation and put him at ease by
asking how his plants were doing. She explained that they wanted to continue
with the gardens; after all they needed fresh fruit and vegetables. What they
would like to do is clean up things; make them more safe and efficient. Repair
anything that needs fixing and maybe design the plumbing and lighting for the
maximum use of the space.


“We
do need better lights,” the gardener replied.


“See?”
O'Mallory asked with an inviting smile. “We can replicate some UV and IR lights
that are much more efficient than the ones we currently have in place. And we
can design the wiring so we get the maximum amount of light where you want it
when you want it. Same for the plumbing. I believe you want drip lines but we've
had problems right?” O'Mallory asked.


“We
have some, but they become brittle. I've improvised more.”


“We
can replicate them. The admiral showed us how to make plastic parts with a food
replicator so we don't need to use his. How would you like coils of drip line?
Or new fittings?”


He
blinked and leaned backwards. His long clawed hands scratched at one side,
picking off flakes of dirt and scaly skin. “Some of the parts have been worn
down. We have valves that have been stripped.”


“And
we can replace them. We can run the lines where you want, out of the way. Water
lines, ducts, sewer lines, all of it. Do you want to make more room and stack
things in some places? What about timers to send nutrients to plants at
specific times and with specific amounts? We can do that. Think about it,”
O'Mallory said.


“You
can do that?” The Gashg asked, leaning forward and staring at her with his eye
stalks. His mouth opened and closed. His long claws dug into the side of the
desk. Cora saw the marks and winced.


“Yes.
Anything is possible if we put our minds to it,” Cora said with a smile. “And
we can do it right. No slapped together things that fall apart after heavy use.
New pots... you know what, make a list. A wish list and prioritize it. Everyone
else in the other departments has, you should too.”


“The
ceramic pots...”


“Break.”


“So
we make plastic pots. I'd like a few hanging pots for my quarters. I'd love to
have some plants in my quarters,” Cora said with a smile. “I grew up around
green things. I even have my little watering can still. Silly, but I still do.”


“I
can see about getting you some soil and some seeds,” the gardener said.


“I'd
love to have them,” Cora smiled appreciatively.
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O'Mallory
talked with Numiria over breakfast. She nibbled on toast as they talked.
Numiria devoured a chicken omelet. She dabbed at her muzzle when she was
finished and O'Mallory sipped her coffee, relaxing and enjoying the release of
tension. “Always the carnivore,” she teased as her eyes drifted to the count
down grease board with 42 days on it.


A
Neo Hyena entered. He was a scruffy being, red fur with black stripes from the
mane running down his back. He was wearing a set of stained coveralls with one
shoulder strap unhooked. He looked like a hay seed from some space show. He
even had a tattered red ballcap on. He leaned over and nuzzled Numiria's muzzle
with his own. It's the equivalent of a kiss for Neos. “That's my wife,” he told
O'Mallory with a cackling laugh. Numiria wiggled her ears and stroked her
husband's cheek. “See you at dinner tonight?” he asked.


“I'll
try,” she said. Her eyes were soft and not quite firm in her answer. There was
a hint of an apology there. She knew she unintentionally let Lobo down all too
often.


“I've
got to tear down the number four recycler again. But I'll make it,” he told
her. “I heard that admiral fellow is going to help. About time I met him,” he
said shooting O'Mallory a look. His ears flicked and then settled forward.


The
chief set her cup down in surprise. “Something I said?”


“More
like didn't say. You of all people know it's wise to close the loop properly,”
Lobo said shaking his head as he turned back to her. “You just don't like
getting your hands dirty,” he said wrinkling his muzzle as he took his battered
ball cap off and shook his black mane out before putting it back on. “Like us
honest folk,” he said, hooking his thumbs under the suspenders of his overalls.


O'Mallory
snorted. “I do my share of dirty work. I just don't revel in it like some
people,” she said giving him a glare. “And I'm not a connoisseur of trash? So?”


“Tisk
tisk,” Numiria teased. O'Mallory turned a mock glower her way. “I didn't know
you had skipped over the recycling.”


“Well
some people were bitching and whining to skip to the head of the line. Not
naming any names though,” she said, glaring at the doctor accusingly.


“Always
ladies first,” Lobo sighed then smiled taking Numiria's hand and stroking it.
“For her I don't mind though,” he said.


She
smiled, squeezing his hand. “I'll be home. Unless something comes up,” she said
softly.


“Good,”
he said with a nod. He went to the food replicator and grabbed a couple of
energy bars and a cup of coffee and then left stuffing the bars in his pockets.


“He's
running late,” O'Mallory said.


“I
forgot to wake him,” Numiria admitted. “He was so cute flat out on his back,
head hanging over the side of the bed, tongue hanging out snoring...” She
grinned. “I took a picture and used it to replace his profile picture. I'm
wondering how long it will take before he notices.”


“Teach
him to have you set the thing up for him and not change the password,”
O'Mallory chuckled, taking a sip of coffee.


Numiria
looked down suddenly. “Something's got me by the pant leg,” she looked under
the table as O'Mallory scoots back to look as well.


“Hello,”
Numiria said. “Why don't you come up here where we can better see you,” she
said. She could smell an elf.


The
elf looked uncertain but then shrugged. She hopped up on an empty chair and
then onto the table nearly landing on Numiria's dirty plate. The doctor moved
the plate aside. The elf watched it clatter aside warily.


“Something
we can do for you?” O'Mallory asked. She'd heard about the bots yesterday and
wasn't happy about it. It was reflected in her icy tone. Numiria shot her a
quelling look.


The
elf looked at the human and then back to the neo. She gulped and dry washed her
hands a few times. Numiria cocked her head and raised an eyebrow.


“I
want to learn,” the elf finally said.


“Learn?
Learn what?” Numiria asked.


“I...
I want to be a better medic. A nurse or a doctor,” the elf said hesitantly. 


“You
are one now?” O'Mallory asked, looking at the elf and then looking at the
doctor. “I didn't know that.”


“Neither
did I. I've actually never had an elf patient. I wondered why until now. Now we
know,” she nodded politely to the elf, ears forward and attentive. The elf's
antenna wiggled up and down. Her tail was stiff behind her. “You'll pardon me
for my ignorance.”


The
elf looked uncertain. Her tail thrashed back and forth, a clear sign of
distress. “I... I am the healer of my clan. I would like to know more,” she
told them. Numiria is a little skeptical but O'Mallory nodded and nudged her
friend to go along.


“We
can always use new students. Anyone willing to learn is welcome. And if it
means your people get better medical care, all the better right doc?” O'Mallory
said, prompting the doctor with a look.


Numiria
stared at her, turning the thought over and over before mentally shrugging.
“All right,” she said. “Unfortunately most of my patients are a little big for
you. We can start with the basics and see what you know. If you can shift some
of your patient load to the infirmary then we can provide access to the medical
equipment and supplies,” she said.


“We
have only taken what we need. But...” the elf looked uncertain as the doctor's
ears went flat back. Numiria wasn't happy about the thefts.


O'Mallory
rested a hand on the doctor's as it curled into a fist. “You are our shipmates.
But I suggest in the future you clear that with the doctor or the staff. But I
also suggest from now on that you have your people report to you in the
infirmary. Right doctor? That way you can access the equipment and help you
when you or they are in need,” she said.


“There...
I cannot do anything for Bloodknife. His spine was broken in the fall. His
legs...” the elf looked away and closed her large eyes.


Numiria
sucked in her breath, suddenly feeling a weltering of emotion. She knew what it
was like to be a doctor and feel so damn helpless sometimes. To feel the need
to do anything for her patients. To try your hardest and watch death steal them
away despite the effort. It wasn't fair. Yes she knew.


“All
right,” she said, ears rising. “From now on we'll work together. I'll have
engineering here work out the medical equipment and exam tables for your
species. We'll see if we can find the data in the computer for your species.”


“Thank
you.”

“I think we can use the replicators to make tools for you. I mean ones you can
use. I can just imagine you trying to use a standard sized stethoscope,”
O'Mallory said.


For
once the elf seemed amused. She wiggled her antenna and her tail settled. She
turned enough to look at O'Mallory. There was a small smile on her face.
O'Mallory nodded.


“Is
Bloodknife still alive?” Numiria asked. The elf nodded. Numiria felt concern.
There was so much expressive anguish in those large eyes. She had to help.


“What
is your name? I forgot my manners,” Numiria sighed, ears flat again.


“Light
Touch,” the elf said. “Bloodknife... he is stable. I... he is my younger
brother.”


“Then
we'll see what we can do for him,” the doctor said getting to her feet. “Come
on. I'll call ahead and we'll get a triage team to your compartment. We'll go
from there,” she said. “One step at a time,” she said as the elf hopped down
off the table and then headed to the hatch.


“Thank
you,” she said, pausing as she climbed over the knee knocker. The doctor
nodded.


“Let
me know how it turns out!” O'Mallory called and waved. Numiria didn't say
anything but she waved as she exited.


“Well,”
O'Mallory sat back and cradled her cup. “That was interesting,” she said. She
looked at the dirty dishes and wrinkled her nose. “Sure, leave me with the mess
to clean up,” she sighed.


“Don't
forget you've got the kiddies coming this morning chief,” George told her as he
came into the galley.


O'Mallory
looked up at him and then sighed getting up. “Sure, remind me of my own follies
why don't you. Rub it in,” she said policing the dishes.


“I've
got that,” a Veraxin bus boy said, taking the dirty dishes and placing them
into the tub on his tray. “Anything I can get you chief?”


“Just
leaving,” she said, downing the last of her coffee and then stretching. When
the Veraxin reached for her cup she snatched it back. “Nope, this one's mine,”
she said with a grin.


“Still
got the cup I see,” George said smiling, shaking his head.


O'Mallory
turned on him with a glower. “And just why are you here? Isn't this your
shift?” she demanded.


“Man's
got to eat chief,” he said, making his way around the tables to the food
replicator. “Besides, Yvonne's up. Said something about not wanting to miss you
sticking your foot in your mouth.”


“Everyone's
a comedian,” O'Mallory muttered making her way to the hatch. She could hear the
pitter patter of feet on the deck already. “Oh this is going to be a looooong
day.”


 


O'Mallory
started to get into teaching as well as she warmed up to the experience. It was
interesting with a one on two or three experience, but even more fun when she
noted the enthusiasm on the kid's faces. The kids were eating up what she was
telling them. Everything from the hyperdrive to the lighting was touched upon.
She felt exhausted but elated as they near the end of the tour.


She
explained to the young students in the field trip about the fusion reactor and
fusion drive and their differences. “Really, the fusion drive isn't fusion at
all. It's not really a fusion drive; it's actually a plasma ion drive. It's a
giant rail gun. We funnel all the waste from the reactor, most of it is helium
by the way, plus anything else we don't want to the rail gun. The gun gives
this fuel an electric charge that is similar to the charge on the walls of the
thrusters.”


“And
like charges repel each other right?” a smart kid asked.


O'Mallory
nodded to him, making a mental note to keep an eye on him for later. He might
make a good engineer someday down the road. “Right. Throw in force emitters to
help speed them along and a force emitter that gives the fuel a heavier shadow
mass than what it normally would have and walla! We've got acceleration!”


“Because
every action has an equal and opposite reaction,” the teacher interjected with
a nod. O'Mallory looked at the Veraxin and then back to the watching class with
a nod.


“Exactly.
Before we just used this plasma drive. But now... now we can do a bit more,”
she smiled as she pointed to a plastic replica of the ship. The kids looked at
it. “This has been in my office for centuries. It's pretty brittle so be
careful, don't touch. It's neat because it lets us see the ship as a real world
model, not something virtual,” she said waving to a nearby hologram.


“Now,
the admiral hooked us up with better emitters,” she looked over the shoulder to
Mr. Warner and the captain as they came in. The class turned to see them. The
exec smiled politely. The captain froze and then nodded, thawing a little at
the sight of his daughter nearby. Toni was a teacher's assistant for the class.
She had her camera out and was getting it all recorded though. The chief was
doing her best to ignore the girl and the camera.


O'Mallory
nodded to the men. “Be with you in a minute captain,” she said with a smile
over her shoulder to the men before returning her attention to the kids. “Now,
as I was saying, the admiral hooked us up with repaired shield nodes. But these
nodes do more than just protect the ship. Can anyone tell me what else they
do?”


The
Veraxin teacher started to say something but she held up a restraining hand.
The Veraxin chittered in disappointment.


“Seem’s
like she's a little excited,” Warner said softly to the captain.


“You
think?” The captain replied quietly. “I don't recall anyone ever getting into
engineering until they were given an apprenticeship. I didn't anyway,” he said
looking at the group of students. Most of them were adolescents under twelve.


“Something
new,” Warner said.


“They
better not expect the same on my bridge,” the captain growled.


“Wouldn't
dream of it sir. We can't afford the distraction,” Warner said politely. The
captain gave him a curious look to see if he was pulling his leg and then
returned his attention to the class.


Most
of the students had suggested various shielding for the nodes. One Telerite
child managed to point out the roll of the nodes in hyperspace transit. But
apparently that wasn't the only thing the nodes did.


The
Veraxin teacher was looking nonplussed. She didn't know either. O'Mallory let
them go on for a little while and then waved a hand.


“I
gave you a hint when I explained the plasma drive,” she said. When none of them
caught on she finally relented. “The nodes are another form of subspace drive,”
she said, smiling.


Even
the captain blinked at that one. He looked at Warner who shrugged helplessly.
They had always used the plasma drive and the RCS. Using the nodes?


“You
see, the nodes can both repel and tractor an object. That's another function by
the way, to pull something closer to the ship. Or...”


“Or
pull the ship closer to something else!” A wide eyed girl with pig tails said
bouncing. She clapped her hands excitedly.


“Right!”
O'Mallory said with a smile at the kid's exuberance. “We can tractor an object,
say a planet, and pull the ship to it. We can also push against objects. Like
oh, say the exhaust we just vented,” she said with a grin.


“Wow!”
A kid said.


“Can
we really do that?” The captain asked, turning to Warner. Warner was as
confused as him.


“Apparently
so,” Warner replied slowly.


“I
assure you it is not only possible, we're going to be doing it in Antigua. That
will save tons of fuel. With the plasma drive and nodes working together we'll
be able to travel from the jump exit point to the planet at upwards of half C.
That's half the speed of light,” O'Mallory said, pitching her lecture to the
officers in the room now as much as to the kids. The kids turned to look at the
officers as well. The captain nodded, putting on a sober face.


“It
seems things are looking up,” Warner said with a smile. “Right kids?” he asked.
The kids cheered. He smiled.


“Now,
your teacher has a workbook we want you to look at. It's in the computer. I'm
going to hand this off to Yvonne here so I can talk with the captain and the
exec. But you kids be good and don't touch anything okay?”


The
kids nodded. She smiled. “Good. And if any of you are interested in
engineering, let your teacher know. We'll give you some material to look over.
Maybe even junior apprentice jobs if you are up for it,” she said. There were
some more smiles and a few grins and excited chattering as they nodded after
that was digested.


“Good,”
she patted the girl on the back and moved around the class as Yvonne waved them
into motion. The kids waved good bye and kept going.


“That
was interesting,” Warner said with a nod in greeting to the chief.


“Yes,”
O'Mallory turned to look at the kids and nodded at the pig tailed girl who was
waving. “It was something new to try,” she said. Toni waved to her dad and then
turned her camera on Yvonne and the class.


“I
see you have an admirer. Someone to train to fill in for you?” The captain
asked amused.


“I
don't know. From what she was telling me earlier she was bucking for someone
else’s job.”


“Oh?”
The captain asked.


“Yes.
Yours,” O'Mallory said with a small grin. Warner chuckled.


“I'll
have to watch my back then,” the captain said dryly. “She seems a capable
sort.”


“Good
to know the ship will be in good hands in the future,” Warner said
diplomatically. O'Mallory nodded as the girl turned and skipped gaily to catch
up with the departing class.


“Can
we really use the nodes to drive the ship?” The captain asked. “Seriously
chief?”


O'Mallory
sobered and nodded, looking the captain in the eye. “I wouldn't lie about that
cap. Yes, Kiev can now do it. Once we get all the nodes repaired and synched
she'll get to about point six or point seven C I think. At least that's what
the computer models are telling me at any rate.”


“Wow,”
Warner said, grinning. “I love it,” he said.


“It
will certainly save on fuel, but what about using the reactor?” The captain
asked, trying to find a hidden flaw in the plan.


“We
have to run the reactor just to run the plasma drive captain. Before we had just
enough energy to run what we had. Now we've actually got too much for
just the plasma drive alone. I was talking to the admiral about it when he
pointed the grav drive out to me. I think he was planning it all along
actually,” she said sounding miffed.


“Sounds
about right,” Warner said, sounding amused.


“I
wonder what other tech goodies he's got for us?” O'Mallory asked suddenly
interested.


“I'm
not sure. I'm interested in finding out though,” the XO replied.


“And
what happens to all of this equipment when he leaves?” The captain demanded.
“Eventually it's all going to break down again you know.”


“Probably,”
O'Mallory agreed with a nod. “Eventually of course. But that's what I'm here
for. Me and my people. That's why we're taking every advantage of Irons
generosity as we can. I really want to make spares too. Tons and tons of
spares. Which is why I wanted to talk with you. I want to renew my request for
an asteroid.”


“I'm
not sure what the Antiguan's will say about that,” the captain said cautiously.


“Well,
what they don't know can't come back to haunt us,” Warner mused. The captain
looked at him. He shrugged under the gaze. “Honestly captain, they are ground
pounders. They aren't interested in space. All of their assets are on the
planet. I doubt they'll miss one or two or even three rocks.”


“Two
or three now?” The captain asked, raising an eyebrow at the first mate.


“Well...
I was thinking... and this is only a thought mind you,” Warner held up a
cautionary hand. “What I was thinking was that we could ask the admiral to
replicate his replicator. Maybe more than one. Then we can make parts and
equipment that's not on the restricted list.”


“Restricted...”
the captain stared at him. “How?”


“We
can do that now,” O'Mallory said, picking up the thread and nodding. “We can
replicate food now. We don't need the admiral for that. He's shown us how to
make plastic and simple small objects with the food replicators as well. Even
replacement parts for them. He's shown the doctor how to make medical supplies
too,” she said.


“He
has?”


“Medical
supplies and tools. Even tissue and things. I understand Numiria is studying
the tech now. If it works out we can start waking some of the less injured
sleepers soon. Possibly in a week. Maybe sooner if she has enough confidence to
try.”


“Interesting,”
Warner said. The captain wasn't so sure. He wasn't sure about having additional
people in his ship using up resources.


“The
medical replicator is limited, I understand its low on nanites, but it's
functional. Slow but functional,” O'Mallory said.


“I
wonder if she can do anything about my parents?” Warner asked. Both the captain
and chief engineer looked at him. Slowly sympathy worked into both of their
features.


“No,
you don't need to get your hopes up,” the captain cautioned.


“Why
not?” O'Mallory asked, no demanded. She looked at Warner and nodded her chin to
him. “Give it a shot. Get the admiral involved. He uploaded a full medical
database. I bet his AI could get into their implants and see what's gone wrong.
If it's hardware we can fix it. If it's tissue, doc can give it a shot.”


“We'll
see,” the captain said.


“She's
cloning tissue now. I heard she's replicating fingers for a couple of people.
One of my engineers,” O'Mallory said.


“Really,”
Warner said nodding. “I'll have to congratulate her if it works out,” he
murmured diplomatically.


“Think
about it,” O'Mallory said. “But back to the drive, yes, we'll use more power.
Right now the reactor is at about sixty percent efficiency. If we have the raw
materials... and time,” she glared at the captain. “I... well; the
admiral and my crew can replicate a new core. Maybe even a back up fusion
reactor or parts. Spares,” she said.


“I'll
think about it,” the captain mused.


“Please
do. I understand we're getting to Antigua a couple of months ahead of schedule.
We can use that time to get a lot done captain. Who knows?” O'Mallory said,
hands up. “We could use one of the replicators to make stuff to trade with the
natives! I think Blur should look into it. I tried to tell him about the plastic
parts but he just rants on and on...” she sighed, shaking her head.


“I'll
have a talk with him,” Warner said.


“No,”
the captain said, adjusting the hem of his jacket and straightening. What they
had said made a lot of sense. And not all the asteroids would be used by the
ship. They could use some of it in trade. That would get Blur off his back. “We
will have a talk. Or I should say, I will. I think this idea has
merit. We can do more than move raw material. The natives will pay more for
processed material, and even more for finished products.”


“There's
the spirit cap,” O'Mallory said with a nod and smile.


“Good
day chief, we'll talk again,” the captain said turning.


“The
proposal is in your inbox captain. The wild idea one...” she shrugged as they
made their way to the hatch. The captain turned at the hatch, one hand on the
side.


“Wild
idea?”


“Build
another ship. Or a station,” she said, voice pitched to get to them. Those
around her stopped what they were doing and stared at her. She shrugged of
their gaze, intent on the captain.


“Can
we do that?” Warner asked, looking at the captain uncertainly.


“It
would do something about the crowding,” someone murmured.


“Another
ship? Or a base?”


“Think
about it captain, I know I will. I have been thinking about it for some time
really. And they will,” she said indicating their audience. “The future is
bright indeed,” O'Mallory said as she crossed her arms. “We just have to work
hard for it,” she said.


The
captain stared at her for a long moment before nodding slowly. “We do indeed.
Thank you chief. I look forward to reading your proposal. Both of them,” he
said walking out.


 


Numiria
watched a Veraxin nurse examining the chart. They now had twelve additional
patients; fortunately they all took up a single bed. Ezri, another nurse was
nearby working up blood cultures. The pixy like human had a nice light touch,
delicate enough to draw tiny samples from their small patients.


“I...
I didn't know,” the Veraxin chittered in distress, coming over to the doctor.
She signed helpless dismay with her upper arms. “I... we should have but we
didn't.”


Numiria's
ears went flat as Ezri pursed her lips but didn't say anything. Instead she
carried the tray off quietly. “I didn't know either. I think it was a case of
willful blindness,” Numiria murmured watching Light Touch and her young helper
stroke a pregnant female into relaxing in the bed. “I should have. We all
should have. Seven centuries and we've overlooked them.”


“It
is wrong. We must make it right.”


“We
will,” she said with a nod. She turned to the first patient. Bloodknife was in
his own bed with life support machinery hooked up to him. Fortunately they had
found the plans to simple life support machinery and tools geared to elf
physiology in the database the admiral had uploaded for them. It had taken a
bit of scrambling to get the life support equipment she had needed but it had
been completed in time.


Bloodknife
was going to live; she studied his readouts and nodded. She was sure of that
now. It was touch and go for a while, but he was stable. In the morning they
would work on his spine. She needed to research the procedure with Light Touch
tonight. Their neurology had her particularly worried. It was so dense and
tiny... she wasn't sure they could do anything. At least she couldn't.


She
had wondered how an elf could become a doctor. Or how a normal doctor could
operate on an elf. Or on another larger alien for that matter. Fortunately the
same database with the equipment held the answer.


Well,
one answer at any rate. For conventional medicine waldos worked both ways. The
robotic arms could be built to any scale and teleoperated by the user. Good to
know. She had a two sets under construction now. She had been forced to
sacrifice some of her spares to get the materials for them, but she intended to
make up for it when this asteroid plan was put into place.


“Think
the surgery will work?” The Veraxin asked.


“I
don't know,” she sighed with an ear flick. So much was still unknown. By rights
she should take her time, keep the patient under and study the problem.
Unfortunately she wasn't sure a prolonged medical coma would help or hurt him
either.


“Too
bad we do not have access to medical nanites. They could go in and repair the
damage. If they were small enough,” the Veraxin chittered, signally
uncertainty.


“I...
you're right,” she replied and shook her head and flicked her ears. Now that
they had some answers it was impossible not to be frustrated to see how far
they had to go and not be able to go there right away. “We don't have them.
We'll make the best out of what we've got. We owe him that,” Numiria said. She
looked at the clock and sighed. It was well past dinner. She owed Lobo an
apology.


 


That
night the captain was in his quarters with his wife. Toni their adopted
daughter was off on a date in the garden. Cora was amused by her husband
stubbornly clinging to old habits. He was reading with his reading glasses. He
was in his chair, sitting under the reading light. When they had become a
couple she had insisted on redecorating the captain's suite. Just about
everything had been replaced. 


That
stuffy battered old chair was the one thing he had insisted on keeping. She had
even tried to smuggle it out an airlock once but he'd caught her in the act and
had a work crew return it to its proper place. He'd then welded the blasted
thing to the deck so she couldn't pull that again. It was one of the few things
he put his foot down about.


Of
course it meant he couldn't shift positions with the thing now, which was
rather amusing. She had found out later that the chair was a legacy from the
first captain of the Kiev. Its massage tools were mostly broken but it was
still comfortable. 


She
of course knew that from experience. When the rocking chair hadn't worked for
Toni's teething issues she'd been forced to give the chair a try. Its one
remaining vibrator had soothed both adopted mother and child into a doze. After
that she had stopped sniping at him about the dratted old thing.


Even
if it was dusty and smelly. She wrinkled her nose in thought. She watched him
adjust his glasses and then shift from one cheek to the other, trying to get
comfortable without having to get up. Perhaps she'd ask O'Mallory to take a
look at the thing she thought. Discretely of course. She'd long resigned
herself to its presence, but if it must remain here then maybe, just maybe it
could be updated. Maybe even fix the massage features? That would be nice. She
smiled as she made her way over to him.


She
stroked his chest from behind him. He looked up and smiled to her. She was
wearing a silk robe over her black silk teddy. He felt a familiar thrill at the
view. “What are you reading?” she murmured with just the right hint of
huskiness in her voice. That husky voice spoke of more delights in his near
future. He smiled slightly at her tone and showed her, angling the tablet so
she could see it better in the light.


“O'Mallory's
plans for Antigua?” she asked, reading the header at the top of the page.
“O'Mallory? The chief really filed a report let alone a plan?” They both
knew the chief was death on paperwork.


The
captain shrugged. “Apparently so,” he said looking at it again.


“She
really must be serious if she went through all that trouble of writing it
down,” Cora said. She came around the chair and he made room for her as she sat
in his lap. She wrapped one arm around his neck as he shifted so they both
could both see the tablet.


“It's...
she has a point,” the captain admitted.


“Oh?”


He
explained O'Mallory's plan, knowing full well who really was behind it. The
captain and Cora discussed the plan briefly. She approved it immediately of
course. He was still on the fence but leaning towards approval. His wife saw
the benefits right off. He saw the cost. Cost in fuel, and potential cost in
lives if anything went wrong.


“So
Numiria signed off on this?” Cora asked amused.


“It
appears so. The only one's not on board yet are Hir’ruk and myself. Everyone
else who is interested is all for it.”


“Interesting.
What's Hir’ruk’s problem?” she asked.


Captain
Chambers frowned. “He's concerned about resource usage. He'd like to delay his
vote until we're out of hyper just in case.” He shook his head. “He also wants
to delay waking the sleepers.”


“Huh,”
she said thoughtfully. She's glad that they want to finally do something about
the sleepers. Not only are they using up space and power... it's time to wake
them from their living hell. Limbo. She shivered a little at the thought. He
wrapped his arm around her tighter.


“Cold?”
he asked concerned.


“No,
just thinking of being in that. Of not waking or sleeping. Suspended between
life and death. That's not right. We've always wanted to do something about it.
Now we have the time. I think we should let them try,” she said meeting his
eyes.


“What
about Hir’ruk’s argument? He has a point. Besides, we really don't have the
room for more people.”


“Let
me worry about where to put the bodies,” she said. 


“And
that's just it. What if some of them die?” the captain asked.


She
frowned prettily, dropping her gaze. She breathed a few times before answering.
“Then it's better to of had a clean death than to be in limbo. Do we know if
they are in agony?” she asked looking up at the ceiling and then to her
husband. He looked at her and then pursed his lips in thought. “They aren't are
they?” she asked, searching his face.


He
looked away, unsure of an answer he could give her. “I don't know,” he said
softly a minute later. “I still am not sure about this though,” he said rubbing
her arm. Six thousand people was bad enough. Throwing another nine hundred at
the ship's systems and population? How would that work out?


She
took the tablet from him and tapped at it for a moment then handed it back. He
looked at it. She had brought up the ship's systems. She pointed out that they
can easily handle another four or five hundred people now. Irons had turned
their makeshift ship into a purpose built liner by upgrading a lot of the
systems and building them properly.


“But
that idea of another ship or station has merit as well. If some people want to
go, it will make it easier on all of us. I wonder who would?” Cora asked
thoughtfully. She was fairly certain some of the middle aged people would want
a fresh start. That and some of the seniors. They would want to get out of the
way for the younger generation.


Every
year they had a few suicides. It was hard on the crew so it was fortunate it
was rare. But every year a senior or sometimes two would overdose on something
or go to the airlock and take a long walk without a suit. Normally it happened
when one or another was sick or had recently lost a loved one and had none left
around them. Or when they thought that they were a burden to the community.


It
was a terrible loss, one she felt deeply. In the past it had been both a
blessing and a curse, a blessing in that they were no longer taking up valuable
space when they could no longer contribute... but a curse in that their
lifetime of wisdom and knowledge was lost... and the effect it had on the
morale of those that knew them best.


Hopefully
that practice would end for good with all the changes. Hopefully anyway.


“Would
they go?” he asked looking up at her. “I mean, if they had to? Or because they
wanted to?”


“A
fresh start? They would be excited at the chance. The young ones definitely,”
Cora said. The younger set chafed under the rules and wanted to prove
themselves. Many wanted to strike out on their own on another ship. A ship with
room to have a family of their own. “Some of the older ones would leave to make
room for the younger set to grow.”


A
thought struck him. “What about our daughter?”


She
froze, thinking that over carefully before she responded. “Toni? Oh you think
she'd go? I'm not sure,” she said carefully. Her troubled eyes turned to him,
searching his for an answer. “But do we have the right to stand in her way if
she wants to do so?” she asked softly. He patted her hand and she kissed him.
She stroked his right cheek, going forehead to forehead for a moment before he
smiled and kissed her on the tip of her nose. She smiled and cocked her head
and caught his head for a full kiss. 


The
kiss ended up a bit frisky as his free hand began to wander. She broke the kiss
with a giggle. “Someone's being naughty,” she said reprovingly, grinning. He
grinned back, climbing to his feet with her in his arms. He tossed the tablet
aside to kiss her properly. She giggled as he carried her off to bed in his
arms.
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Irons
climbed out of his shuttle and nodded to the kids milling about. He'd shown the
adults how to make plastic toys for some of the kids a few weeks ago. Some of the
parents were into it; others were of a more tough minded class. Personally he
thought the kids deserved something of a childhood. It definitely took some
pressure off the old hand me downs. A few of the older toys sported newly
repaired or replaced parts. That was a good sign. There was no telling how much
more they could achieve in the forty days they had until break out.


“Are
you going to work on the replicators again admiral?” A Telerite child said,
sounding hopeful. He had a small pair of sunglasses on and a puzzle ball in his
hands. His vocoder was shiny and new.


He
shook his head. “'Fraid not kids, I'm getting some down time in and then I'm
going to work with Lobo the chief of recycling this afternoon again.”


The
kid’s faces fell. One toed the deck. “Awe!” They all said. Irons snorted.


“I
heard you had a good time on your field trip. Was it fun?” he asked, leaning up
against the landing leg and trying to relax.


“Sure,”
a pig tailed girl said. “It was a blast,” she said grinning. She obviously had
a good time. She and a Terran boy constantly peppered him with engineering
questions.


“Maybe
for you. You want to become an engineer,” a Veraxin chittered.


“You
could always ask for a tour of something you are interested in,” Irons
suggested.


That
brought the Veraxin up short. “Um...”


“Think
about it,” Irons suggested. They looked at each other uncertainly. “Did any of
you think to thank the chief for the tour?”


“We
did,” the little girl said, nodding earnestly.


“No,
I mean with a thank you note. Or a drawing,” he suggested.


“A
drawing?” she asked, wrinkling her nose. He smiled.


“Does
anyone have a tablet or phone?” he asked looking at them. They looked around.
Finally one of the kids held one up hesitantly.


“Okay,”
he went over to the steps to the launch hatch and sat down on them and held out
his hand for the tablet. The Telerite took it from the shy boy and then handed
it to him. He took the stylus off the side and then tapped at the controls.
Tablets had really hit it off with the crew after he had shown Fara how to
replicate and use them. Now just about everyone had one.


“You
really don't have paper here. There isn't much room for that on a starship.
So...” he opened a simple paint program and showed them the file. “Have any of
you tried this?” he asked, showing them. The kids shook their heads, craning
their necks to see what he was doing. He frowned. “No? Really?” They kept
shaking their heads. A few had their hands in pockets or behind their backs.
“Wow. Well, see, you draw here,” he took the stylus and drew a face. Then he
saved it, copied it and modified the face so one eye was closed. Then he saved
that file and edited the two so they switched back and forth. “See?” he said
showing them.


The
simple animated image had the kids oohing and awing. The Telerite took the
tablet back and stared at it as the others crowded around behind it. “Can it do
other things?” it asked.


The
admiral smiled. He knew he had them hooked now. “Oh you bet. You've seen the
movies on there right?” The kids nodded. “What about the animation movies and
shows?” They nodded again. “Well, that's how they do it. A simple showing mind
you. I'm not an artist. But you can draw all sorts of things on the computer.
And animate them. So... if you want to say draw the chief a picture you can do
that. Or one of your parents or of a shuttle or anything.”


“Wow.
I knew you could take pictures...” the girl said.


The
admiral nodded. “It can do that too. At least the tablets with cameras that
work. But you can modify the pictures too.” He took the tablet back and took a
picture of the kids. Then he went back to the paint program and modified the
image. He held it up to show them. The kids started giggling. He had changed
hair colors or chitin color and had given a few of them goofy expressions.


“You
look good in spots,” a Terran boy teased the Veraxin.


“I
thank you,” the Veraxin said. He paused and cocked his head. “I think.”


Irons
noticed Barry and a work party coming in. Barry looked at the admiral with the
kids and scowled ferociously. He cocked his head and then returned his
attention to the kids. “Now, you save it here,” he showed them the steps in how
to save the files and how to send them to each other and then finished when
Barry came over. He loomed behind the last row of kids. The kids looked up and
blinked at him uncertainly.


“Something
we can help you with?” Irons asked politely getting up.


“You
and I need to talk,” Barry said. Irons looked into his eyes and then nodded.
There was something there, something he didn't like. He looked down at the
kids.


“Why
don't you go try out your new art skills. See who can do what. Maybe even talk
to your parents and teachers. Maybe some of them have skills and can teach you
more.”


The
kids waved and said goodbye, rushing out. Irons straightened and looked at Barry.
“Something on your mind?” the admiral asked warily. Barry pulled him aside out
of the view of the main bay.


Clearly
something was bothering the big man. He'd been avoiding Irons for a while now,
only talking to him when he had to. Irons thought they had been getting along
fine but obviously after Barry's trip ground side something had happened. He'd
been too busy with the rush out to ask. Then he'd been distracted with the
repairs and classes. He'd totally forgotten it. Until now that is. It looked like
Barry was ready to get whatever he had off his chest.


“You
like kids,” Barry ground out.


“The
kids here are good,” Irons said with a nod looking towards the hatch.
“Sometimes they remind me of my kids when they were growing up.”


“You
were a parent?” Barry asked, sounding surprised.


Irons
turned to him with a frown. There was something there, something in the tone.
Something his instincts didn't like. “Yes. I had a life before... before the
Xeno war. I had a family. I've been married. Married several times actually.
Unfortunately the marriages didn't last, but there were fruits from some of
them. Memories I will treasure,” he said wistfully.


“I
mean you like like kids,” Barry said grimly.


“Not
following Barry,” Irons said, tone clipped and formal. “Why don't you get what
you've got on your chest off,” Irons said, eyes narrowed.


“I
went to a bar. On Triang,” Barry said, looking away. “When the shuttle was
fixed. I... I heard some stories. About... well... you.”


“Not
all of them good I take it?” Irons asked, tone icy. His jaw set. He tried hard
not to grind his teeth together. Barry shot him a look.


 The
single look he shot Irons made the admiral scowl. He was pretty sure he knew
what it was about now. The admiral's good mood evaporated. 


“That
bitch,” Sprite hissed in his ear.
Sprite is pissed Irons mused, even more than he is. He felt the annoyance, felt
it swirl around, threatening to consume him. Realized he'd hoped he'd outrun
it. Apparently that was too much to ask for. Now he was going to have to face
it head on. No more running.


“Barry...
I did mention I left Pyrax because of politics right?” Barry nodded. 


“That
never made sense to me. Why you left I mean.”


The
admiral closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them he was grimly ready
to explain. “It's... complicated. Dirty tricks were employed. I...” Irons
exhaled slowly, trying to remain coherent and in charge of his rising temper.
Losing his temper wouldn't help in this situation.


“What
he said was true,” Sprite said forming a speaker in the admiral's arm. “But we
left a part out. A part that's a problem.”


“It's
a long story but I think you need the unedited version,” the admiral said. He
explained what happened with Sprite adding the holo recording to back him up.
Barry didn't say a word. After it finished Barry nodded. His manner was
different though, he was still cool but not grim or angry.


“All
right. I'm not sure who else knows about this but I'll keep a lid on it.”


“Thanks
Barry. I'm glad you kept an open mind,” Irons said. Barry winced and then
nodded. He had tried to give the admiral the benefit of the doubt and ignore
it. Not say anything. Now... now he wasn't sure who else knew. And he had no
way of finding out. Asking around was out, if he did the grapevine would pick
it up and it would make matters worse.


Irons
watched the big man leave, fists still clenched. He tried to sort out who else
was avoiding him or giving him the evil eye. No one came to mind off hand.


“This
isn't good,” Sprite said, tone radiating concern.


“You're
telling me?” he said and sighed. 


Sprite
is obviously concerned about the poisoning effect of the rumors. She doesn't
hesitate to voice those concerns. “Just when I thought we'd gotten out of range
of that crap,” Sprite muttered.


“We'll
deal with it,” Irons replied, busying himself with the repairs. “Having the
truth and a video recording on our side doesn't hurt,” he replied. He tried to
put the situation behind him.


“You
know that rumor... especially something as nasty and provocative as this has
its own life no matter how you prove it isn't true. There were always the
skeptics out there, always the people who think the worst of someone. And even
with the good ones the memory will haunt them.”


“I
know Sprite,” he sighed. “But I can't help that.”


“I'll
keep an ear out for rumors.”


“Do
your best. But don't get to jumpy about it Sprite. That will seem like we've
got something to hide. Even the truth isn't enough to stifle something like
this.”


“Birthers
and tower nuts,” she said disgusted.


“Come
again?” Irons asked looking up. He hadn't expected the sudden shift in
conversation. That was unlike Sprite. Maybe she was picking up some of his bad
habits? She was overdue for some downtime and a recompile after all.


“Conspiracy
nuts. Quacks from the twentieth and twenty first century. People who were
inherently skeptical of anything someone in authority said or didn't say. They
could make up conspiracy theories and draw the most evil of intentions from
anything or anyone,” Sprite replied.


“True.”


“Truth
didn't matter into the equation. Even when proven wrong they didn't stop. Some
would manipulate the situation to serve their own ends of course.”


“Which
is what we ran into in Pyrax. And we're still dealing with the fall out.”


“Unfortunately.”


“You
were about to explain the Birthers crack?”


“Birthers
believed that an American president in the early twenty first century wasn't an
American citizen.”


“So?”


She
sighed in exasperation. “So in the eyes of the law he wasn't legally allowed to
be president. They hounded him for years about the subject. When he
finally released his birth certificate they shut up briefly then the doubters
started all over again.”


“Oh?
Let me guess, they said it was an elaborate forgery?”


“Yes,”
Sprite sighed. “Of course members of the opposing party fueled the fires to
bend and twist people for their own plans.”


“Typical.”


“Sometimes
I don't understand organics. Even with mountains of evidence they still
vehemently cling to their beliefs however wrong they are.”


“True.”


“The
twin towers are another example. Can you believe even though the entire event
was filmed, and for some shown live with tens of thousands of witnesses
there were people who insisted the entire thing was staged and that there were
no terrorists?”


“Not
following Sprite,” Irons said trying to tune her out a little as he kept
working.


“Twenty
first century. Same decade as the birther mess but a few years before hand. A
terrorist attack using aircraft to destroy ground targets in suicide attacks.”


Irons
winced as that sunk in. He paused, looking at her on the HUD. She nodded,
looking coldly sober.


“For
years there were people out there who vehemently denied that the buildings
could have fallen after being hit with aircraft and being on fire.”


“Okay...”


“We're
talking large aircraft,” Sprite said, starting to rant. A flash of something
called a 747 was put up on his HUD. It was replaced with video of the aircraft
striking a towering building. He winced again.


“And
they doubted it?” he asked dubiously.


“Of
course! It's all a government conspiracy. No one really died, all a hoax, all a
mass hallucination, the tower was brought down by explosives...  the movies
were computer forgeries... it goes on and on. Want to see?”


He
shook his head. “Pass. Somehow I missed this in history class,” Irons replied.
“Or I'm not remembering it.”


“Organic
memory... fallible.”


“Um,
didn't we just replace memory in the ship's computer? Who's calling who
fallible?” Irons riposted.


“Touché',”
she replied with a bit of annoyance. She hated it when he shot her down like
that.


“Don't
go throwing bricks if you live in glass houses Sprite. Now let's see if I can
get this sorted out.”


 


Numiria
worked with her staff daily. Training for all was an ongoing process, one that
was doing much better now than ever before. Light Touch was doing well with her
training, ahead of some of the others in the class. Bloodknife was bitter over
the accident. He was showing signs of depression despite their assurances that
they would repair the damage in time.


On
another note she was ready to go forward with the first wave of sleepers. Her
staff had narrowed the manifest to a bare fifty people who were in the best of
shape. They had tailored a treatment plan for each of them. She had submitted
the plan to the captain and was waiting on a reply. For some reason the captain
was delaying it. She wasn't sure why but if he didn't respond soon she was
going to give the first one a shot anyway. Maybe. Or maybe not. She wasn't sure
she wanted to push things too far with him right now. She could wait a few more
days; the sleepers had waited for years after all. A few more days wouldn't
matter. She just wished the captain would make up his mind and let her know.


Until
then she was refining her training. Her staff was training right along with
her. Regina was particularly good at trauma; she'd left the older woman alone
to handle the primary infirmary so she could focus on training and research.
Ezri was shaping up to be a good surgical nurse.


Regina
hadn't been happy about being left to her own devices at first but she'd gotten
over it. Most of the injuries were minor, bumps, scrapes, cuts, and bruises she
could easily deal with. Anything more serious she could call in Ezri or
Numiria. 


Whenever
any of the staff complained about the hard workload, she would take them for a
walk through the injured wards. One look of pain or anguish on a face would
shut them up. They would realize that a true medic would learn anything if it
meant easing a patient's suffering.


Irons
was right though, she thought as she looked at the tablet. Right again, she
mused. It was too much to just absorb in an hands-on experience. She was
curious about the sleep teaching methods he had mentioned briefly. She decided
to look into it and made a note.


He
was also right about the staff organization. She needed to work that out a bit
more and work on the schedule for both facilities. For years she and the
doctors before her had taken a light hand in training and really had kept a
loose eye on the titles. Doctors, orderlies, nurses, before they were all the
same, people who were learning. Over time and with a great deal of experience a
nurse could become a doctor. That was how Numiria had at any rate. Well, she'd
actually been interested in becoming a doctor from the beginning she admitted
to herself.


Which
was something else to think about. Some wanted to keep updating their skills
but they weren't ready or confident enough to handle the higher more riskier
things in medicine. Things that really required skilled hands to do on a daily
basis. A doctors hands. Or in the cases of some of the orderlies, a nurses
hands.


She
was the only doctor on the ship but she had a half a dozen interns including
Light Touch. She wondered if she could distribute them in shifts; put one or
two on each shift? No, they still had their education to consider. No, she'd
have to work something else out.


 


“One
month to go. Yup, thirty days,” a chimp said. Irons looked over to the fellow
nursing a stein. They were in galley three, which was slowly being rebuilt.
Most of the trophies and other things on the walls were packed away. One of the
walls had been knocked out and the space had been extended to form a proper
pub. Now the staff was busy keeping the place clean while patrons knocked a few
back and talked. He was looking forward to replacing the wood paneling that had
been on the walls. They were going to keep an Irish theme, but keep the wood
paneling light, not dark and dank. They wanted a festive atmosphere, a place to
unwind, not a dungeon. At least that was what Alice insisted when she had it
out with her husband Ralphie over the subject. Their row had echoed throughout
the deck yesterday.


“Getting
there,” Irons nodded. There was a video on the flat screen in the corner. He
glanced at it and then ignored it. Canned material from the files. Most of it
was old. Very old. Since they didn't have very much in the way of current
programming the media people were filling in the gaps with old sports games and
historical news tidbits or documentaries. The sports games got the most
attention of course, documentaries usually dulled people into a doze.


He
was glad a few people like Toni Chambers had stepped up to form a media
department. He wasn't sure how they'd convinced the senior staff, most likely Toni's
involvement had had something to do with its success in getting past the
captain and the miserly ops officer.


“Heard
we have you to thank for getting there faster,” the chimp said, saluting him
with the stein. “Health and happiness,” he said.


“You
and yours as well,” Irons responded in kind.


“Yep,
wify's been busting her ass right out there with you. Heard you're going out on
the hull with her when we pop out of hyper. Take care of her will you?” The
chimp asked, giving him a look.


“Your
wife?” Irons asked, searching his memory.


“Coming
up blank myself admiral,” Sprite said in his ear. 


He
frowned. “I don't remember any chimp EVA techs,” he said.


The
chimp burped. He had a black security outfit on. Off duty obviously. “She ain't
a chimp,” the chimp growled, turning to face him with a scowl. “For your
information she's a gorilla,” he said, stabbing a drunken index finger into
Iron's chest.


“Okay,
sorry,” Irons said, holding his hands up. “I didn't know. No offense,” he said.


“Offense
taken,” the chimp slurred. “She's my wife mannn,” he slurred and then teetered
a bit before steadying himself.


“Lay
off,” a woman's voice said, and a brown furred meaty arm separated the two of
them suddenly. Irons leaned back as a gorilla female hugged the chimp and then
looked at him. “We have a problem?” she growled.


“Nope,
nuh uh. No ma'am. I just stuck my foot in my mouth. Nice to meet you ma'am,” he
said nodding and holding his hands up again.


“Savo
you being a naughty boy again?” she asked looking down at her chimp husband.


“Nope,
he is,” the chimp said, pointing unsteadily at Irons. 


The
gorilla turned on Irons. “What's it about?”


“I
made an assumption. When he told me you were on the crew I assumed you were a
chimp. I didn't know any better at the time. I apologize for the error,” he
said, hand on his heart. People around them were looking at them warily.


“Should
teach you a lesson,” the chimp said.


The
gorilla turned to the chimp. “It's all right Savo, he didn't mean it. Ignorant
bigot. We get them all the time. No need to prove your manhood to me,” she
cooed. Irons winced.


“Why
that... You were ignorant yes but not a bigot!” Sprite snapped in Irons ear.
Irons made a miniscule shrug. He felt his cheeks heating a little.


“Teach
him some manners,” Savo slurred. The gorilla chuffed, taking him in hand before
he could take a swing at Irons.


“Admiral
should we call security?” Defender asked. Irons shook his head slightly no.


“Again
I apologize for the misunderstanding,” Irons replied.


“Bigot,”
Savo muttered darkly.


“He's
not a bigot!” Sprite said from the screen. Irons covered his face and sighed.
Here we go he thought with a pang.


“Sprite...
not helping,” he ground out.


“He's
not. He's had a lot of chimp friends, including the chief of engineering on the
freighter Destiny and the chief's family. Chief Bailey is a good friend. He's a
good man. I'll have you know he's had a relationship with a chimp at the war
college. She said she was saddle sore for a couple of days after their first
encounter.”


“Sprite,
you're killing me here,” Irons said quietly as all eyes turned on him. He
covered first his eyes and then his mouth in embarrassment. He felt his teeth
grind together and the heat in his cheeks inflame even more. His ears felt like
they were on fire. Damn. He sighed. People were staring. He heard a few
snickers. Great.


There
was a reason Terrans were known as kissing cousins. Terrans would get it on
with just about anyone if they could wrap their minds around a bioform. Many
Terrans over the past millennia had changed themselves to better suit a given
fetish for a species. Even before Neo uplift Terran humans were altering
themselves or dreaming up ways to get it on with an alien species. 


More
than one alien species had been put off by a Terran getting a little to frisky,
even if only in fun. Sometimes he wondered about his species sanity.


“See?
Wants to take you away,” The chimp said, trying to lash out. The gorilla
chuffed and hauled the chimp off the stool. The chimp was looking over her arm
at him, giving him a full threat display, hair up, canines bared, shrieking in
anger. She reached down and kissed him to shut him up.


When
the kiss broke he was staring up at her. She stroked his face with a massive
hand. “No he's not. He's not man enough for me. So come on lover boy, let’s go
see if you can prove your manhood the right way,” she said with an inviting
smile.


The
chimp froze and then blinked at the gorilla blearily. Irons watched the impasse
like everyone else in the room.


After
what seemed like an hour but was really only a few minutes the chimp's face
loosened into a toothy smile. The gorilla returned the smile with a challenging
one. “All right, you're on honey,” he said.


“Come
on sugar,” she cooed. He turned. 


“You
keep your mitts off my gal,” he growled. They walked out together. Irons sighed
shaking his head.


“So,
you went from bigot to would be adulterer in nothing flat. New record,” the
bartender said dryly as he wiped at the counter.


“Oh
shut up and give me something a lot stronger,” Irons said, pushing the stein
away. “A hell of a lot stronger. Preferably something over a hundred proof,” he
said.


“Did
you really get it on with a chimp?” a girl asked. He turned to her. She was a
bar wench, dressed in a blue waitress uniform and stained white apron.


“Don't...
oh spirit of space. Thanks Sprite,” he growled. “How the hell did you know
about that anyway? I was a kid. It was long before you were a gleam in your
programmer’s eye anyway!” he accused, addressing the screen.


Sprite's
head shot zoomed out so he could see her full upper body. She spread her hands
apart in supplication. “I overheard you and Admiral Henesy talking about it
when we first met. I believe the Admiral was ribbing you about it unmercifully
at the time.”


“Thanks
Sprite,” Irons sighed and shook his head.


“I
was curious about her asking how you did that one move. Apparently it made all
the rounds with the girls at the time. Something about a pile driver in zero g?
I was curious how that could be accomplished. I still am actually. I've tried
to run simulations but the physics involved...”


“Spirit
of... Sprite!” He bellowed, hands over his face. He could hear people laughing.
The bartender chuckled and came over with a shot glass and the bottle.  He
pinched the bridge of his nose. It was going to be one of those nights he
realized.


“Here.
I think you'll need this,” the bartender said, still chuckling. Someone slapped
the admiral on the shoulder.


“No
what I need is a mute button,” Irons growled taking up the bottle. “But this
will at least dull the pain,” he said as he poured himself a shot and then
downed the shot. He could hear the other patrons laughing. Someone slapped him
on the back again. He shook his head, feeling his cheeks and ears burning.


 


The
Captain and Cora called Numiria in to discuss the stasis pods twenty nine days
before they exited hyper. Numiria met them in the captain's wardroom. She was
nervous and off balance. When she entered the room she paused. The walls had
been redone; they were now white with discrete lights and holo projection emitters
showing the portraits of the previous captains. It looked nice. Better than the
dark purple trimmed walls from before. She hated vertical stripes.


The
council table had been refinished into a shiny mahogany and oak trim finish. It
gleamed in the light. The chairs had been remade. Some were still the same
chairs just cleaned and repaired. Others were chairs or other forms of seating
for the non Terrans of the council.


“You
like it?” Cora asked, smiling.


“It
looks great,” Numiria said, looking around. Obviously it had been a while since
she'd been in a meeting. She tried to remember the last one. It was last week,
they had one every day of course. But she normally attended virtually or not at
all. She liked to beg off because of her duties.


“I
like it. I wanted a beige carpet but the ship's crest works as well. Not that
you can really see it with the table on top of course,” Cora said looking down
at the floor. Numiria looked down and made polite sounds of agreement.


“The
captain will be with us in just a minute,” Cora said. “Rob's checking in with
something or other,” she said airily, waving a tiny hand as she sat. “Tea?” she
asked, smiling politely in inquiry.


“No
thank you,” Numiria said shaking her head. The captain came in and they both
turned to his entrance. He nodded politely and then motioned for her to sit as
he went over to kiss his wife.


Cora
smiled up at him as he kissed her and then sat in the captain's chair. It had
the ship's crest and his name embroidered on the back Numiria noted.


“I
see someone's been busy,” Numiria said with a smile.


“It's
been a learning experience. Now that I know what we can do I can't wait to redo
our quarters!” Cora said. Numiria's ears flicked in amusement as she shot a
look at the captain. He was reaching for his coffee mug when Cora had said
that. He hesitated and winced. Cora caught the wince and grinned a little at
Numiria. She winked, a sure sign she knew of her husband's annoyance at her
little projects. After a moment the doctor snorted softly.


They
started with small talk and then get to the heart of the matter. After a few
minutes though the captain got bored with dancing around the subject. “I know
you're wondering why you are here,” he finally said.


“I
didn't think it was for small talk. Or for practicing Japanese diplomatic
practices,” Numiria commented indicating the tea.


Cora's
eyes widened slightly. “Ooooh! Japanese! I wonder what a minimalistic viewpoint
would do to our quarters? Or oh, rice paper pagodas? I wonder where we can find
them? Maybe when we go shopping... I'll add it to the list,” she said bouncing
in the chair.


Again
the captain winced. Numiria hid a laugh with a cough. “Water?” Cora asked
concerned as she picked up a tablet off to her side and jotted a note.


“Yes
please,” Numiria said, getting up and going over to the small wet bar and
pouring herself a cup of water and then coming back to sit at the table. The
chair she had was comfortable, suited for a neo with a tail. She sat and tucked
her tail through the loop. She didn't have to feel like her tail was going to
fall asleep anymore.


“We've
talked it over,” the captain said. “We've agreed to a pilot program. The
program you've proposed I believe. I'd prefer that you start with only a few
people though. No more than a dozen or so,” he said, nodding to her.


 Numiria was both elated and terrified. Her brown eyes
were wide as she stared at them. Cora smiled, stirring her tea. “Thank you,”
the doctor finally stuttered out. “I wasn't planning on doing them all at once.
More like one at a time. We're still not sure if we can save them all,” she
admitted.


“If
it can't be done, it may be best to leave them,” the captain said.


“Or
end their torment,” Cora said. The doctor sighed and nodded. Her ears flicked
and then laid flat for a moment at the thought of that. It was a hard thing for
a doctor to handle. They fought an endless battle against the reaper, one they
knew they would eventually loose. Dealing with that on a daily basis had driven
more than one medic to retire or worse.


“Some
of them are beyond even my help. Some of them are technically clinically dead.
I'm not sure why they were put into stasis. Sentimental effort to save them I
believe. I'm not sure. Whatever the case I will try to find a way to save
them,” Numiria said.


“We
didn't come at this decision lightly. And it will have a consequence,” the
captain rumbled.


“Oh?”
Numiria was surprised and suddenly wary. She felt like the other shoe was about
to drop. She didn't have long to wait.


“We
are going to hold off on allowing pets again. At least for the time being. Also
we are keeping a moratorium on breeding.”


“Cora!”
Numiria stared at them. “Captain!”


Cora
winced and then sighed elaborately. “It's for the best. We can't really afford
the extra right now. Rob, I mean the captain is right. We're going to need the
extra life support for those you awaken,” she patiently explained.


“It's
also an incentive for some people to leave,” the captain rumbled. Numiria
stared at him.


“We're
also considering Chief O'Mallory's proposals. I think the asteroid one is a
shoe in. We're not so sure about the station or ship idea but it is a
possibility however unlikely. A station is actually more practical and doable,”
the captain said sitting back.


“You
mean without the admiral's help,” Cora said, turning to her husband.


“He's
not going to be with us forever dear,” the captain replied looking at her.


Her
eyes searched his for a moment. “True,” she finally admitted and then nodded.
She bit her lip. “So we do need to use what we've got. And learn as much as we
can while we have him onboard.”


“True,”
Captain Chambers admitted.


“Speaking
of which...” Cora nodded to the medic. “On a different subject, I heard you've
integrated the elves into the infirmary. I'm glad.” She shot her husband a
glance and then looked at Numiria again. “We're both glad. We need more
departments to follow in your lead.” Cora complimented her on taking on the
Elves. “Long overdue,” Cora said.


“Yes
it is. I wish I'd known sooner,” the doctor sighed. Bloodknife had lived.
Unfortunately the surgery had been an incomplete success. He was paralyzed from
the waist down, for now at least. She'd repeatedly assured him and Light Touch
that they would do everything they can to repair the damage and to make him
walk again. Light Touch had taken it on as a personal project. They knew it
could be done; they just didn't have the right skills and materials to pull it
off. At least not yet.


The
captain looked uncertainly at the two women. “Have any more come forward?” he
finally asked.


His
wife nodded but her face was sad. “I've had a few reports. Unfortunately people
have shown their bias without thinking which has poisoned the effort,” Cora
sighed.


“We
need to educate our own people more,” Numiria said firmly. “So this doesn't
happen again. Damn it we're a community. All of us. Elves are a part of
that community too and deserve to be... to be heard. To stand up for themselves
and to follow their dreams,” her tone was savage with emotion. Cora's eyes
widened in surprise at such vehemence from the normally quiet doctor. The only
time she had ever heard the doctor like that was when she was standing up for
her patients. She had really been touched by the elven situation.


“I'll
look into it,” the captain said gruffly as he looked away.


“I
understand a few elves have talked to O'Mallory about becoming engineers. She's
taken them all on and put out the word for anymore to join up. They can't shift
big equipment, but they can get into places we can't... and you don't need to
be big to program or diagnose something.”


“What
about working the console?” The captain asked, quirking an eyebrow skeptically.


“See?
That's the very ignorance we need to overcome. FYI, they can work a
console. And a keyboard. Or a tablet. It's hard for them, but they can. But if
we can make equipment interfaces scaled to them it's even easier for them.”


“Huh,”
Cora said, looking thoughtful.


“I
heard one of them wants to become a helmsman,” Numiria said, looking at the
captain.


The
captain blinked in surprise. He looked at his wife uncertainly. 


“It
doesn't take a big person to fly the ship captain. Just the right skills. I
heard another is into ops. That same helmsman kid wanted to be a pilot for a
while. I wonder what he could do with a ship?” she asked.


“Well,
we have the time to find out don't we?” Cora said with a firm nod. The captain
hid a wince. Something told him his entire world was getting turned upside down
again. He wasn't sure how he could blame the admiral for this one, but he...
no, they were right. The elves were a part of the community. If they wanted to
participate more, they'd find a way to integrate them. Maybe the admiral's
suggestion of sims could work here? He thought to himself. He firmly decided to
look into it.


 


Irons
ran into Savo later that afternoon. He didn't mean to, he was checking out the
new dojo that O'Mallory had put in while he had been busy fixing the recyclers
with Lobo. From the look of things someone with experience had had a hand in
its design. It had an Asian feel with the rice paper dividers but had mats on
the floor decorated in a ring and the ship's crest. The walls had old posters
of martial arts masters. Some were actors though. Movie posters that had been
lovingly kept.


Savo
was there in a Gi and not happy about the admiral's intrusion. He dismissed his
class and scowled at Irons as he came in wearing his own crisp snow white Gi.


“What
are you doing here?” The chimp demanded.


“I'm
here for a bout. I thought I'd see who the best on the ship is,” the admiral
replied looking around. Savo had a black belt on and moved like he was a
natural. Interesting.


“That
would be me,” Savo said, eying him with scant favor.


“You?”


“I'm
the Kiev martial arts master.” Savo replied. He was still not amused by the
admiral's intrusion but his eyes gleamed when Irons asked for a practice bout.


“Okay...
think you are up for a bout? I can come back if you're too tired after the
class,” Irons said.


“No,
the opportunity to work out our difficulties is too rich to pass up. You're on
baldy. I'll make sure a mop's handy to clean you up off the floor,” Savo said,
stretching and bouncing on his toes as he rolled his shoulders and neck.


“Oh
you think so huh?” Irons asked, tossing a pair of towels near. He watched the
chimp bounce up and down and roll his neck, shaking his fists.


“I
know so,” Savo said. “Bring it.”


“Just
remember, you asked for it,” Irons said, coming onto the mat and bowing.


Later
Savo nursed some nasty bruises, amused and a little put out that the admiral's
bruises faded in seconds. They hashed out the misunderstanding after Sprite
replayed the entire incident. Savo commented about making himself a drunken
ass. “Well, that makes two of us then. Though you were thoroughly drunk at the
time. I wasn't so I don't have that excuse,” the admiral replied.


“I
remember you were nursing a beer,” Savo commented.


“True.”


“Let
bygones be bygones?” Savo asked holding out a hand. Irons took it. The chimp
tried a squeeze play but he was gripping Iron's artificial hand. 


“Deal,”
Irons said, not squeezing.


“Shit
man, what are you made out of Iron like your name?” The chimp asked, still
trying to squeeze.


“Oh
that hand? Well...” Irons grinned and signaled a demo morph. The chimp yelped
and jumped back in surprise as the hand morphed. His brown eyes were wide in
fright. He shrieked a curse. The admiral grinned and held up the hand as it
returned to normal. “See? All better.”


“What
the hell??”


“I
said I'm from another time remember?” Irons asked. Pulling one over on the
chimp had made him feel almost as good as the bout. Hell, maybe better.


“Damn
man, too much,” Savo said, shaking his head.


“Sorry,”
Irons said with another smile.


The
chimp gave him a disgusted look. “No you're not so stop snickering or I'll
pound you again.”


“You
can try,” Irons said with a feral smile. “I've been around the mat for longer
than you've been alive,” he said.


“You're
still not as strong as...” The chimp's eyes widened as the smile on Irons grew.
“Okay... maybe you are. Shit.”


“Hey,
it's who I am,” Irons said with a shrug. “We done here?” He meant the pissing
match.


“Yeah,”
Savo said, sounding a little pouty. He looked away.


Irons
slapped his shoulder. “Come on then, I'll buy you a beer. Then I'll beat you
again at darts.”


“You're
on. All but the last bit. My hand eye coordination sucks,” the chimp said.


“Surrre
it does,” Irons said with a laugh as they headed out of the dojo. The chimp
snagged a pair of white towels that had seen better days and tossed the admiral
one. It slapped him in the face. Irons laughed as he caught it before it fell
to the deck.


The
chimp mopped at his face and then wrapped the towel over his shoulders. “Come
on then. Let's go change and get snookered.”


“Deal,”
Irons said with another smile.


 


Over
beers Savo told the admiral that he was an MP. “Shore patrol,” Irons agreed
with a nod. He'd already known that since he'd seen Savo in the black uniform
the other night.


“Yeah
well, wasn't always that way. I was a cargo ape on my last ship. Sorta didn't
care for the job, but it was a job. Better than grubbing in the dirt you know?”
Savo said with a shrug. He took a swig as Irons nodded.


The
chimp set the stein down and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Ah,”
he said. Irons smiled. “Yeah well, I got into a couple of nasty bar fights. I
loved pounding grounders. Wiped the floor with them. Got carried away though, I
gave our own security a run for its money too. Gave a few beautiful shiners,”
he grinned at that. Irons snorted. 


“I
can imagine,” he said.


“Security
chief at the time, Mitt told me I fought so well he was recruiting. I thought
he was joking. Turned out he wasn't.” The chimp took a swig of beer and then
wiped his mouth again.


Irons
chuckled at that. He shook his head. “If you can't beat em, join em.”


“Yup!”
The ape slapped the admiral on the shoulder hard enough to make him wince.


“So...
other ship?”


“Not
from the Kiev,” the chimp said setting his stein down after taking a pull.
“Sucks that our ship broke like that. She deserved better.”


“What
happened? I heard a ship broke down and the captain pulled the crew off.”


Savo
scowled bleakly. “Them that survived. Reactor shit the bed. Happens a lot now.
No one like you around to fix that sorta thing. Say, you gonna go around and do
that with all the ships?” he asked. His voice was starting to slur.


“It's
a thought,” Irons said with a small smile. Sprite was on his HUD. She looked
horrified. She kept shaking her head and mouthing the word no over and over.
Irons feral grin intensified. “Is the ship still in one piece?”


“No.”
The chimp sighed. “Life support failed right before Kiev showed up to bail us
out. Sucked losing half the crew like that. My darling Petunia stuck me in a
suit with her. Saved my furry behind. Itched for a week though,” he said
sounding a little annoyed. Chimps hated being stuck in clothing. Most Neo’s
didn't appreciate being in clothing or in a full suit for long. Even the
thought of being unable to scratch had a many coming up with a case of the
hives.


“I
can imagine,” Irons said nodding as the chimp took another swig.


“Anyway,”
he said setting the stein down a little hard on the coaster. “When we were
pulled off O'Mallory and her boys and girls tore into the ship. Took whatever
wasn't nailed down or welded down. Everything and anything. Fire sale!
Everything had to go. I didn't give a doodly, saved our asses so they could have
the shirt off my back if they wanted it,” he slurred. Irons pushed him upright
as he swayed.


“Didn't
do much though. Luckily you came along to bail us out,” the chimp said grinning
again. “I ever thank you for that?” he asked.


“I
think you just did,” the admiral replied with a small smile.


“Right.
So, I... um...” he blinked blurrily and reached for the stein handle. It took a
few times before he got it. He tried to get a drink but his coordination was
off and he ended up wearing more than he drank. He wiped at his face and then
snorted. The snort shook his whole body.


“What
happened to the ship?” Irons asked, righting the chimp again. No wonder he was
better as shore patrol over a drunk. The chimp couldn't hold his liquor worth a
credit.


“Ship?
We're on it right?” The chimp looked around confused. He saluted someone. The
other guy gave him the finger. The chimp's fur bristled and he started to get
up. “Hang on; I've got to teach someone some mann... man... less... um...”


“Manners.
You can later,” Irons said, pushing him back onto the stool. “The ship? The one
you were on before this one?” he prompted.


“Oh,
yeah right, the Bakersfield niner something or other. Forget. Forgot. Doesn't
matter. Scrap now. Couldn't stabl... sabi.. stabi...” His brows knit in confused
concentration.


“Stabilize?”
Irons suggested helpfully.


The
chimp tried to snap his fingers but failed. He rocked a little teetering.
“Yeah. That. No, not good. Ship went down. Go boom. Big boom.”


“Ouch,”
Irons said wincing. So much for that. Well, it had been a long shot anyway.


“Yeah.
Sucked. Big explosion. Pretty though,” the chimp said and started to slip like
a rag doll off the stool. Irons caught him as he slumped. He tucked his arm
over his shoulder and turned his head away from the foul breath.


“Come
on Savo; let’s go put you to bed.”


“Bed?
Wife... ah shit. I'm drunk ain't I? She's going to kick my fuzzy ass up between
my ears again... Petunia! My big beautiful flower of love... be gentle!” he
said raising a hand to the sky and then letting it fall.


Irons
sighed as he hauled the chimp out the door. He winced as the chimp began to
sing off key in his ear. He checked the map Sprite helpfully put up on his HUD.
It was going to be a long damn trek to the ape's quarters.


 


When
he got to the quarters he paused, not sure what to do if the gorilla was
inside. From the heat signature his implants was showing him she was. Great. He
pressed the admit key.


“Coming,”
her voice called. The hatch opened. He watched her grunt in annoyance. “What
again?”


“Not
much for him to do right now,” the admiral replied propping Savo up.


“He
needs another hobby,” she said as Irons hauled the chimp in over the hatch
comer.


“He's
consistent I guess,” Irons said as the chimp snored. Irons hefted him over to
the couch the gorilla indicated. He set the chimp down and propped his arm up
onto his chest. The chimp grumbled a little and scratched absently.


Irons
straightened; glad his implants took care of any muscle aches and pains. “He
can sleep there,” Petunia said with a growl glaring at her partner. “Serves him
right,” she said in disgust, towing him with one bare foot.


“Thanks
admiral,” she said turning to him. Irons caught the chimp peaking with one eye
opening. The faker. He just didn't want a fight he realized. He hid a snort.


“No
problem. It wasn't much trouble.”


“Did
he take a swing at you?” she asked, suddenly concerned.


“No,
I mean yes but well...” he shrugged.


She
looked at him in confusion. “Should I be jealous?” she asked amused. 


He
held up a hand. “No, not like that,” Irons laughed. “He and I had a bout in the
dojo. Sort of worked out our differences. He's a good guy. Good fighter,” he
said, rubbing his jaw.


“Should
I be jealous or concerned?” the gorilla chuffed.


“Not
for me. I've already recovered. He's going to have a bit of strain here and
there and some tender spots for a while,” the admiral replied with a small
smile.


She
chuffed in amusement as she turned to her partner. “That's nothing then. Our
last bedroom session did more damage than that,” she said smiling a tight
lipped smile. Irons hid a laugh with a cough.


“Um...
okay then. I'll ah, just be going. Have a good evening ma'am,” he said walking
backwards to the door.


“Thanks
again admiral,” she said, looking his way and then back to her supposedly
sleeping mate.


“Yeah...
what an interesting romance that must have been,” Sprite drawled as he made his
hasty retreat. Irons chuckled.
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Numiria
started a general health and welfare checkup of the entire crew twenty eight
days before they were to exit hyper. She used it as a cover to get into the elf
compartment with Light Touch to check on things... and to look for any more
hidden aliens or people on the ship. “It's a big ship doc. A lot of places to
hide,” Ezri cautioned.


“Then
we'll take our time searching it. And we'll get with ops to help if we must. I
don't know why they are hiding anyway. It's for their own good,” Numiria said
firmly.


“Yeah
well, I'm not too keen about meeting a dentist. No offense,” an orderly said.
The doctor had become keen on oral hygiene after reading about implanted
replacement teeth and trying it out on a few unsuspecting patients and some of
the staff. It had worked out but it had been a painful experience for the
patients.


Working
their way through the crew over the next several days allowed Numiria a final
practice run before they started on the sleepers. She addressed a lot of
medical ailments. Most were minor; a few were major issues that the physical
had caught in early or mid level stages of development. 


 She
worked out general treatment methods and trained her staff. She was encouraged
by Light Touch and a Veraxin she had taken on as another advanced student.
Light Touch did well as a general practitioner but she was exceptional as a
surgeon. The Veraxin Chilly was also good in surgery but even better as an
anesthesiologist. He seemed to be able to sense a patient's level of
unconsciousness instinctively. With a proper foundation of learning he was
shaping into a fine doctor. 


She
was starting to realize having more than one doctor on hand was a good thing.
Especially since they each brought different views and skills to the team.


 


Martha
nodded to the admiral as he climbed out of his launch. “Just in time ladies,”
he said, smiling and nodding politely to each of them. 


Martha
turned back to see Jen coming in behind her at a trot with Fara and their
Veraxin compatriot Regua. The elf Tinker Bell was riding Regua's centaur back.
She hopped down and gave the Veraxin a nod of thanks.


“What's
this about?” Jen asked. They were the newly created fabrication department,
something the council had finally approved of only last week. They still needed
three or four more people to round out their approved rank structure. Jen had
been going over the interviews. A lot of people had applied for the postings,
more than a hundred. It had been both gratifying and scary to have that many
people interested in their work.


“Well,
I've got a surprise for you,” Irons said, motioning for them to follow him
around his shuttle. Martha looked at the others. Jen shrugged.


“Don't
look at me. I don't have a clue,” she said. 


“Come
on ladies let's get a move on,” Irons said from behind the shuttle. The larger
sentients walked around the shuttle. Tinker Bell took the direct approach under
it since she was so short. Elves did have that advantage over the larger
sentients. 


They
heard her gasp. “Is that what I think it is?” The elf asked.


“What
you think what is?” Martha asked, stopping as she rounded the rear of the
craft. She stared at the meter tall object. Jen and the others bumped into her
from behind. “Hey watch it!” she said looking over her shoulder reprovingly at
them.


“Then
don't stop quick like that dummy,” Jen growled. She looked over Martha's
shoulder and was arrested by the sight. “Is that what I think it is?” she asked
excitedly.


“Yup,”
Irons said smiling. 


“How
did... where did you get the materials?” she asked.


“Here
and there. And well, apparently Blur's audit turned up some bits and pieces of
equipment that weren't worth salvaging. I talked him into letting me make
this,” Irons said waving.


“Class
one right?” Martha asked as they spread out around the replicator. It was a
meter high and about two meters in diameter. Basically an octagon on its eight
sided face. The top had a hinged lid. An LCD monitor and keyboard were sticking
up on armatures from one of the eight faces. A robotic arm was tucked into one
face.


He
shook his head. “I couldn't get a class two. Sorry. Didn't have the material.
Besides, if I'd made it you'd of had a heck of a time getting it through the
ship to where ever you want it. This one's going to be a pain in the ass as it
is,” he said waving to the replicator.


“Can
we really make anything with it?” Regua asked, true hands reverently touching
the lid.


“Not
quite,” Irons said. “You're still restricted to the basics. But this does have
one additional feature. It has a scanning feature. So you can scan objects and
replicate them. As long as they aren't on the restricted list of course.”


“Cool,”
Jen said. She'd read about that. Only a few replicator classes had that
feature. Something about proprietary IP rights or something. She wasn't sure.


“So
we can have it replicate anything it scans? I mean if it's simple?” Tinker Bell
asked, hopping up onto the lid of the replicator and looking down into its
clear window.


The
admiral shook his head. “Not quite. Simple yes. But if it's on the restricted
list it will balk at replicating it. If you try to do an end run around that or
try to force it then the replicator will lock down or self destruct.”


“Ouch,”
Regua said wincing. Her upper arms showed uncertainty in a given situation.
“Can they not be disabled?”


The
admiral frowned and then shook his head grimly. “Sorry, no. Programmed into the
design. Any attempt to disable the security features and you are left
with a lump of useless scrap.”


“Oh.”


“I
had a kid try to replicate a stunner on the Destiny. I had just finished
replacing their replicators...” he waved the explanation away. “Suffice to say
he screwed it up so bad I had to rebuild it.” He held up his index finger in
warning, voice firm. “So do not under any circumstances try to replicate
something on the restricted list. Or try to get around the locks. Bad things
happen.” The girls all nodded.


“You
said we need keys for some of the more important parts?” Fara asked. She too
was looking at the replicator in awe. She'd been too busy going around the ship
rebuilding food replicators to really pay attention to what the admiral had
been up to the past week. Now she knew.


Irons
had been with her of course, he'd run her ragged... as usual. He had each of
them trained on how to repair or rebuild a replicator now. What he couldn't
give them was the security keys or the initialization key sequence. They were hard
wired into him.


“With
this you can make basic parts for the ship. I've uploaded a list to you and to
the chief. Check it out. Also with this and the food replicators you can make
basic things for trade with others. I mean with other ships or planets.”


“Cool.”


“Fortunately
we're only moving this monster through that wall, so we're lucky,” Irons said,
pointing to the wall nearby. They looked at it and then back to him. He smiled.
“The chief is running power lines and plumbing now. You'll have to fab up tanks
for raw material of course. I'll help you there and help you plumb them if I'm
not too busy. The blueprints are in the net so if I do get swamped with another
project you can hopefully handle it on your own.”


“If
we can't we can call in the chief or you admiral,” Martha said with a nod.


The
admiral nodded. “Correct. I suggest you get a team in to do the grunt work. And
have a couple of welders handle the finished welding. Kiev has a good team of
welders now and they can inspect their welds when they are done.”


“Cool.”


“That's
it then. Any questions ladies?”


Martha
looked at the others. Tinker Bell looked interested. “Can we test the scanning
feature?” she asked. She sounded eager. He smiled. He would have been
disappointed if she hadn't been eager.


“Sure,”
he said. He went over to his shuttle and came back with a coffee mug. “Let's do
something simple.”


He
pressed the open button as the elf hopped off. She got an extra spring board
lift and managed a back flip before landing. She looked over her shoulder to
the replicator as a little gas escaped from it.


“Now,
you place the object into the center of the chamber like so,” he said, setting
the cup down inside. “It can only scan things that it can replicate in its
chamber.”


“Okay,
what about bigger things?”


“You
are limited on size. Anything bigger and you need to break it down somehow.
Take it apart into sub assemblies.”


“Okay,”
Martha nodded, crossing her arms.


“Now.
You close the lid and the computer will run a series of scans.” The lid closed
and there was a flash of red light.


“What
did it do?” Tinker Bell asked looking up at the chamber.


“It
used a series of sensors to get an external scan of the object. It has visual
sensors and a laser scanner. The laser bounces off the object forming a three
dimensional model. It used spectrographic analysis to study the object as well.
Now it's going to stage four.”


“Which
is?”


Irons
smiled as the group huddled closer to the window to see. The elf jumped back up
onto the lid to get a better look.


“Which
is inserting nanites into the object and tasting its structural composition.”


Fara
hid a shiver. That part she didn't like. She watched the chamber glow blue and
then after a moment the light winked out and the green lights came on.


“And
we're done. The computer has taken the various sensor readings and overlaid
them into a meta file. You just need to select the name for the object and
place it in a folder in the database.”


“But
it's already labeled,” Regua said, looking at the control screen. The others
looked at it. Indeed the screen had the image of the cup in wireframe form
slowly rotating and the label coffee mug under it. They looked at Irons.


“The
database recognized the object,” Irons said nodding. “I told you, if it is in
the database it will recognize it. Now if that had been a cup with ornate
features on it or of some other design it would have said the same thing but
then had an alpha numeric designation with it. Or the date.”


“Oh.”


“So...”
He looked at the elf. “Excuse me here,” he said, holding out his arm. She
looked at it and then up to him. He used his right arm to touch his shoulder.
She nodded and swarmed up his arm to his shoulder. She held onto his ear as he
opened the lid. “You'll get a better view from up here I believe,” Irons
murmured.


“And
I'll be out of the way?” she asked.


“Not
at all. I just didn't want to wear you out hopping up and down so much,” he
replied as he took the cup out and then closed the lid.


“Now,
I've got some plastic and ceramic in the small hopper here,” he pointed his
foot to a small barrel connected to the replicator by a pair of hoses. “The
ceramic is a slurry. Now I select the object, enter the number of copies I
want...” he tapped at the controls for a moment. “Now If I want to manually set
up the tray I can. But in this case it did it for me. Then I hit enter and
print.”


The
replicator started to glow blue again. They looked down inside to see the cups
growing out of seemingly nothing. It was a little foggy in the chamber. They
knew that was the nanite matrix passing the raw material to the builders. In
less than ten seconds the fabrication was done. The replicator dinged success.


“Cool,”
Fara said with a nod as the light changed to green. “It can break stuff down
again?” she asked. “We really don't need more cups,” she said.


“Oh
sorry,” Irons said. He tapped at the controls and hit enter. The chamber glowed
red this time and the cups dissolved.


“Gone,”
he said when the light changed back to green.


“Very
cool,” the Veraxin chittered.


“True,”
Tinker Bell said. “I did think that a replicator scavenging for its own
building material was inefficient though,” she said thoughtfully.


Irons
pursed his lips as he looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “You are
correct. Most industrial centers use dedicated systems for that. Scavengers or
molecular furnaces are what they are called in the business. They use robots
and industrial machinery to break an object down into small enough parts for
nanites to then take over.”


“Um...
no offense but what does size have to do with nanites?” Jen asked. Irons tapped
the chamber meaningfully. Her eyes were drawn to it. Finally she got it and her
eyes widened. “Oh! Duh. Sorry, slow today. I forgot. Nanites are supposed to be
in a controlled environment at all times,” she said with a nod of understanding.


“Right.
Any other questions?”


“When
do we get it for real?” Martha asked.


“When
we're finished with the compartment it's going to be housed in. Ask the chief.
I don't know,” he said with a shrug. “I was busy doing other things.”


“Okay.”


“Have
fun ladies,” he said, smiling as Tinker Bell hopped back down onto the lid and
then looked up at him. She bowed. He bowed back. He nodded to the others as he
left. He snorted as he turned; they all had eyes only for the replicator.
Typical. If they hadn't been coveting the thing then he would have been
disappointed.


 


Numiria's
first sleeper case went well at first. However the patient's vitals take a nose
dive as they begin flushing out the radioactive toxins. They attempted to
return her to her stasis pod only to discover it was irradiated as well. When
the patient flat lined and didn't recover despite their best efforts they gave
up in hopeless frustration.


She
called the time of death and then reported to a nervous Cora. Cora is obviously
disappointed. She patted the depressed doctor's arm. “You tried your best. A
clean death... I don't think we could ask for more,” she murmured, more
supportive than ever.


The
doctor mulled over the situation in her quarters later that night. She realized
she was in a funk. The next day she sensed the same from her staff. They were
leery about trying again. She couldn't have that. What was the expression? Get
back onto the horse. They needed to try again, not freeze themselves with doubt
and uncertainty. That killed a patient as often as misguided efforts did.
Finally she called them in for a meeting.


Light
Touch sat on the edge of her desk, kicking her feet back and forth. Chilly
huddled in a corner, arms wrapped around himself. Ezri looked down, not meeting
anyone's eyes. Numiria sighed. “Look. I know we're afraid. I know...” She
sighed and her ears went down. “No one wanted that to work out better than I
did. We all tried our best. But fighting the gods of death isn't easy. You all
know this. We're going to try again,” she said firmly. They looked up at that.
“We are not going to let this stop us from trying again. Not now, not ever,”
she said vehemently.


Reluctantly
the staff looked at each other. Light Touch turned to look at her fellow
student and then to the staff. “Doctor Numiria is correct. No matter what we
will endeavor, we must continue. We must learn from this and then move on. We
owe that to our lost friend.”


“Exactly
right,” Chilly said, arms opening up. The Veraxin signaled first degree
agreement and determination. “We must continue the path we started. We must
learn and move on.”


Numiria's
ears rose slowly. She looked from one student to the other and tasted their
determination. Finally she nodded, her tail rising. “We will, starting now.
Those of you on duty check your charges. I'm going to pull up the records from
yesterday and we're going to go through them, event by event. We'll see exactly
what went wrong. No blame, but we will damn well learn from this.”


“Let's
go people, you heard the lady,” the head nurse said with a nod. She turned to
her staff. “Those not on duty but on this project report to the classroom... I
mean lounge. The rest of us have work to do. Get on it,” she said firmly.


“Thank
you,” Numiria said to her students and the head nurse as the rest of the staff
moved out.


“We
were only stating the obvious truth,” Chilly said. The elf nodded. Ezri nodded.


“I
know. I'm glad you have come far enough along to realize it. And to remind me
and the others of it. Thank you again.” She turned to the nurse. “Helga...”


The
silver haired Terran smiled sympathetically. “I've already cleaned up the mess.
Well, I had the orderlies do some of it and called in an engineering crew to
take care of that blasted pod. I'm betting that was the problem. The pod.”


“You
think it messed her up?” The Veraxin asked, looking at the nurse. “In what
way?”


“I'm
betting, and this is only a hunch mind you,” the nurse said holding up a
restraining hand. “I'm betting something got missed when they stuffed her into
that thing. I think something was irradiated and it kept giving off radiation
even after she was in stasis. The radiation chewed her up.”


Light
Touch looked at Numiria in concern. “We based our assumptions on the records of
the patient.”


“We
won't do that again,” Numiria growled. She looked at Helga. “Get someone to go
over that compartment with a Geiger counter. I should have done that but I
didn't think of it when we were doing it before. There was no need since they
were in stasis after all. Apparently I was wrong about that. Find out if anyone
else has the same problem.” Helga nodded. Numiria turned to look at the
Veraxin. “We'll need detailed records of our next patient. Current records, not
something we pulled up from the files. We'll compare the two.”


“Got
it. The next patient isn't a radiation exposure though,” the Veraxin said. “I
believe it is a burn and severe trauma patient.”


Light
Touch looked at Numiria. “Shall we skip it?”


“Her.
She's pregnant too,” the Veraxin said waving his tablet. 


“I'm
surprised she didn't miscarriage,” the head nurse murmured, eyes sad.


“She
will if we don't handle her case delicately. Skip to someone a little less
complicated. We'll come back to her,” Numiria ordered.


“I'll
look at the list,” the Veraxin said. “There are many to choose from.”


“We
will get back to her. That I promise,” Numiria said firmly. The others nodded.


 


The
captain tapped his manicured fingernail on the new table, wondering if he
should put in for a new desk for his office. He was listening to the replicator
chief's report. He shot the Telerite nearby a look. Blur looked insufferably
pleased with himself. He could see why.


“So,
we've got all the food replicators repaired and running. Recycling has been
repaired and upgraded. I understand it is now designed to handle our passenger
load.”


“Which
it was never designed to do in the first place. Good job,” Warner said, nodding
to the chief engineer.


Quinna
O'Mallory leaned forward and shrugged. “Wasn't really me. I was working on the
replicator compartment. It was Lobo and the Admiral,” she said spreading her
hands.


“Still
a good job. On both projects,” the captain said with a nod. “Your people are
doing wonders. Please pass on all our thanks,” he said.


O'Mallory
nodded. She gave Martha a look. The young woman sat down. “With an industrial
replicator of our own we really don't need the admiral any more do we?” Blur
said.


O'Mallory
sighed, rolling her eyes. Here we go, she thought annoyed. “That isn't exactly
true,” she said, frowning.


“But
he's not a necessity,” Blur said doggedly.


“True
in some ways but not all. But if we want to continue operating at this level
then we need to implement the asteroid plan. To do that we need the admiral's
participation,” O'Mallory replied.


“Why?”
Hir'ruk asked.


“Because
the admiral holds the keys to the restricted list,” Martha blurted out.


“Correct,”
O'Mallory said as the council turned on the interloper. She smiled
encouragingly to the young woman who was busy hunching her shoulders and
looking down at her hands. O'Mallory glared at the other occupants of the
compartment. “Unfortunately having an industrial replicator doesn't do you a
whole lot of good for some repair projects. Like oh say reactor parts. Or
hyperdrive parts. Or a dozen or so other things we still need.”


“But
we don't need them right now do we?” The captain asked.


“Some
no, not yet,” she said tartly. “We will however eventually. I for one
would like to have spares,” she said.


Cora
put a restraining hand on her husband's. He looked down at it and pursed his
lips but didn't say anything.


There
was a long simmering moment before the chief grunted. “I think that with the
new schedule my people will be able to implement all the repair plans we have
made. If it works out then we should be able to hit Beta band when we leave
Antigua,” she said, glancing at Blackhawk.


The
Native American hated meetings. He looked up from where he had been carving a
stick and then shrugged. “I've simmed it a few times. I think we need more
practice. Full bridge sims,” he admitted.


“A
good idea,” Warner said. He looked at Esmay. “Are you up for the challenge?” he
asked.


“We're
adjusting our heading. Um... yeah,” Esmay said.


“Adjusting
the heading? Why?” The captain asked tartly. He hadn't heard this before now
and was incensed to have found out in this way.


Esmay
squirmed a little in discomfort under his intent gaze. She looked at Blackhawk
who spread his hands apart. Finally she grimaced. “I... we didn't take into
account the speed when we planned the course. That... set off our markers.”


“Are
we off course?” Hir'ruk asked in sudden distress.


Esmay
shook her head firmly. “No. I don't think so. The problem is I'm not sure where
on the course we are. Normally we can tell by what we run into on the course
itself. But the compression ratio is different so it's harder to make
adjustments. I'm pretty sure we're going to come out near Antigua, but I'm not
sure how far out.”


“Please
tell me we're not going to overshoot,” the captain sighed rubbing his brow.


“No,
I don't think it will come to that. We'll hit the hyper wall before we do.”


“Lovely,”
the captain sighed. “And you're just telling us now?” he asked icily.


“Um,
well...”


“The
admiral asked. We hadn't thought of it until now. Actually his AI Sprite put us
onto the problem. We just confirmed it not even fifteen minutes before this
meeting,” Blackhawk interjected.


“Still...”


“It's
over and done with now dear,” Cora said. He looked at her scowling blackly. She
cocked an eyebrow. Finally he relented.


“I'm
pretty sure we'll come out near the Antigua jump point. We may be an AU or two
further out or in from it though. We'll know more when we start dropping
speed.”


“And
that will be?” Blur asked.


“In
twenty seven and a half days,” she said.


“Oh,”
he said.


“I've
also discovered that nine of our sleepers are past the point of recovery
despite anything we can do. They were placed in stasis in their clothing.”


“Why
is that a problem doctor?” Hir'ruk asked. He showed baffled confusion.


Numiria
sighed. “Because the clothing itself was contaminated. Irradiated in other
words. They were thrown into the stasis pods before being stripped down. The
radioactive objects continued to emit neutrons. Since the articles of clothing
or in two cases skin suits were in contact with the patient's body for
centuries... prolonged exposure has severely degraded their cellular system,”
she explained, ears flat.


“I
thought...” Cora hesitated. “I thought stasis prevented that?”


The
doctor shook her head. “In normal circumstances it limits or slows the
metabolic rate of the patient. Slowing it to an indefinite crawl. But it
doesn't halt the life process. Nor does it protect the patient from exposure.”


“Oh.”


“Their
DNA strands were hopelessly irradiated and fragmented. One of the skin suit
wearers had her helmet irradiated. It did significant damage to her brain.”


“Oh.”


“We
decided to end their suffering as peacefully as we can. I was going to talk to
you about arranging memorial services,” the jackal said, looking at Cora. Her
ears slowly returned to their alert status.


Cora
was uncertain. She looked at the captain. He shrugged a little. “I'll need
their names to find out if they have any living relatives,” Cora said quietly.


“I'll
send you an e-mail,” the doctor murmured.


“Thank
you for trying doctor,” the captain said. The doctor looked away uncomfortably
for a moment and then straightened her shoulders.


“Is
that all?” he asked after a long pause.


“No.”


“Continue
then,” he said. The captain seemed to brace for the next bit of bad news.


“On
another happier note,” Numiria said, interrupting. “I've got some good news.
Our first three sleepers are awake. Well, they are out of stasis anyway.”


There
was a murmur around the compartment over that new bombshell. Finally Mr. Warner
interrupted with a throat clearing sound. When the room quieted he turned to
her. “How are they doctor?”


“Well.
Or on their way to a full recovery,” she said, ears forward, tail wagging
behind her in full show of her excitement.


“That
is good news!” Cora said, smiling radiantly. “How are they handling it?”


“Mentally
you mean?” The doctor asked, tail slowing and then drooping. Her ears went
back. “That is an issue,” she said slowly. “Unfortunately they each have time
shock even though they knew what they were getting into. I've asked my staff to
look into treatment methods.”


“Time
shock,” Hir'ruk said showing surprise and concern. “Depression?”


The
doctor nodded. “That is one of the symptoms. One of the primary ones. Adjusting
to the fact that most of your family is dead is a major shock to any mental
state.” There was an awkward silence for a moment.


“I
wonder how the admiral is taking it,” Cora said quietly. More than one person
looked at her in surprised concern.


“I
don't think any of us have ever thought of it,” Hir'ruk said, showing second
level embarrassment.


“I
have. My parents have. They've gone through it as well of course,” Warner said
softly. They turned to him. “I think finding someone from his own time period
helps. It's helped them a bit. I know they've talked a few times since his
arrival. It would help if he would take a bit more time off and just sit down
with them and talk. I think it would do all of them a world of good.”


“Could
your parents help?” Numiria asked. “They have gone through this. I heard that
establishing bonds helps. Finding living kin to bond with... getting into group
therapy sessions and making new attachments will anchor them to our time and
help them to adjust.”


“I...
I can ask. Mom's still having problems,” Warner said with a wince.


“I'm
working on it,” Numiria said, ears back. “I'm... I'm sorry; implant tech is a
little out of my field.”


“Do
any of the sleepers have implants?” O'Mallory asked. Martha looked surprised at
that question.


“The
older ones do,” Numiria said, checking her tablet. “None of the three I've
awakened though. Why?”


“Implants
help to run a ship. Someone with implants can do the job of ten people when it
comes to managing the reactor. I believe it's the same for some of the bridge
stations too,” she said, nodding to Blackhawk and Esmay.


“It's
possible,” the doctor murmured. “I can look into it.”


“Thanks,”
O'Mallory said.


“Can
you do implants now?” Blur asked suddenly. They all turned to him. “I mean, not
just for the crew but we could sell the services...”


The
crew turned back to Numiria expectantly. She squirmed a little and then sighed.
“Unfortunately no,” she admitted. Faces fell around her. “It's beyond what we
can do. I think.”


“You
can do basic level one implants,” Sprite interjected from the overhead. “That
is a possibility with your new infirmary doctor,” Sprite said as they looked
up. Her holo image appeared in the center of the table. Their eyes turned to
that image. She looked around to each of them and then back to the doctor. Her
holo image had her hands held behind her back. 


“You...
level one?” Numiria asked, looking at her tablet to look it up.


“Basic
Ident chip implants doctor. They go into the right or left hand of the user.
They allow basic access to some systems and allows the ship to track their
movements on the ship,” the AI explained.


“I'm
not sure I like that,” Hir'ruk said quietly.


“It's
good for security,” Teela said. Her boss was still sick and Art was dealing
with a family issue so she had been forced to attend this meeting. Doc had a
handle on it now, but the Naga wasn't into meetings. Besides, he was
recovering, or so he said.


“I
think we should look into it,” Cora said. She looked at her husband. He
shrugged. He was uncomfortable with the idea, but it was interesting to regain
something long thought lost. “Will it hurt?” Cora asked, looking at the AI and
then to the doctor.


“No,”
Sprite said, looking over her shoulder to the woman and then turning to better
see her. “Not at all. It's a capsule you take orally. When you go into your
sleep cycle the nanites grow the implant and then self destruct.”


“Nanites???”
Blur practically shrieked, standing. Warner gave him a warning look.


“Sit
down,” O'Mallory ordered. Martha wrinkled her nose.


“Nanites.
Tiny robots. They are programmed to do a job and then they take themselves
apart when it's done. You won’t even know they are dead even when you organics
give off waste,” Sprite replied, sounding a little disgusted by the Telerite's
near hysterics.


The
people around the table started talking. Most of the sentiment was against the
idea. Sprite shook her head.


“Organics.
Honestly. Superstitious ignorant savages,” she said in disgust and winked out.
That calmed the room down enough for them to express indignation over that
commentary.


“I...”
Numiria had ignored the babble since she was engrossed in looking up the
procedure on the tablet in her lap. She looked up and nodded. “She's right.
It's a noninvasive procedure. Well, it's simple, if you can call that simple.
Simple for Federation time I mean.”


“I'll
volunteer,” Warner said raising a hand. The exec snorted as everyone looked at
him in surprise. He shrugged it off. “My family can handle implants remember?”


“Right,”
the captain nodded. “I'd prefer someone else though...”


“The
good thing about having implants is that some of the equipment we can't
currently use without the admiral would come online. I wonder if he can give us
keys?” Martha asked.


“No,”
Sprite said from the overhead. “Not unless you enlist. It's embedded in him.”


“Oh,”
Martha said, shoulders hunching again. “So much for that then,” she muttered.


“I
was expecting it miss. It had to be asked,” Sprite said. “The crew of the Io 11
had similar questions when they went through the procedure. I'm uploading an
FAQ for you now,” she said.


“Okay,”
the captain said. He knocked on the table to get everyone's attention. When all
eyes were on him he nodded again. “I suggest we educate ourselves a bit before
we continue to react the way that we have.”


“Knowledge
is power,” Sprite said.


“Thank
you,” the captain said, looking up. He had just the hint of reproving
exasperation in his voice. 


“Sorry
captain,” Sprite murmured.


“All
right then. Let's break this up and get back to work. Same time Tuesday,” he
said.


“Thank
you all,” Cora said as they got up. 


“Dismissed,”
the captain said as they filed out.


 


Numiria
frowned at the display in front of her. She was in over her head, she knew it.
She rubbed her brow and then flicked her tail against her thigh impatiently.


“Problem?”
Light Touch asked looking up.


“You
could say that.”


“With
a patient?” Light Touch asked, immediately concerned. She paused and then
started coming over. She paused and then hopped up onto the desk. She looked at
the display and frowned. It was a neural cortex, one of a human. “Is that an
implant?”


“Yes.
The department heads want us to focus some of our efforts on recovering people
with implants. I thought we'd start with the Warners.”


“I
see,” Light Touch said, studying the readings. “I see scaring,” she mused,
fingers touching the imaging around the connective tissue.


The
doctor nodded. “I believe whatever knocked them both out was electrical in nature.
Which is part of my problem. I don't want to tamper with replacing neural
tissue. It's tricky to get it to incorporate and there are always issues with
loss in motor control or in this case memory.”


“I
see...” The elf mused. She pointed to an area and enhanced it. “Damage to the
speech centers...”


“This
is Mrs. Warner. She has trouble speaking for prolonged periods. Sometimes for
days. From my experience she gives off classic stroke symptoms. They both do.”


“A
possible aneurism brought on by the electrical stimulation?”


“Possibly.
We just don't know.”


“Do
the implants themselves work?” The elf asked, turning to the doctor.


“I...
you know, I don't think anyone found out. I believe once the accidents happened
they assumed they were burned out.”


“They
could access their implants and try to find out,” Light Touch suggested.


“I
think they did and it didn't work.”


“It
sounds like the neural pathway is broken. Or something in the hardware as well.
It's military issue. Should we go digging into it?”


“Why
not?” The doctor asked, looking at the elf.


“Because
I was reading up on implant tech and military issue is an entirely different
class than civilian grade. It has protocols protecting the user. Also
protecting data they may hold. If we tinker with them we might trigger a booby
trap. A suicide protocol.”


“Oh,”
Numiria said. Her eyes went wide as that statement echoed in her mind and
registered fully. “OH!” she said looking down at the elf. “We shouldn't mess
with them at all then!”


“Maybe.
Or we can ask Sprite to take a look,” Light Touch answered.


“Sprite?”


“Yes?”
The AI said from the speaker. They looked at it. 


The
doctor frowned. “I... this is doctor Numiria.”


“I
know doctor. What is the problem?”


“I
assumed you were listening in,” Numiria said slowly.


“No,
I was occupied with other matters. Also medical records are considered
privileged. I try not to dabble too deeply,” the AI explained.


“Ah,
an AI with ethics,” Numiria said with a small smile.


“I
said I try doc, I don't necessarily succeed all the time,” Sprite said with an
amused smile in her voice. “May I?” she asked.


“By
all means,” Numiria said, sitting back. “We're asking you to consult on...”


“The
Warners. I'm looking at the open file now doctor. I'm not sure how I can help
you. I'm not a medical AI,” Sprite cautioned.


“There
were medical AI?” Numiria asked blinking. Her ears went back. She wasn't sure
she liked that. Then again a medical AI wouldn't make mistakes would it?


“We
can generalize or specialize at it suits us. It's all in our programming doctor
and how flexible we are. Some are more flexible than others,” Sprite explained
absently. She digested the reports immediately of course but it took even her
time to go over everything since she hadn't been programmed for medical
purposes. She had to sift through the medical texts, identifying things and
looking up the materials.


“Oh.”


“Implants.
I see why you are interested. Military issue isn't something to dabble in for
amateur’s doctor. Excuse me, doctors. Hello doctor Light Touch,” she said.


“How
did you know I was here?” Light Touch asked.


“I
guessed. I picked up your breathing through the microphone. Doc you really need
a camera. This is annoying,” Sprite said. She didn't like communicating with
just her voice.


“I'll
put it on my wish list,” the doctor said dryly. “About the implants? We had a
concern about the military variable. Which is one of the reasons we brought you
on board.”


“I'm
flattered. I suppose the only way to answer our questions is for me to access
their implants. Which I'll need to do in person. In the form of the admiral I
mean.”


“The
admiral...”


“He'll
need to jack in directly to which ever Warner you wish to start with. I suggest
the lieutenant; he's in better shape physically. The ensign's neural damage is
extensive. There is a great deal of scar tissue. Brain damage...” she sighed.
She knew it would be painful for the admiral to deal with the situation but if
he wanted to help them he'd have to get over that.


Numiria
blinked and then nodded. “I... yes. We can do that.”


“If
we're lucky his buffer was corrupted but his breakers took most of the damage
before failing. Whoever did this is a nasty piece of work,” Sprite said in
disgust.


Numiria
frowned. “I'm not certain of the circumstances of the injuries. I know that
they jacked into something and it well...”


“Bit
them. Fried them. It did it's best to kill them. Had they been civilian they
would have died,” Sprite replied.


“I
guess so,” the doctor said. Light Touch nodded.


“I
can prep for cloning if we need to,” Light Touch offered. “We have their
genetic information on file since the doctor initiated the physicals. It will
take some time to isolate the neural tissue we need to clone. We'll need
samples as well.”


“I
suggest you bring the Warners in with the admiral. We might be able to do
something about the damage,” Sprite said.


“All
right,” Numiria said with a nod. “I'll page them.”


“I've
alerted the admiral already,” Sprite said with an amused smile in her voice.
“He's on a job. He'll be here in a half hour. Forty minutes tops he said.”


“Thank
you,” Numiria said with a nod. “We'll see you again then.”


“Yes
it would be nice to actually see you,” Sprite said dryly before the
speaker clicked.


 


The
Warners smiled politely to the Admiral as he came to the hatch and knocked on
the doorway. The doctor turned and nodded and waved him in. “You wanted to see
me doctor?” the admiral asked. He'd told Taylor and Rasha to not pop and salute
each time he entered. They were after all out of uniform.


“I
did. Or rather your body,” she said.


He
hesitated coming over. “I haven't quite had it put that forward before doctor.
Okay not in a while anyway,” he said with a slight grin.


Numiria
froze and then looked down at the Warners who were laughing softly. The ensign
was giggling, hand over her mouth. Numiria shook her head, ears flat against
her skull in embarrassment. “Okay...”


“What
do you need doc?” Irons asked, sober now.


“Throttling
certain males would be a good start,” she grumbled. He just smiled at her. “You
and my husband are entirely too alike in the humor department. I think we need
to separate you two before it spreads any further,” she said firmly.


“I
think I've got him by date of birth actually doc,” Irons said with a smile.


“What
I'd like for you or more importantly your AI to do is check in on the Warner's
implants. Which requires a direct connection,” she said. “Sprite told me we
would need that.”


“Ah,”
Irons said with a nod of understanding, now completely sober. He looked at the
two Warners who were looking back at him. “Who wants to volunteer?” he asked.
They both knew the risks like he did.


“I
believe we wish to start with the lieutenant since he has the least amount of
damage,” Light Touch interjected.


“Okay,”
Irons nodded. “I suggest in an exam room. With a crash cart standing by just in
case,” he cautioned.


The
doctor looked uncertain. He held up a hand. “Purely a precaution doctor. We
don't know what is in there. A virus of some sort maybe. I'd like to not trip
any traps but you never know.”


“All
right,” she said nodding to Light Touch.


“I'll
see to it,” the elf said, hopping down and bouncing out.


“How
are the sleepers doing doc?” Irons asked.


“We
were just about to ask that,” the lieutenant said, getting up and then helping
his lady get up. They were frail, withered with age but still stubborn enough
to disdain helping hands from those around them. The ensign smiled lovingly to
her husband, tucking his arm in his and then together they shuffled to the
door. Taylor leaned heavily on his bamboo cane but apparently he could manage.


The
admiral got out of their way and followed with the doctor.


“We've
awoken twelve so far. We've had to well... write off ten so far. One we lost.
Nine others that were too far irradiated to recover. I'm holding off on about
two hundred patients who are beyond my ability to help,” Numiria explained
quietly.


“Okay...”


“The
twelve are doing well. We have them together as they work through their
recovery. So far so good.”


“I
won’t ask for details doctor. I was just interested in the project.”


“Will
you consider joining the group therapy?” Numiria asked as they saw Light Touch
come out of a room and stand attentively near the door. The Warners steered
themselves toward it and her.


“I'm
a little busy doctor,” Irons said demurely.


“I
have nothing better to do,” the lieutenant said looking over his shoulder to
them. “We'll help,” he said patting his wife's arm. His wife nodded.


“How
did this happen?” Irons asked.


“Virus,”
the lieutenant said with a snarl. “The captain of the time asked us to look
into a defense sat for a colony. It was a contract. They wanted to get the
satellite back online since it had an onboard antimatter reactor.”


“Ah,”
Irons said in understanding. “Fueled?”


“Yes,”
the lieutenant said. He groaned as he helped his wife into a seat. “Damn I hate
getting old.”


“Peter
Pan complex,” Irons teased.


“Don't
joke about it until you've tried it admiral,” the lieutenant growled. He looked
over his shoulder to Irons as he rubbed the small of his back. “No offense
sir.”


“None
taken,” Irons said, hand up.


“Anyway,
we where jacking in when we got slammed. It seemed they neglected to tell us
the thing had been set up by a paranoid nut job. We didn't have time to show
our implant signature. The damn thing fried us on the spot. I only caught the
corona; Rasha took the brunt of it.”


“Ouch.”


Taylor
turned a guilty look at his wife. “My fault. I should have taken lead,” he said
feeling guilty all over again. His wife shook her head firmly. One withered
hand stroked his cheek. He rumbled a sigh. “Okay so you were the better
cybernetic tech. I still...” she shook her head even more firmly than before.
He sighed again. “Okay. You win. You're right it's over and done with now,” he
said.


He
caught the youngsters look and snorted. “Old argument. It helps when you
already know the script,” he said. Irons hid his amusement.


Irons
waited until they were seated in the room. The lieutenant took a seat on the
exam table. The ensign sat nearby. Irons watched as the staff hooked up
monitors to the lieutenant and then came in. “Are you ready lieutenant?” he
asked.


“Do
you want a chair admiral?” An orderly asked.


“No,”
Irons said shaking his head. He held out his right hand. The lieutenant took it
and shook it.


“Thank
you admiral. Whatever happens, thanks.”


“We'll
do our best. Right Proteus?”


“Wait,
Proteus?” Doctor Numiria asked behind him. Irons turned to look at her over his
shoulder. He smiled.


“Sprite
is my adjunct. She handles data, software and other tasked. Proteus is my
engineering AI. So,” he said nodding to the lieutenant as he laid back and got
comfortable. “I'll be jacking into your cerebral implants directly. Hopefully
you won’t feel anything,” he said.


“Hopefully,”
the lieutenant said, wincing as the admiral took a universal cable up off the
nearby tray and plugged into a port on his arm. Irons held the other end of the
cable up. “Last chance to back out lieutenant,” he said.


“Just
a second.” The lieutenant got up and kissed his wife long and thoroughly. She
smiled beautifully at him, stroking his cheek. He looked into her eyes for a
long moment before Numiria cleared her throat.


“Okay,”
the lieutenant said, climbing back onto the table with some difficulty. “I'm
ready now,” he said, settling in.


“All
right then,” Irons said. He plugged the jack in and felt Proteus and Sprite
leap.


Data
was flowing through the cable; he could feel Defender slamming up firewalls.
After a moment there was a fast request from Defender and the third AI entered
the lieutenant. Irons cocked his head.


“What?”
Light Touch asked.


“All
three AI are in the lieutenant. Apparently something is amiss,” he reported.


“Should
we unplug?” Numiria said reaching for the jack. She blinked as what he said
registered. Three? Three AI?


“I
ffeeeeellll wiiierd,” the lieutenant said and then seemed to relax explosively.
After a moment his eyes fluttered and then lowered. The doctor looked at his
readouts and then back to him. “He's out. Unconscious. Odd.”


Irons
felt helpless, he was out of the fight and was an observer like the other
organics in the room.


 


Proteus
focused on the hardware damage as the other AI focused on the software. Nanites
flowed through the cable into the body of the lieutenant.


“The
damage is extensive,” Defender said. The security AI was handling the security
overrides, holding the Cerberus program at bay and keeping it from lobotomizing
the lieutenant.


“Software
and hardware. Whoever set this up was thorough and sadistic,” Sprite responded.
“Memory is trashed.”


“On
it,” Proteus responded. Fortunately the lieutenant had a standard junior
officer's class implant. The memory was melted down in seconds and then
reformed into new hardware.


“Thank
you,” Sprite said, loading files. “Firmware?” she asked.


“Firmware
firewall had held but was cut off from the rest of the net by a malfunctioning
UART,” Proteus responded before Defender could. They knew something of the
implants had survived since the Cerberus program had activated the moment they
had jacked in. That was why Defender had been drawn into the mess. “The UART
was the first thing I fixed,” it said.


“Which
is why I am here,” Defender responded. When Proteus had repaired the UART the
firmware embedded in the lieutenant had activated a suicide Cerberus despite
Sprite's key. He however had the override to the override. “Firmware is reset.
I am withdrawing,” he replied.


“Thank
you,” Sprite said, feeling the AI retreat to the background. 


“Breakers
are repaired. Power systems were destroyed. I am rebuilding them now,” Proteus
reported. Nanites flowed through the body of the lieutenant. “Does the admiral
wish to repair cellular damage as well?”


“No.
Focus on the implants for now,” Sprite stated. “But log the damaged tissue. The
organics can deal with it,” she ordered.


“Tissue
damage to the bridge is extensive,” Proteus reported. “I'm not a medical AI.
I've repaired some of the damage. There will be bandwidth issues.”


“I've
done what I can. Are you finished?” Sprite asked.


“Withdrawing.
I will wake the patient,” Proteus reported.


Sprite
felt the human's consciousness awaken. She felt it fumble around in confusion
before settling. She reached out and touched the old man's linkage. She felt
his pain receptors flare and shook her virtual head. It wasn't complete agony
but accessing his implants would be painful for the lieutenant. It was
something they would have to work on.


“Can
you hear me Lieutenant Warner?” she asked through the link. He gurgled a reply.


“Please
focus your efforts on the linkage,” Sprite informed him. “Focus your thoughts.
Concentrate.”


“Yes,”
he said slowly through the link. “It hurts,” he finally ground out.


“I
know. How about this?” she asked, sending a signal to his visual cortex. He
blinked and then clumsily used the mouse pointer she had put up in his vision
to draw an N.


“I'll
take that as a no. You are lucky lieutenant,” she said. He winced. “I am
withdrawing so you can heal.”


 


“Well?”
Irons asked as he felt first Proteus and then Sprite return. 


“Mission
is a partial success,” Proteus responded as the lieutenant gurgled. Irons
looked down at him.


“Partial?”
he asked, concerned for his friend. He felt Sprite return fully a few seconds
later.


“Yes,”
she reported. “He has auditory and data damage. His IO needs repair. His visual
cortex implants seem functional. The tissue around his implants have been
inflamed again so he will need time for it to heal.”


“Something
is better than nothing,” Irons said.


“Or
death,” Sprite replied. Irons looked at the others. The lieutenant had fallen
asleep again.


“He's
okay,” he said turning to the others. “Or should be. The implants have been
repaired but there is tissue damage. Scar tissue. He's probably in some pain so
it's best he sleep it off.”


“Headache,”
the lieutenant mumbled. Numiria leaned over and administered an analgesic for
him.


“That's
to be expected actually,” Sprite said from the admiral's arm. “He has some
damage to his auditory sensors. That is the cause of his pain. Keep an eye out
for inflammation please.”


“I
will,” Numiria said with a nod.


“And
next,” Irons said, removing the jack and smiling to the Ensign.


“Admiral,
I've logged damage to the lieutenant. A report is in your inbox,” Proteus
reported. “It should be repaired by the doctor.”


“Okay,”
Irons said. “Doc, you've got a file coming your way. Tissue scan from Proteus.
Damaged tissue to repair.”


“I'll
have Light Touch look into it,” she said with a nod to the elf. The elf looked
up from the foot of the bed and then nodded.


 


The
ensign was set up on an exam table next to the lieutenant's. She was made as
comfortable as she could be before the admiral jacked in.


The
procedure went quickly, now that they knew what to expect the AI moved quickly
and orderly. Instead of immediately repairing the IO and triggering the self
destruct Proteus went to work on other areas of the ensign, repairing
everything up to the UART damage. When the damaged memory was repaired Sprite
moved in with a firmware emulator to load the software.


“Almost
done,” Proteus reported. “Repairing the UART now. Be prepared for a Cerberus
attack,” it reported.


“On
it,” Defender stated bluntly, setting up a virtual firewall. He started pinging
the UART.


“What
are you doing?” Proteus asked.


“Sending
the recognition signal.”


“I
will focus my efforts on the receive side first then,” Proteus said.


“Do
that,” Defender said.


The
Cerberus program erupted when the UART was fully functional but as quickly as
it came to life it settled back down into dormancy when the handshake protocol
registered.


“Finished
with implant repair. The ensign requires a competent nano surgeon to repair the
brain damage remaining,” Proteus reported over the admiral's speaker.


“We've
done what we can. The rest is up to you in other words,” Sprite said as the AI
withdrew.


“All
right,” Numiria said. She stared at the ensign.


“With
treatment and time she will recover. How far is anyone's guess. She is better
off than she was before. I believe the Ensign was in considerable low grade
pain for decades. I have repaired some of the damage. She needs a lot more
repair however,” Proteus reported. “A report is filed for you doctors,” it
said.


“Thank
you. All of you,” Irons said softly. He saw the green lights on his HUD and
nodded. He pulled the jack as gently as he could and then unjacked his arm and
coiled the cable.


“So...
that's that?” Light Touch asked.


“Hardly.
The implants are repaired. The tissue damage is only partially repaired. Then
there is the therapy. They also have other medical issues that can be dealt
with as well,” the admiral said.


“I'll
look into those,” Numiria said. She nodded to the nurse in the doorway. “Keep
an eye on them. I want someone to check on their read outs every fifteen
minutes and make a manual note. No slacking off,” she ordered firmly.


“Understood
doctor,” the nurse said with a nod. Light Touch, the Jackal and Irons left
quietly and made their way to the doctor's office. They were met by an anxious
looking John Warner.


“They
are all right. Resting comfortably,” Numiria said, answering the unwritten
question all over his face. He visibly relaxed. She smiled a little, flicking
her ears. “They will need time to recover.”


“All
right,” he said with a nod.


“If
you are willing to get implants still I think we can do it,” Numiria said.


“Today?”
he asked surprised. He looked back the way they had come.


“Not
today if you are distracted. Though I understand there is little to the
procedure,” she said.


“Just
swallowing a horse pill,” Irons said. “Been there, done that.”


“Um...”


“In
my time it was SOP. Anyone traveling in space had to have one. For that matter
anyone with a bank account had to have one,” the admiral explained.


“Oh.”


“Simple
thing. I'm sorry we can't do more. If you want more you'll have to go to Pyrax.
They have been making a lot of strides there.”


“Oh,”
The doctor said looking at Irons.


He
shook his head and smiled slightly. “Sorry, doc, you're not the first. Not by a
long shot.”


“I
knew that,” she said wrinkling her nose. Still her tail drooped a little.


“I
believe the doctors on Io 11 were the first this century as far as I know,”
Irons said.


“What
about Destiny?” Light Touch asked.


“What
about them? Oh wait for implants? Yes, some had full implants, some had the
basic level one Ident implants. A few had refused for various reasons. Most of
them were passengers,” he replied and then shrugged.


“Oh.”


“It
takes time to get over prejudices. Ignorance is the leading cause of prejudice.
Work on it. The best way is with education. Knowledge.”


“Oh.”


“Well,”
he stretched. “I've got to be going. Let me know if you need me again,” he
said.


“We
will. Thank you admiral,” Numiria said. The others echoed the sentiment as
Irons left.


 


In
the exam room the lieutenant opened his eyes slowly. He had one hell of a
migraine but he had something he had to do. He turned his head and smiled. He
could see his lovely wife beside him. Beyond her were her medical read outs. He
puzzled out the blips and lines for a moment. Everything seemed fine. All were
okay apparently. Good. He reached out and touched her hand over the gap in
between them. He felt her hand twitch and then it slowly gripped his. He smiled
and laid back, closing his eyes and letting himself drift once more.
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Twenty
days to break out Barry tore into the yellow bus. It was a planetary school bus
at one time, Kiev had picked it up from the ship they had rescued but it had
been scavenged a long time ago for parts for cargo shuttles. He'd had a hell of
a time convincing the captain of the time to let him take it on. He'd always
loved ascraft and O'Mallory had signed off on the project grudgingly since they
could always use it for parts. Now there was an interest in getting it and everything
else running again.


The
bus was cool, really a purpose built vessel, which was why it was sidelined.
The bus was designed to haul about two hundred kids to and from orbit with
minimum cargo. Now after the Xeno war that really wasn't done. Getting up and
down from orbit meant hauling cargo and fuel, not kids.


“Why
are we doing this again?” Gus asked, sullenly standing nearby as he passed
Barry parts or tools.


“Cause
its cool,” Barry said, not looking up from the avionics. “Just keep doing what
you're doing kid.”


“Seems
like a waste,” Gus said. He was still in a growth spurt, covered in acne and
the bane of his mother and teacher. They'd sicked him on Barry to get him out
of their collective hair. Barry wasn't sure what he was going to do with the
kid. He was uncoordinated, still awkward and clumsy. He had a good heart
though, and he had a cool head. He did make the damnedest mistakes though.


“Nah,
it's cool. Think about it. Banana boat. Drop everyone who wants shore leave all
at once. Or in two trips,” Bert said, waving a spanner. “Or three.” They had
thousands of people onboard. Normally less than a hundred went ground side when
they entered port.


“Can
we run animals in it? Maybe planet hop? One side to another?” Gus asked.


“What
one of those grungy buses we saw on the video the other day?” Bert asked.


“No,
I was thinking more along the lines of leasing it out. Maybe day excursions for
grounders who want to see what space is like,” Barry said, looking up from the
avionics. “But your ideas are good too.”


“Cool,”
Bert said with a nod. “I still like my idea though.” He was another teen, young
and a little inexperienced but eager to learn the trade. There were dozens of
people who were interested in shuttles but not many had the patience. Art had
tried his hand at piloting but had flunked after the third try. Now they were
running the kids through virtual sims. Hopefully that would weed out the wanna
bees from the serious players. Unfortunately they didn't have one for
engineers.


“Which
is possible. But not until we get this baby back in space. Which we can't do
while we're sitting on our asses talking about it,” Barry said testily.


“All
right all right, I get the point,” Gus sighed. “Back to work.”


“We've
got that other maintenance boat, plus the other shuttles to tear into and
refurb. I want as many done as possible before we get to Antigua,” Barry said.


“That's
a little tight boss, we've got what? Twenty one days left?” Bert said.


“Twenty.”


“Okay,
Twenty. Still kind of tight.”


“Dude!
Could we sell one?” Gus asked suddenly. Barry scowled. He spread his hands
apart. “Just saying Barry, man, I know you love em and all...”


“I...
we damn well better not. I've put a lot of blood and sweat into rebuilding
these things,” Barry growled looking uncomfortable.


“Yeah,”
Gus said with a nod. “Me too.”


“Delivery!”
Fara said, coming in pushing a hover pallet loaded with parts.


Barry
used the girls to help him fabricate parts on the sligh. He tried to do it
without calling in the admiral just to see how far they can go. It was frustrating
though when he has to call Irons in. Irons nodded when he came by, but he was
distracted. He was on a time crunch so he just logged in to get the parts going
and then headed for the door. “Sorry, talk later, late for a class!” he said
with a wave, leaving at a jog.


“Well!”
a female tech said. “I... how rude!” she called out. She'd done her hair just
for him. Irons waved but kept going. Barry chuckled. Most of the girls were now
actively flirting with the admiral, or at least trying to. They lingered over
how he was so mature and 'distinguished' along with his rugged good looks. He
seemed oblivious to their advances. Of course he got into projects so much he
was always distracted. His rare periods of time off seemed random.


That
was what the general consensus was. Barry knew better. He'd heard that the
admiral had a girl on Destiny, or he should think had. He'd heard that
something bad had happened to her, so bad she'd been put in stasis and returned
to Pyrax. 


“He's
a busy man. Let's see if we can work on the other shuttles then while this
thing bakes,” Gus said in disgust. Barry glanced at him. Most of the teenage
males were just now getting into girls and weren't happy about the girls all
making goo goo eyes at the admiral. He snorted and waved to the kid.


“Let's
see what we can do while that's off and running. Ladies,” he said with a nod as
they exited the replicator room.


 


The
admiral explained force field emitter tech to an avid class at the beginning of
his lecture. The class tended to jump around a bit, covering various topics of
interest. It was a lively class but easy for the uninitiated to get lost in. It
did keep one on their toes though. Now they were exploring energy storage
methods and force based equipment. The discussion quickly went from the basics
to more advanced concepts which is a pleasant surprise to him.


"See,
when you create a field you've got a blank slate right? Well, it has some edge
issues but we'll focus on the main field," he said tapping the flat
surface. The field rippled, absorbing the kinetic energy of his touch. One of
the things his students loved about the admiral's teaching methods was that he
was not only hands on; he regularly made props for them to actually touch and
experience. Not just holographic files. Though the holograms made exploded
views of pieces of hardware much easier to see and understand.


Now
that they had a dedicated classroom things were easier to explain. Learning on
the job was okay in some instances but sometimes it was easier to pass on
knowledge in a more structured and less... dangerous environment. The classroom
was a part of the block of five other classrooms for the school. The school was
old school, mixing kids of various ages. Even adults took some classes
apparently, or at least attended them to keep busy. Some acted as teaching
assistants as well.


"Now
if the field like this is a one, on, and if you make holes for offs..." he
said demonstrating with the field.


"You
get a digital signal!" an excited student said catching on.


"Binary
correct," Irons said nodding to the student. The young Veraxin chittered.


"Its
how they figured out energy based equipment methods. The theory has been in
place since science fiction postulated the idea over a millennia ago."


"But
any science you can't understand is tantamount to magic..." the Veraxin
said nodding.


"Where'd
you here that?" Irons asked amused.


"Ah,
in my reading."


He
nodded. "Well, you're right. The end concepts were there, but not the
technique on how to do it. Not the nuts and bolts. But once we had it, we build
up off one module at a time. This borrows from coding and technological
evolution."


"Ah,
yes I think I see."


"Well
I don't," Sara a testy student said tossing her stylus down. "I'm
lost,” she said in disgust, frowning. The admiral glanced at her and then
nodded.


"Okay,
well, let's have an example. Let’s say you want to make an energy based
computer program. You first can write the program in binary... one module at a
time," the admiral explained. He drew a series of slashes on the holographic
board.


"Say
you're working on a ship. Break it down to energy based systems controlling a
deck," the Veraxin chittered.


The
admiral nodded. "Good idea. So you break it down into the simplest
components. Open and close hatches. Lights, fans, and so on." As he said
this modules of code flashed on the holo and then formed into a block. The
blocks joined others in a hierarchy.


The
tech who had complained she was lost nodded in understanding. Sara had seen
some coding a few months ago. "I see. Why not just use physical systems
though?"


"We're
using this as an example bear with us a moment," the admiral said. “It
will become clear in a moment,” he said with a smile. He turned back to the
board. "Now, once you get the modules together you start stacking and
grouping them into clusters. Once you know how to do the basics people add more
and more until..."


The
holo flashed and then showed a working deck with people walking around.


"If
we continue we could do an entire ship," he said.


"But
again, why..." Sara asked doggedly. She rubbed at her temples.


The
admiral flashed a smile. "Why use a force field. Right getting to that.
Well, there are advantages and disadvantages to both,” he said turning to the
class. “A physical system is a dedicated system that will work unless power is
interrupted. The same goes for the energy based system. But the energy based
system loses data when it goes down if it used an energy state ram
buffer."


"Ah,"
the Veraxin nodded, upper shoulders slumping.


"Which
is why they aren't used in ships much. At least not warships. We need redundant
systems that can take a beating. That can hold up if we get a spike of power,
and something we can easily rip out and repair without rebuilding the system.
An energy system can adapt, it can be reprogrammed, but it's fallible."


"It's
only as good as its weakest link. Without the emitters, the physical emitters
generating the energy they are nothing," Sara said in sudden
understanding.


The
admiral nodded. “Correct." He shook his head, crossing his arms and
leaning back against the desk behind him. "I like the idea, don't get me
wrong, it does have some applications. You gain a lot because there is
virtually no weight, just the emitters. But you need to generate power to
create the fields, and it takes less than ten percent of that power to run the
psychical equivalent."


"Efficiency."


"Correct.
But as I said, energy systems do have their uses. You can set up temporary
buffers to store information in an emergency, or temporary systems. Even entire
control systems are possible if you can't rebuild the actual system. I haven't
tried it, but I've heard the theory brooded about a bit."


"Interesting,"
Sara said thoughtfully.


"The
other thing is you can use the energy systems to model a physical system for
virtual testing. That makes rapid prototyping easier for some. Some of the
research and development companies had gone that route about a century before
the Xeno war," the admiral explained. The military hadn't bothered with
such things. You could simulate a system in a computer net without making a
force field version of it. That had been in practice for over a thousand years
after all. It was simple and much more efficient.


"Fascinating.
But I bet they lost a lot if they lost power," The Veraxin said.


He
grimaced, knowing it was true. "They had backup generators, but I'm
betting not one had a proper back up buffer. I'm not sure," he sighed,
shaking his head. The class nodded in understanding.


 


Numiria
didn't need any incentive to lead her class into advanced training. She
realized right away that in some cases she was behind her students, or just
barely in tune with them. She started off by expanding on what she'd picked up
from the computer database. After talking with Sprite about some of the
admiral's adventures she explored the database for things that had been brought
up. Some of the concepts Sprite had brought up in passing had been truly
fascinating. She hosted a couple of open classes and talked with the captain
and the ship's council. She wanted a mandatory first aid course for the serving
crew. The council was amused but didn't see the harm so readily agreed. She set
her nurses up to do it and then returned her own efforts to general education.


She
was surprised by the interest in the classes. Open enrollment meant a lot of
people dropped in. They had thousands of people on the ship and many were bored
with just existing. Many yearned to learn, if only to take the tedium away and
do something with their lives. 


The
topics ranged in interest. She didn't really understand the importance of a
lesson plan but she did get a little frustrated when they wandered far off
topic. They talked about evolution and the origin of alien species. Convergence
theory and how it worked. About how the hardest thing is communication between
sapient beings. Terrans had crafted a universal language in math and basic
concepts to bridge most of the gap. For those species that didn't have vocal
systems that were compatible genetic engineering or artificial vocoders were
implemented to bridge the gap. Culture differences, view points, math... it's
hard to factor them all in.


Every
time she's finished a class she had an almost heady feeling afterward. But the
classes were interfering with her sleeper awakening project. She really should
come up with a proper name for the endeavor, she mused. 


There
were eighteen days left before break out. Already four of the awakened people
had indicated that they would like to remain on Antigua if they could. She
wasn't sure what to make of that. On the one hand it was good, it felt like
they were getting on with their lives, and they wouldn't be a burden to the
ship. However on the other hand she felt just a slight resentment for the
others. It was like they weren't grateful enough to stick around. She realized
it was an irrational annoyance but it lingered.


“Something
on your mind doctor?” the professor asked. Numiria flicked her ears for a
moment and then shrugged as she gathered her materials. The professor was one
of the first three sleepers she had awakened. He was doing his best to
assimilate into the time period. It helped that he was a newly retired
professor of history, he had enjoyed taking on some of the classes. He'd been
appalled by the lack of knowledge and had taken a hand early on. The idea of
civilization going through a dark ages was intriguing to him. He had put his
long silver hair up into a braided ponytail the first day and then started
pestering the staff and crew for interviews. It was amusing when she heard he
liked to interview his own students.


Numiria
shook her head. “No, just getting my thoughts in order. Are you still
considering leaving?” She was trying to keep from sounding hopeful. The
professor was a nice guy, he was smart, but he could be a pain in the ass
asking about the same story over and over again. She wasn't sure why. Thorough
apparently.


“I'd
like to get out and see the galaxy,” the professor said wryly, running his hand
through his silver hair. It was thin on top, something he had never bothered to
correct. Part of his image. He liked the idea of being a hippy history
professor so he liked to look the part. “That was why I retired and decided to
travel after all,” he said and hid a grimace. “That and to meet women my own
age or younger,” he admitted with a small smile.


Numiria
smiled at that last bit. “The galaxy is changed professor,” she cautioned.


“Indeed
it has. It has a lot.” He stared into the star field holographic projection for
a long moment. Finding out his home world was gone had been even more of a shock
to his system than finding out he had been time lost. He had no home to go back
to and that bothered him.


“Have
you considered the admiral's suggestion? To go to Pyrax?” Numiria asked
finally. The admiral had been one target of the professor's that had so far had
thwarted his attempts at an interview.


“To
teach at the college?” He shook his head. “I'm not sure that's for me,” he
said. He exhaled heavily.


She
patted him on the shoulder. “Well, there are other places to teach. And we do
need your experience professor.”


He
nodded. “So I've seen. You and your people have done what you can to pass the
torch of knowledge in these dark times. I commend you on your efforts,” the
professor said, cocking his head.


“We
haven't been very successful. But with the admiral and people like you we will
be able to get things back on the right track again. I believe that now more
than ever,” she said.


“Light
at the end of the tunnel,” the professor murmured. She nodded as she followed
him out of the classroom.


 


The
Warners met with some of the people rescued from stasis in group therapy. The
ensign was doing better. She still has trouble speaking and moving about
however so she let her husband handle most of the load. He definitely led the
discussions.


The
lieutenant was feeling much better, feeling that he had a lot more energy than
ever before. He still had migraines when he attempted to access his implants,
but they were slowly going away. Or at least dulling down. He wasn't sure if it
was a psychosomatic response to the trauma or not. The medics weren't sure
either. He hadn't been happy about that until he realized they were still
learning all this. To them it was all new and exciting. He kept forgetting
that, which was annoying. He hated getting old. There was something he needed
to tell them, something about his family history but for the life of him he
couldn't quite remember. It was frustrating sometimes, knowing you wanted to
say something but not what. He felt a pang of remorse for Rasha. She deserved
better.


Since
the awakening program had begun the medical staff had perfected their technique
and were now waking an average of two people a day. Recovery time was mixed,
but most were out of the infirmary wards in a week. 


The
nightly meetings grew out of necessity after several of the sleepers had
nightmares and minor incidents. Several interesting people including a retired
college professor and a boat mechanic tended to stand out over others. The boat
mechanic's wife didn't survive and he was having trouble with the grief. He was
anguished for the first several days but the grief was lessening over time. He
is not sure why they saved him. 


The
boat mechanic wandered into the machine shop one morning, twelve days before
break out. He wasn't sure why they were counting down like that. Really, it was
no big deal.


He
was lost, not just in the ship but in what to do with his life. Seeing the
makeshift machine shop kindled his interest, however slim. He went over and
stroked the side of an old press. 


Gus
was put out at his intrusion but he was ensnared into the discussion of gears
and cams with Bert. Bert however peppers the older man with questions on all
things mechanical, ignoring the awkwardness of the initial moment. Ralph the
mechanic is interested by the boy's interest in all things mechanical, and a
little appalled by his ignorance. He answered the questions, sketching out
details with his hands. They bond almost immediately which is surprising to
both. Gus shot Barry a look as he watched the two interact. Barry shrugged it
off. They integrated the mechanic into the team.


Ralph
patiently lectured the group on shop safety, stopping them to replicate plastic
eyewear to protect them. He then lectured each with a safety course complete
with a quiz. By the time they were finished with the project Barry had called
the chief in. He had a quick consult with her before O'Mallory came over.


Ralph
is busy explaining to an enraptured Bert how a planetary gear set works. When
Bert looked concerned at the chief’s approach he paused and turned. “Can I help
you miss?”


She
crossed her arms, studying the older man. She'd heard there were a few
engineers and mechanics in the sleepers but so far none had seemed interested
in helping out until now. “My name is Chief Quinna O'Mallory. I'm the chief
engineer. You are my new machine shop steward. Are you up for the challenge?”
she asked simply and bluntly.


He
blinked at her a few times. Bert grinned up at him and nodded.


“Can
I take Bert on as an apprentice?” he asked finally.


She
looked at Bert. Bert grinned. He hadn't really been working out with Barry;
they clashed on too many things. “Sure. How many can you handle?” O'Mallory
asked, cocking her head. 


“Um...”


She
smiled. “Want to start out with two?” she suggested. He shrugged. “Okay, I'll put
the word out. My last shop steward was injured and he's in sickbay. Doc has to
put his hand back together.”


Ralph
winced. “Ouch.”


“Yeah.
He's going to be there a week. He's a bit skittish about coming back too. Since
you are an old hand and you have clued these nut jobs into safety I think
you'll do nicely,” O'Mallory said.


“Thank
you chief,” Ralph said, nodding. Bert was practically dancing a jig beside him.
He looked at the lad and snorted softly. He reached out and ruffled the lad's
hair. “Do my best,” he said gruffly.


“Good.
Both of you.” O'Mallory nodded again and then left without further word. She
shot Barry a look as she left and gave him a small nod. Barry nodded and smiled
a little. Ralph would do nicely here.


The
oldster had a lot of stories which the younger set loved to listen to. They
seemed fascinated by his stories. The attention and fan base helped him cope.
He also bonded with another senior who made it. She was younger but interested
in the mechanical bits. He shyly fabricated a hand turned mechanical ballerina
for her. She was fascinated and delighted by the gift. It took him a week to
realize she was more interested in him than in all things mechanical. When he
realized that he was flabbergasted.


 


Irons
ran into a geneticist who had been awoken. She was a T'clock, and she's old.
Easily three centuries old and definitely in her twilight years. Irons sat and
talked with her as she looked at a view screen of space. She has an embroidered
shawl on her shoulders and back. Tassels dangle from its edges. “The others are
finding things to do,” the scientist said. “I don't think there is a place for
me.”


“Nonsense,”
Irons said. “For one the doctor could use your help repairing genetic damage to
some of the other sleepers,” he said.


The
alien insect waved her antenna, her species version of a nod. “I have
considered that.”


“That
job is needed in a lot of places. But where we really need your help is in
Pyrax,” the admiral said firmly.


“Pyrax?”
The alien turned her full attention on him.


He
nodded. “Yes. The medical staff there are trying to resurrect two species of
sophonts before they slip into death and extinction again. One of them is the
Ssislli. The other is the Malekian's.”


“Really?”
The alien asked, clearly interested in the gargantuan project.


Irons
nodded once more. “Yes. You could be a real asset to that effort. I understand
there is a genealogist trying to help but she is largely self taught. That is
the problem with many people here; they do not have a proper foundation of
education and knowledge to work from. Especially in fields like yours.”


“I
see,” the alien murmured. She clicked her mandibles together a few times.


“Consider
it carefully please. You have a priceless base of experience and training. One
that could be passed on at the Pyrax College as well. Or you're efforts could
lead to restoring a species to full health.”


“Interesting,”
she murmured. “I may become famous yet,” she said finally.


The
admiral cocked his head at that admission and then shrugged. “With a little
hard work yes. At the very least you will have the gratitude of an entire
species if you are successful,” Irons said.


“If,”
she mused. Her mandibles clicked a few times as she turned the idea over in her
heart shaped head.


The
admiral nodded soberly. “It is a hard challenge. I understand there is an
extremely limited gene pool to go off of. One member of each species and what
data the medical staff has in the college textbooks. Add the medical database
files and you are still...”


“Trying
to do the impossible. But if it can be imagined it can be done. I will consider
your words carefully admiral,” The alien clicked and then bowed. Irons bowed
back.


“Thank
you,” he said bowing with his hand over his heart. “I've met some of your
people in my travels. I'll have Sprite send you an e-mail with their locations
and contact information.”


“Thank
you, you are most kind,” the elderly alien said. She seemed to sigh. “I had
wondered if my species had been snuffed out.”


The
admiral shook his head. “No. But they are scattered. I believe someone with
your skills could help prevent inbreeding and other problems as well.”


Her
antenna bobbed up and down in unison. “Another wise idea.”


“I
try,” Irons said with a smile. “Where there is life there is hope. Remember
that,” he said.


“Indeed
I will. Thank you admiral,” she said. Irons nodded and withdrew to leave her
with her thoughts.


 


Irons
looked at the growing class. Now that they had the worst of the systems under
control he could dedicate more time to teaching. The teaching had become more formal
since they now had better classrooms. Apparently that was getting around. More
and more people were joining his impromptu classes. Some of the classes were
standing room only.


The
history professor, Kyle Tyler was getting into teaching as well, but in an
informal setting. He usually peppered people with questions about life in this
time period and then had to reciprocate in return. When that happened in one of
the galley's he drew quite a crowd in very short order.


He'd
been amused that the Kiev had a formal educational system in place. Amused and
a little impressed. The Veraxin teacher was good, but she was overwhelmed and
stuck to the basics. Reading, writing, and arithmetic. Other classes had been
spotty; they had limited data on some subjects. Some things had to be learned
on the job, hands on was still the best teacher, but they also tried to handle
the boredom of transit by educating themselves as much as possible.


Most
of the on the job training was handled in apprentice fashion. That meant the new
recruits were hazed with odd jobs and gopher tasks while given the occasional
explanation on how things worked... or didn't work. Usually each lecture was
peppered with curse words from the teacher as they tried to fix something
broken. Sometimes the student was thrown into the deep end, asked to handle an
almost impossible task and allowed to sink or swim. When they failed, and most
generally did they had to learn from their mistakes. Some lost confidence right
away and quit, clearing a hole for someone else to fill.


There
were groups who got together to watch old movies as well. Fan festivals.
Hobbyists, and all sorts of activities to experience. He was glad that part of
spacer tradition had been kept alive. It made his job a little easier.


“Admiral,
about cetaceans... I was wondering why they make such good hyper navigators.
I'd think that they wouldn't because they aren't natural tool users,” the chief
asked. 


He
smiled a little. He had half the bridge crew on hand here including a few of the
navigators. He was curious if she was doing this for real interest or to tweak
someone's nose out of joint. Most likely tweaking Esmay.


“I've
been asked that question before but let's get to the root of it. We, that is
Terrans, Veraxins, and a handful of other common species are generalists. We
can do many tasked, but not all of them, and not all as well as a specialist
can.”


“Now
a water born species has the gift for moving in three dimensions instinctively
because of their biology. With cetaceans as you brought up it's an evolutionary
adaptation to a water born environment. That translates over very well for
hyper navigation,” he explained. Behind him the holo projector showed images of
dolphins sporting in their natural environment. It pained him to know that they
were gone. Such a terrible waste. Perhaps the geneticist could do something
about that? Doubtful but he made a mental note to bring the subject up sometime
if they crossed paths again.


“Um...”


“Okay,
let's look at an example of their biology.” He held up his palm and then
pointed to the holo projector beside him. After a moment the lights dimmed and
a three dimensional object floated there. It looked like three interlocking
tubes, one on each axis. Each was a different color.


“Now,
this is the inner ear of Terrans. Each loop is an axis, X, Y, Z. Fluid movement
in the ear tells hair thin sensors the position of the body. Some other species
have this, but others have different systems.”


The
holo spun in place then a cross section was cut away. “Now inside each hoop is
a fluid. When the body moves it moves. When it moves it stimulates nerves on
the inside wall of the hoop. This is translated by the brain to tell it the
orientation of the head and body.”


“Ah.
Like a bubble in a level?” O'Mallory asked. He wondered where she had gotten
that analogy. She didn't have a level in her tool kit. At least not that he
knew of.


“Correct,”
he said with a nod. He waited for the murmurs of amusement to die down.


“Now
Terrestrial humans have larger inner ears. These allow us to move on land in
three dimensions quickly. But terrestrial beings only deal with movement in two
dimensions normally.” Beside him the holo projector showed a human falling flat
on his face. The class snickered.


“Um...”


The
holo changed back to the inner ear. “To compensate for this, when whales went
back to the seas their inner ears shrank.” He used his fingers to shrink the
holo. “Smaller and smaller so they wouldn't be disoriented by movement or
position. This allowed them to adapt and overcome their environment.”


“Um...
how does this relate to the...”


“I
was getting to that. Since they aren't disoriented by moving in three
dimensions they adapted well to moving in hyperspace with the right translation
for their sensory nerves.”


“Like
swimming in water?” she asked finally catching on.


“Right.”


“What
about birds? They fly in three dimensions, I mean air. Why...”


He
shook his head. “Birds can be good hyper pilots but are... well flighty,” he
shrugged at O'Mallory's amused expression. “There are some sentient species who
were fliers. But most lost the ability in trade for better intelligence. Also
birds are oriented differently than ocean dwellers. They expend energy but
inevitably return to the land. Cetaceans continue swimming, shutting off half of
their brains for sleep but continuing to function.”


She
blinked in surprise. “Wow.” She shook her head. “Learn something new every
day,” she murmured.


“Indeed,”
he replied with a small nod.


“Are
there any birds that can fly ships?” Esmay asked.


“The
strider Pteradons,” Sprite said, interjecting herself. He looked at her holo
image and nodded.


“Sprite
is correct. Pteradons were or are a species that had flight with intelligence.
They were however self evolving and giving up their flight status in favor of
greater terrestrial abilities.”


A
holo of a Pteredon appeared in the holo. They creature's arms were out. It had
flaps of skin going from wrist to small arms connected to the hips. They formed
glider wings. They had a short flat tail and quadruple jointed limbs. 


It's
neck was quite long, terminating in a massive head. The head had a massive
scalloped sided beak, with jutting teeth. The back of the head had a crest that
stuck out. It was covered in a fluffy down. The holo moved after a spin, coming
to life to look at the viewer and then to preen itself.


“From
the Galactic Encyclopedia,” Sprite said.


“The
head looks too big for the body. Like it can't support that weight,” Esmay
said.


The
admiral shrugged. “You'd be surprised. Pteradons have a boron mesh like bone
structure. Honeycombed. The bones in the skull have pockets for lighter than
air gases. They can also inflate sacks on their legs and torso to help them
gain lift.”


“Must
be bad when they need to pass gas,” someone deadpanned.


Irons
had to chuckle with the class over that. He nodded as the humor subsided. “It's
an... interesting experience. They look like they have a Terran style tuxedo
coat on from the rear. I actually commented about it one time in their
hearing.”


“Oh?”


“The
ambassador made a joke about it. He was amused by the comparison and had
apparently heard it before.” He smirked. “That and being called air heads.”


“Ah.”


“So
you've met what? Most of the sentient species of the Federation?” The chief
asked sounding amused.


He
laughed, shaking his head. “Not a chance. I've met quite a few I admit, but not
all. Some were on interdicted status and some I avoided.”


“Interdicted?”
a student asked. “Dare I ask?”


“Dare
dare,” someone off to the left teased. One of the helmsman Irons thought.
Blackhawk. The name floated above his head on the admiral's HUD.


“I
think he just did so hush,” O'Mallory said, looking at them with a pointed
behave look and then turning to Irons.


“Interdicted.
When a species is sanctioned for crimes, it can be interdicted. It's the second
most severe penalty the Federation government will do to a species,” the
admiral explained, tucking his hands behind him, completely sober and serious.


“Um...”


“Let's
take an example,” Sprite said and the projector changed to a bipedal mole like
creature. It had a rat tail but had scales. Two arms, two legs, two eyes, a
broad muzzle and head, very little sign of a neck, jowls, and a pot belly.


“Salamander,”
Irons said nodding.


“Are
they related to the Telerites?” Esmay asked. They looked similar from a
distance.


“Only
in being a nuisance sometimes,” Irons growled. He never did get along with
Telerites. Most of the ones on the Kiev kept to themselves fortunately. All
except the cargo master Blur.


“More
troublesome than that admiral,” Sprite said. She turned to the class. “The
Quapjl or Salamanders as they were more commonly known as are or were a species
of religious fanatics. They were incredibly narcissistic. They clung to
believing that they were the chosen species of their deity and therefore the
rightful rulers of the universe.”


“Okay...”


“It's...
okay; Terrans and other species go through this stage too. A form of
xeno-narcassism. In fact Terrans clung to it for nearly a century after
achieving space flight. But as we grow, we grow out of it. It is part of a
species growth to adult status,” the admiral explained patiently.


“Okay...”


“The
salamanders would proselytize their religion where ever they went, sending
missionaries. Most were incredibly annoying. They abused the First amendment
shamelessly,” Sprite said in disgust. She hated spammers.


“Um...”


“The
right to worship as you pleased. The freedom of religion clause. The problem
was their freedom to express their religion ended when it was forcibly
inflicted on another person without their consent. Which after a while when the
Salamanders realized they weren't getting many converts they started to do.”


“Um...”


The
admiral's jaw set grimly. “In other words, they brainwashed people. Some were
willing, they were poor and would wander into a mission and for aid would
convert over to the religion, giving themselves to a higher purpose in exchange
for food and shelter. For those into it, that's not a bad thing. The problem
was they started using it to perform terrorist acts.”


“How...
Why would anyone allow this?” Esmay asked in disbelief.


“The
government is or should I say was slow to act and required proof. Also the
Salamanders were members of the predator union, a faction of the government
formed by species that were predators. The union covered for them for a while,”
Sprite replied with a disgusted sniff.


“Over
time though the IG office started to get complaints. more than they could hide.
It became a mess,” the admiral added.


“A
few scandals were also in the media. Like Mr. Dorsey who turned over his entire
shipping company and fortune over to the Salamanders,” Sprite growled. “And the
AI.”


“Right,”
Irons said, turning from her holo to the group. “AI were being attacked and
some were reporting attempts to suborn them. The attacks were traced to supporters
of the Salamanders.”


“The
clincher though was when they got in on that species the 84572 frogs and
forcibly converted them to their religion.”


“Brainwashing.”
Irons nodded as he looked at the class with hard eyes. more than one student
sobered and sat up straight. “They tore a ripe species, one on the cusp of
space flight and force fed them their view on the universe. They tied the poor
sods up in knots, damaging them mentally and physically. Destroying their
economy and entire world view.”


“They
also went a little too far with the subliminal messages and that attack on a
school,” Sprite added.


The
admiral nodded grimly, eyes flashing. “Right. The IG's office was finally given
its head and they did a full investigation. AI tore into the electronic
records. Ships were stopped and inspected. What they found were people being
forcibly enslaved and it all ran back to the Salamander government.”


“Which
they tried to deny of course,” Sprite said amused. “They attempted to say it
was made up but recordings were brought forth during their congressional trial.
They were found guilty by a near unanimous vote.”


“What
happened to them?” The chief asked.


“They
were interdicted for a millennia. Since they had mortgaged a great deal it was
crippling. They were given a year for all of their people to return to their
home world and two largest colonies. Their space systems were sold off to pay
reparations, their fleets were sold off, and their planets were stripped of any
technological device. A lot of people and corporations who held their mortgages
were hammered by the deal. They were stripped to bedrock. No factories, no
power plants, nothing above nineteenth century tech.”


“Ouch,
now that's got to hurt,” O'Mallory said.


“Right.
Once the deadline expired they were forcibly kept there. No space travel, no
contact with the outside universe. The navy had monitoring satellites and a
patrol to check on them.”


“Which
is where you come into this story,” Sprite said amused.


“What
about you?” O'Mallory asked, turning to the AI and then to the admiral.


“Oh
this was before my time. Way before,” Sprite said smiling. O'Mallory turned to
Irons once more.


“I
was a jig. I... I was on Barracuda, a light cruiser assigned to the patrol.
Captain Kelsie of the Seahorse was relieved when we showed up,” he said.


“What
happened?”


“We
were told to go in a pattern. One to another in a circuit patrol. Captain
Zephram nodded politely then after Seahorse had jumped out he set up his own
random pattern,” he said then smiled evilly.


“Caught
someone?” Blackhawk asked amused.


“On
the third jump. Smugglers. They had diddled the watcher sats so they could come
and go when Seahorse wasn't around. They knew her routine cold, right down to
the tick. I don't know what they were trying to accomplish but they were caught
and I was sent over to her as prize crew to return the ship to base.” He
shrugged. “And that ended my close call with the Salamanders.” He didn't bother
mentioning that he'd had a stiff return voyage. The crew had mutinied half way
back to base. They had known the penalty for breaking interdiction and hadn't
wanted to face trial. Half of them hadn't survived to get to base.


Esmay
moaned, laying against her folded arms. “My head hurts. We went from biology
to...”


“I
know I know,” Irons laughed, hands up. “That's how things run sometimes. Let's
take a break folks and get some chow.”


 


The
admiral smiled to the class. Things were going about where he expected. He'd
picked up their discussion right after dinner. He'd subtly guided the
discussion to the military. He wanted to lay a seed there in their minds and
had carefully prepared for this moment. They had been talking about the
military for some time now. Time to do some planting he thought. “Equality of
opportunity not equality of outcome. Anyone of any gender can apply to enter
the fleet military. But, they have to meet the minimum basic standards for
their species to get in to boot camp and then go through training. There is no
guarantee they will pass.” 


“I
take it some don't have the mental or physical ability?” O'Mallory asked.


“No,
not just that,” Irons said to the class.


“Like
women.”


“Hey,
don't hold women to that buster. At least all women. We're not all made of
glass,” a  tough looking female near the back growled.


He
snorted as some of the ladies nodded grimly while others glared at the males in
the class. More than one hapless male raised his hands in surrender. “Actually,
in some species the females are bigger and stronger than the males. But
there are slim cases where the standards are lowered to get in, but you have to
eventually pass the exams.”


“Ah.
Oh,” the kid said, now looking dubious.


“For
instance now,  you want to get in, we need the volunteers, but the standard of
living and education is so poor we have to take what we can get. We've lowered
the bar of entry, but you have to meet it eventually.”


“Ouch.”


“Not
a nice way of putting it I admit, but it's the truth. I don't believe in
pulling punches and lying to people to shield them from the truth. Need to know
and all that. No point in leading someone on if they don't have the mental
ability needed,” he explained.


“Oh,”
that came out as a thoughtful note.


“You
mean in your time. Not now,” a tech said, looking amused. He looked at his
friends around him and then back to the admiral.


The
admiral however shook his head in denial. “No I mean now. The fleet still
exists,” he said firmly. The young man's face froze and then congealed in
surprise. The admiral sat back in his chair. This was going about where he
wanted it. Disbelief echoed in a few, others had eyes widen at that. “You can
go to Pyrax or Agnosta and apply to join up either as active duty or as a
reservist. In fact, if you travel on a known ship such as Io 11 or Destiny I
can give you a voucher to allow you to travel free at the navy's expense.”


A
few of the more young and adventurous looked eager. “Wow!”


“Seriously?”


He
nodded, keeping a straight face. “Yes. You'll have to take the exam though, The
pretests and study on the way to the system. It's not a cakewalk by any
means. Yes they will take just about anyone if they can pass the entrance
exams. The academy and boot camps are getting better and better at training
people so you have to be highly motivated mentally and physically.”


“So
if we pass the test...” a teen asked, clearly excited by the idea.


The
admiral nodded. “You can get in. We take some even without taking the test if
they qualify in other ways, but eventually they have to take the entrance
exams.” He paused to study his audience carefully then nodded slightly. “But if
you're not mentally prepared, like say a pacifist, or even if you are too
aggressive or independent you may be placed in a position that best suits that
role. Such as on a station, or in the shipyard. Not a line post. We're not
going to put you in a place where you are likely to break and cause havoc.”


“A...
shipyard?” a young Veraxin asked.


The
admiral nodded, not happy about admitting this but he had to strike while the
iron was hot. “Yes, there is a growing shipyard in Pyrax.”


“Seriously?”
the young woman said looking doubtful.


“As
a heart attack yes,” he said trying hard to keep a straight face again. “There
are six ships under construction right now.”


“If
that's all going there, why are you here?” she demanded. He knew that had been
coming and tried hard not to grimace.


“Er,
well... it's complicated,” he sighed. He'd anticipated this but hadn't really
nailed down a comfortable response.


“Politics,”
Sprite said tartly.


“You
could say that,” he growled nodding in agreement. They looked at him in
confusion. His face twisted in dislike. He was going to have to explain. 


"You
see, when I was busy building the fleet and getting people into rebuilding
their space colonies and making new ones, some people wanted to take
over."


"Typical,"
a kid said in disgust.


"But
you squashed them right?" the Veraxin asked.


The
admiral sighed and shook his head. "No, I handed the power to them. Or the
people did."


Faces
froze and then some grimaced or scratched their heads. He spread his hands in supplication.
"I can't be in charge of a civilian system folks. Not for long. I know, I
know, martial law. But I'm not cut out to order people around who aren't
mentally prepared for it. The general population didn't all sign up to be in
the military after all. You can't give an order that you know won't be obeyed;
it just undermines your own authority. So, when things were cleaning up nicely
I set up general elections to put the system back onto a democracy. A
constitutional democracy."


"Oh,"
the Veraxin said with a first level of understanding shrug. Irons hoped they
understood what he really meant.


“I
was laying the ground work for a restoration of the Federation, something I
dearly want to do,” he said, face twisting. He shook himself as they looked at
each other.


"The
problem was, once the elections were over and these people were in office they
still wanted me gone. They saw me as an obstacle, someone who could take over
at any time. So they arranged a nasty surprise. I'll leave out the specifics to
make a long story shorter, but in the end I was in a hostage situation."


"Oh?"
the kids were suddenly eager for more details.


He
scowled, face bleak in remembered pain. "I was given a choice. I leave or
they vent the colony of Vesta, killing twenty thousand men, women, and
children," he growled.


"You're
serious?" A man said incredulously. "Why not send in the
marines?"


The
admiral shook his head. “Because the people doing this had thought carefully
and scrambled my communications. I had gotten the word out before hand, but had
ordered them to hold off until I had more information. Had I sent the marines
in they would have been caught right along with the colony."


The
man winced. "Ouch."


"Also,
if you'd sent in the marines it would have looked like a military take
over," one woman said nodding in understanding. “A coup.”


The
admiral nodded, glad someone understood. "Or construed that way by the
wrong people. Which is why I didn't. I was given a choice. Leave quietly, or
those people die. They well... I can dump the entire sordid affair on the net
for you to view later."


"If
you have the stomach for it," Sprite growled.


"We'll
do it anyway," Irons said. 


"So,
getting back to your main point, anyone can join?" the Veraxin asked.


The
admiral nodded, glad and thankful for the young ladies help. "Yes. It
doesn't matter if you're male, female, human, or other species, neuter,
hermaphrodite, or asexual or multi-sexual. If you can pass the tests and are
willing to serve and have the qualifications then we'll welcome you."


She
bobbed a nod. "What qualifications?"


"A
sense of duty, honor, courage, commitment, and a willingness to get the job
done are three of the biggest. Sprite can upload the specifics with the tests
and tutorials," the admiral replied.


"Um..."


"Done
and done. I cc'd an e-mail to each of you with the relevant links," Sprite
said from the overhead speaker.


"I
think I'll try it, even if I don't want to get in, it'd be a nice fall back,
and hell, I know I can measure up!" A lad said. Irons recognized him as the
machine shop apprentice. He'd attached himself to the sleeper machinist Ralph.


"You
tell em Bert!" Gus said with a grin. He was even considering signing up.
“Wouldn't it be spar to fly a fighter?” he said, eyes wide. Irons snorted.


"So
the ships..." One of the adults asked, ignoring the excited kids.


"Well,
Kiev for one but I believe you're not heading back there. Io 11 and Destiny.
Destiny is a navy reserve ship so you'll have no trouble there. Io," he
paused. “The captain and purser can be sticky by the AI..."


"AI?"
Bert asked, sitting up straight.


"Ship
AI, yes," Sprite replied. “My first daughter Io,” she said proudly.


"WOW!"


"You're
talking with one here too remember?" Sprite said with a disdainful sniff.


The
group laughed at that.


 


He
explained structural repair as they did a round of structural inspections.
While doing an interior inspection a week before break out they found a spar
that had a hairline crack. It was serious. He explained that a weld wouldn't
help; it didn't have the depth penetration. It was hard to explain to the group
from the tight confines of the compartment. Many of the group were hanging on
to pipes or standing on the spar itself. “A plasma weld would just be putting a
band aid on a broken leg. Torsional loads would pop the weld anyway.”


“So
what do we do?” O'Mallory asked.


“Well,
a full up repair at a yard is out of the question,” he said.


“There
aren't any.”


“Pyrax
has a yard,” he told them absently. He felt like kicking himself the moment
that was out. He shouldn't say things like that. What if the pirates got wind
of it? He was remorseful that he'd mentioned it the night before now. It hadn't
occurred to him that it was such a dangerous security breach until he'd gone to
bed last night.


“I
heard you said something about that before. Scuttlebutt,” a tech said
cautiously.


Irons
snorted. “It's true.” He shrugged at their looks. He was in for it now. “I can
have Sprite show you, but I'd rather keep hard data on the yard under wraps.
Security concerns.”


“Sure.”


“Whatever.”


“It
doesn't matter anyway. We're too far away. So the next best thing is a thorough
scan and then either replacement or a nanite field repair,” the admiral
replied, ignoring their skepticism.


“Nanite??”
Quinna stared in disbelief.


“Right.
A nanite repair. We call it a molecular weld too for simplicities sake. It's
well, we scan the fracture then program nanites to go in and knit the two sides
together on the molecular level. It'll be as good as new.” He laced his fingers
together. “A weld so strong it's on the molecular level, even better than
before.” They kept staring. “Good as new,” he said knowing the signs.


“Nanites??”
a tech said, shrinking back, eyes wide.

He tried hard not to roll his eyes. They had come along way, accepted
replicators, but still the idea of nanites gave them the heebie jeebies.
“Seriously nanites. Not a problem. I'll handle it if you're nervous. They are
only alive and active inside the field matrix the welder projects. Outside they
explode like molecular fire crackers. They don't reproduce so once they are
gone they are gone.”


“Ookay...”


He
waved a dismissive hand. “Don't worry about it. The real concern is the crack
itself. Something caused it. It's also thrown the structure and skin out of
alignment. Remember what I said about that? A leads to B leads to C, D, and E?
That has to be attended to as well.”


“The
buckled skin around that section of hull you mean? On one side it's buckling,
and on the other side it's cracking,” O'Mallory mused thoughtfully.


“I
always thought there was something strange there. Like the metal was brittle in
that spot,” a tech said.


Irons
shook his head. “No, from the sound of it the crack has shifted some of the
hull plating. Over time the shift has put a strain on the hull plates it's
pulling against while relaxing the ones it's not. The relaxed load is odd
though, it shouldn't buckle like that. It's metal,” he explained.


“We
might have other issues admiral. That area was plated over a while ago,”
O'Mallory said frowning.


Irons
turned his attention to her. “Define a while ago?” Irons asked.


“Um...”
Quinna looked at her notes. She tapped a query. Sprite fed him the data the
chief engineer was looking at but he ignored it.


“I'd
say about a century ago. It's iron plate,” she said looking up after a moment.


“Seriously?
Iron? Not even steel? Iron? Pig iron?” he asked in disbelief.


She
grimaced. “Plate iron. Not that much carbon in it.”


“Which
explains why it's buckling,” he said shaking his head. He gave her another
disbelieving look. “Seriously though Iron? On a starship hull?”


“You
can accept nanites but can't accept that admiral?” Quinna asked, eyebrow
raised.


“Touché',”
Sprite muttered. He snorted and shook his head.


“It's
just...”


“We
have to make do with what you've got admiral,” O'Mallory said gruffly.


“Nature
of the times,” a tech said with a sigh and grimace.


The
admiral shook his head. “Well, times are changing. It's time we did something
about that. We can't do hull work while in hyper, but we can see if we have the
supplies on hand for a proper replacement job.”


“I'll
check with the purser and stores,” Quinna said nodding. “He'll squeal though.”


“He'll
squeal louder if we get a hull breach and we lose his precious cargo,” the tech
muttered.


“True.”


 


The
replicator techs were interested in the tray system. When Gwen the Tauren teen
asked about the wiring being able to fit, he told them absently it's coiled. He
had more important things on his mind, namely the spar and how it affected the
ship's superstructure. So far he hadn't been able to model it successfully. Or
at least Proteus hadn't. He'd have to switch to the ship's mainframe when they
translated down to sublight. If he tried now he might addle something important
and that was a big no no.


“Oh!”



“See?”
he uncoiled a loop from a wiring harness. It's got plug and play adapters on
the ends. It has optical fibers for data transfer as well as super conductor
fibers for power transmission. He had to replicate it since repairing the spar
hadn't been as straightforward as they had thought. When they had pulled sections
of the deck up to get at the micro fracture they had found torn wiring to
repair.


Most
of the other replicator techs knew about that. They knew to maximize the tray
to make things quicker and more efficient. To get more parts out at a time. The
Tauren was just starting out. He nodded politely to her and then left them to
work it out amongst themselves. Sometimes dropping them in the deep end had its
advantages he thought. Nothing taught someone better than a puzzle to figure
out on your own. If someone just handed you the answers then you frequently
lost the information later.


Right
now though it didn't matter. He had work to do and a project to finish. They
were a day out from translating to real space.


 




Act II




[bookmark: _Toc350770748][bookmark: __RefHeading__705_1771733792]ñChapter 15


 


One
hour prior to break out Sprite gave the admiral a briefing as he laid on his
rack. He watched it play out.


Most
of it he already knew, Sprite was highlighting the things she had picked up
from the crew over the course of the trip. Of course being an AI, and being
thorough she started from the beginning with confirmed background material. He
didn't care; it was something to do to pass the time.


The
industry was mostly orbital prior to Xeno war. That was normal; no one really
wanted to dirty the air they breathed on a planet. They apparently had quite a
lot of orbital industry at one time, including full factory cities at the
Lagrange points. The largest Antigua Prime had been over four hundred
kilometers in diameter before it had been lost. 


The
planet had been settled by steamer punk art colonists who wanted to recreate
their own version of a Victorian era. He mused over the thought of that, not
really paying attention to any of it. When Sprite had informed him that the
orbitals were occupied by a pair of small moons and a ring of debris he'd tuned
most of it out. With all the industry taken out there wasn't a whole lot
there that interested him now.


The
planet had been lightly terraformed and served as a tourist resort planet for a
century before the beginning of the Xeno war. Liners traveled to it and made
turnarounds. A couple mega corporations had run the orbital industry and
subsidized the planet's tourist attractions. Half of the population of the
orbital factories had made weekly commutes to and from the planet.


“The
planet has an extensive ground based defensive energy weapon system. That
surprised him. From the sound of it they were class three or four energy
systems, mountain top sized energy weapons. It took some major power to punch
through an atmosphere to orbit. That spoke of power to spare when it wasn't
needed. At one point they were working on installing a planetary shield but
when the orbital industry was taken out that seems to have been abandoned.
“With no industry on the planet all the resources the population had was
devoted to keeping the defense grid up. Fortunately the system protected the
planet from Xeno AI nanite and rock bombing runs.” 


“Someone
did their homework,” Irons said nodding.


“Yes
well, there is no such thing as being too paranoid for you organics apparently.
The system created an effective quarantine of the planet for forty years after
the Xeno war. It was even used in the dark times to destroy refugee ships
thought to be infected with nano weapons.”


The
admiral winced. “Were there really nanites?” Irons asked.


Sprite
spread her virtual hands. “Who knows?” she said. “It could have been or it
could have been someone not taking any chances. The people on the ships were
desperate and the people on the planet were as well. Organics do some
terrifying things when they are cornered and desperate.”


“Touché',”
Irons murmured.


“That
wasn't a fault, just an observation. I have seen both the dark side and the
heroic side in desperate action admiral,” Sprite said.


“As
have I,” he replied with a nod. “Continue.”


“The
apparent lack of ground side industrial investment came back to haunt them over
time. Recently they have invested in technology to bootstrap their tech from
steam level to early industrial. They don't seem eager to go all the way, but
they do want to regain some of what they lost.”


“Cling
to their roots and culture?” Irons asked.


“Organics?”
she asked with a sniff. “What can I say?”


“It
takes all kinds. Okay. They don't want to disassociate their society with too
many changes too fast apparently.”


Sprite
nodded. “Apparently. When the Xeno war ended there were quite a few marooned
workers on the planet. However without full medical support many died off over
time due to age or accident. Some left the planet when the people there made it
clear in a referendum that they were not interested in returning to a space age
society. The loss of skilled trade’s people added to the backsliding problem in
the beginning. For the past several centuries they have slowly up climbed up
the tech level back to steam power.”


“Let
me here a bit about this planetary defense system. I'm curious.”


“The
planetary defense system is a class 21, the highest ever conceived,” Sprite
replied. Irons whistled. He'd heard of the system, a real monster. It wasn't so
much a mountain top weapon as it was an entire mountain! Massive, four
kilometer long barrel on the thing, massive motors and gimbles... turning the
thing must be a nightmare! Insane really to park it on a vulnerable planet with
a limited firing arch.


It
was a hybrid energy weapon, a real monster if he remembered correctly. Gravity
and Graser all rolled into one. He didn't involve himself in army ground side
affairs normally so he didn't have the data on hand.


Sprite
projected a map with the locations of each battery. There were three on each of
the four continents and two more on polar island mountains. Each energy weapon
was a combined gravity and Graser weapon, able to first tear through a ship's
shield and then rip its hull apart. At full setting the Graser could break atomic
bindings inducing fission. The power sources needed for each were insane.


He
wondered where they got them and the funding until Sprite informed him that the
planet had really been backed by the Grant mega corporation and the SCA, mostly
by their richest eccentric members. “They had thought the planet would serve as
a redoubt in the Federation's darkest hour. Apparently they never made it to
the planet, their liner had been destroyed,” she said.


“Ouch.”


The
defense system sat on top of mountains. Each was on a turret. During the war
and its aftermath the planet was bombarded many times. After a while any ship
or object in the system was taken out. The weapon system was so powerful it
caused massive atmospheric disturbances on par with hurricanes. It could cut
through any capital ship's screens like butter, peeling the energy fields back
to get at the armored hull underneath. Not even a super dreadnaught could
handle a shot from these monsters. One shot was all it took to annihilate a
ship of that class. A monitor or larger vessel might take two shots but even he
wouldn't throw away vessels of that size against those batteries.


After
the war the planet was ringed with debris. Most of the large pieces were cut up
by the defenses but that left the little pieces. “When they were certain the
threat of nanites was over they lifted the quarantine and started letting
visitors return,” Sprite said. He grunted.


“The
first century they had visitors clean up their orbitals in exchange for fuel.
But that sucked their fuel reserves in the process.”


“Didn't
they have... wait, Victorian,” he said, nodding in understanding.


Sprite
nodded in return. “Right. They were quite selective in their hardware. They
tried to cling to that mindset even after the Xeno war ended. Apparently they
only had one deuterium processing plant on the coast to serve the entire planet
but it was destroyed in a quake three hundred and forty years ago.”


“Ouch.”


“Yes.
So they have been trying to bootstrap their technology after that. They have a
hydrogen processing station now which they use for their defense grid and use
to fuel ships,” she said. “It's crude but it works.”


“Wait,
you said that they had tech. Industry. They couldn't of lost all of it.
Could they?” he asked dubiously.


She
nodded grimly. “Indeed they did. It was all on their orbital factory
stations. Even modern medical treatment was on a station. They had only basic
triage on the planet, enough to get a patient stable to be transported.”


He
closed his eyes for a moment. “That's... insane.”


“On
par for organics,” Sprite said with a sniff.


“I
bet there were AI involved,” Irons said.


She
made an uncomfortable throat clearing sound and then coughed. He smiled a
little at that confirmation. “The system had some corporate sponsors who set up
shop in the belt with several large factory stations of various classes. Some
of the people on the planet worked on the factories during the week and retired
to their rural planet on the weekend.”


“Sort
of the suburbs,” Irons mused. He'd heard of the concept of course. He wouldn't
want to travel a couple of AU back and forth to work every week. 


“As
I was saying, The stations were quite large.”


“How
large is large?” Irons asked, wrinkling his nose. He knew he had taken the bait
but didn't care. Let her have her fun.


“Crew
of one hundred thousand. Each was the size of a small city. The largest Prime
was over four hundred kilometers in diameter and could probably house over a
million plus easily. Full hab by the way.”


“Oh,”
his eyes flared. “That large.” The idea of what he could do with something that
big... but no, Sprite had said they were all destroyed.


“Exactly.
As I was saying, several of these stations were placed in the belt of this
system and out beyond in the Oort cloud. The largest stations were in Lagrange
points in the inner system. These stations fed the industry of the surrounding
systems including Briev, Triang, and competed with Pyrax for work in Agnosta.”


“Interesting,”
he said. He wasn't sure where all this was going.


“Everything
on the planet was made by them. No industry allowed. Period tech was limited.
Most of the steamer tech transportation was actually electric dressed to look
the part. They even used holographic projectors for the smoke. That kept
environmental pollution to a minimum. They had blacksmiths for show and that
was it. The stations did the work. But all the stations were destroyed... I
think.”


Irons
sat up as that last two words registered. “You think?” he demanded.


“Well,
there are stories of a ghost station on this heading,” Sprite replied with an
eerie hint in her voice and tone.


He
wrinkled his nose at the thought of such a thing. Spacers had been telling
stories like that since they'd made the jump from wet sailors. Superstitions
and ghost stories died hard. “Really.”


“From
time to time visiting ships reported hearing strange broadcasts. They were weak
and incoherent. Most of them were scrambled,” Sprite said, still trying to
spook him. He felt something race up and down his spine, he knew it was her.


His
eyes narrowed. Let her have her fun he thought. “Echoes of ships that didn't
make it to the system?”


“No.
Some of the signals were in a corporate encryption key. Others were broadcast
in the clear. Then there is the story of the ghost station itself.”


“Oh?”


“The
largest station, station five which was known as Prime, the jewel of the system
disappeared just before the Xeno's arrived in system. It was last seen under
tow by all its tugs before it went dark. There was a large explosion and
everyone assumed it had been destroyed in some sort of accident.”


Irons
grunted at that, rubbing his chin. “Accident?”


“Or
intentionally faking it's death?” Sprite asked.


“Possible,”
he rumbled. He could see some of the reasoning there. “Entirely possible. But
without actual evidence we have only suppositions built on second and third
hand reports.”


Sprite
nodded. “Exactly. Most of the reports are of bar stories. Ghost stories to scar
organics.”


“Really.”


“But...
I think we're going to add to that. Very soon now,” she said, suddenly
grinning.


“Oh?”
he asked, raising an eyebrow. Here it was, what she'd tried to build up to.


“I
think we're going to find out for ourselves admiral. There is an anomalous
object of considerable mass on this heading and there is no time to maneuver
around it. The captain has ordered a crash translation. Fortunately we were
about to translate out anyway but we're dropping out a little early.”


“Okay...”


 


As
the transit energy dissipated around them their sublight sensors came online.
They were dangerously close to the station, less than a million kilometers. Had
they come out any closer both would have been annihilated. Fortunately
Blackhawk had dropped them out just in time. The man should be congratulated.
Most likely however he was weathering a storm of criticism from Chambers, Irons
thought with a pang.


The
ship was a couple of AU outside the Antigua oort cloud, that was clear enough.
What was interesting was that they were near an abandoned factory station.
Hopefully Chambers would get over the fright and take interest soon. 


Sprite
was giving him a feed from both the ship's bridge and the sensors. He ignored
the bridge feed, focusing intently on the apparition outside the ship. 


It
was a ball. A ball with a ring around the circumference. The factory station
was massive. A hedgehog shaped sphere, that was over 400 kilometers in
diameter. The topside was a dome; the bottom was a more flattened solid
surface. There was a ring of solar panels along the edges, most looked like
they were hastily installed. From the looks of them they had seen better days,
they were pockmarked with holes.


Along
it's circumference long arms extend outward like rays. Some of these arms were
quite torn up. Irons recognized them for what they were right away, they were
docks. Irons studied the sensory image Sprite provided him until the captain
called him to the bridge.


 


When
he arrived on the bridge he strode directly to the sensory station. The bridge
was crackling with excitement. He nodded politely to Warner and the chief
engineer. Apparently the captain had called the chief up as well. That was
interesting and a good sign. It showed that the captain was more interested in
the station than in just logging it's position and passing it by.


Could
he be thinking of dropping some of his crew here? Irons thought with a sudden
flash of insight. It was distinctly possible. Even probable if the station
could be brought online. And what a station! This station dwarfed all of the
industry in Pyrax before he had shown up there. Hell, it probably still
did if even a third of her systems were even remotely functional! Industrial
replicators...  dozens, possibly hundreds of them! Reactors... He practically
salivated at the thought of getting his hands on that equipment. What he could
do with all of that!


 


“Okay,
that's nice,” Irons commented acidly about the living sections. He hated that
they had to rely on civilian grade sensors. It was even more annoying that he'd
replaced some but not enough to get the data he really wanted right now. They'd
spent hours trying to get the sensors to penetrate the hull. Hours trying to
map the thing. They hadn't learned much, or at least what he really wanted to
know.


Taking
his shuttle out had been a thought, but the little craft didn't have sensors
strong enough to penetrate far enough into the hull of that monster to really
do any good. No, he was stuck with what tools the Kiev had.


They
had finally rotated around the station cautiously, getting a polar orbit around
the thing to get a better look. Irons wasn't happy about the damage. Some of it
was cosmetic of course, but some of it was heart breaking. Obviously time and
meteors had not been kind to the station, nor had someone with a laser. She
looked like Swiss cheese in some places. His finger drifted over the exposed
buildings. He was scowling blackly. Typical civilians to do something that
stupid.


“What
about them?” the sensor tech asked dubiously, confused by the admiral's
disgust. She looked up at him with wide uncertain eyes.


“Look.”
He pointed to the pie slices exposed on the top of the station. Each slice is
bracketed with beams. The beams, more like arches have antenna and blisters on
them. Most of the blisters were torn apart. He zoomed into a pie slice that
just came out of shadow.


“What
the hell?” Quinna O'Mallory asked moving closer to see the buildings. He zoomed
in more. “Is that... is that a skyscraper? In space? Seriously?” she demanded
pointing at the rectangle. She looked at him in shocked disbelief. He nodded
grimly. That explained what happened to a lot of the surviving crew, he
thought.


Captain
Chambers frowned. “What are we looking at?” The captain asked.


The
admiral glanced his way. Chief O'Mallory didn't her eyes were locked on the
glass structure. “You're looking at the reason most of the people on the station
died probably. In the latter century of the Federation it became fashionable to
use force field domes instead of real domes. They could be translucent or
completely transparent. It kept the atmosphere in and looks all pretty and
sparkly. It gave off a nice glow you could see from a couple AU out,” the
admiral explained.


“Um...
Sounds okay.”


“No
it doesn't,” Quinna said shaking her head firmly.


“It
doesn't?” The captain asked, arching an eyebrow. He'd been patiently watching
as the crew gathered information.


“Think
it through. I'm betting it's an energy hog right?” O'Mallory asked, turning to
Irons. Irons nodded. She nodded back. “Sure, and I'm betting you've got a
population that's exposed to vacuum and radiation if something fails. It's a
classic problem in engineering. The weakest link.”


The
admiral's face twisted in a bleak grimace. He could just imagine that failure,
what it had meant to the thousands of people in the buildings at the time.
Hopefully some had managed to get to shelter beforehand. But then it hadn't
done them any good had it? Apparently not, the station was dead after all, or
at least appeared to be. “Which you can see. Oh it was sold as a great thing,
protection and dome all in one. Trapping air inside while shrugging off meteors
and radiation.”


“But...”
the captain said slowly. He felt a little sick as he finally understood what
they had been explaining to him. Irons nodded, eyes sad. “You're telling me
that...”


The
admiral nodded again. “Without power it shuts off. Either stepping down or all
at once. And everything inside is exposed to vacuum. Rapid decompression. Most
of the buildings aren't protected or sealed either. Some of the damage we're
seeing is explosive decompression when the hull integrity failed.” He winced at
their expressions and shudders.


“That's
if the power is interrupted. Lose fuel, or have a glitch, a short, or in this
case some nut job with a death wish coming along with a blaster.”


“Or
a virus,” Warner said softly. 


The
admiral glanced at him and nodded. “A virus killed a lot of people in colonies
like that. It was in the news all the times. People started to abandon them or
tack them over. Mostly abandon.”


As
they watched the station drifted, slowly spinning in place. It finally exposed
a pie section that had been covered over with what looked like hastily welded
metal plates. It was patched too.


“We're...
we're getting atmo readings in that.” the sensor tech said looking confused and
amazed. She looked up to the captain and then the admiral in excitement.


“Seriously?”
O'Mallory asked as the captain opened his mouth.


The
tech nodded. “Yes. There are trace elements from the spectrograph. Oxygen,
carbon dioxide, and nitrogen. It's thin though. We're getting some heat
signatures there. The most for the entire station. I think... I think the
stations solar panels on the perimeter are keeping it breathable.”


“Or
it's all poison gas. I wonder though,” Irons mused. He was definitely going
over, that was it, he had to know.


“Oxygen
and nitrogen? Carbon dioxide? Highly doubtful anyone would live this long,”
Sprite said sounding doubtful but knowing what he was planning. He nodded. It
would be next to impossible for anyone to have survived in that cold dark
station for the past seven centuries.... but then there were those weird life
readings... Too nebulous to make out with the dratted civilian piece of crap.


“Could
people still be in there?” The captain asked quietly.


The
admiral stared at the holo image. “Doubtful. But it does bear investigating,”
Irons replied firmly. The captain stared at him.


Irons
turned to face him directly. “We can only learn so much here captain. I'm
volunteering to head over in my shuttle. It has military grade sensors.”


“I'll
go,” Warner said, raising his hand.


“No,
you're needed here. As are you chief,” the captain said before O'Mallory could
finish opening her mouth. She bridled under the order, silently mouthing swear
words. “We need you to continue your program of repairs and upgrades remember?”
The captain said, reminding her.


“Aye
aye captain,” O'Mallory said, sounding nettled but resigned to her fate. Irons
saw her grind her teeth together as she turned away.


“You'll
have your hands full putting those emitters back in place chief,” Irons said,
touching her shoulder as she started to walk past him. She slowed and then
nodded.


“I'll
have Petunia's crew lend me a hand. She's experienced,” she said gruffly. Irons
nodded as she walked out. He turned to the captain. The captain continued to
study the central plot, staring at the station.


“She'll
get over it,” the captain said softly after a moment. Irons nodded slowly.
Sometimes being the boss wasn't about pleasing people. It was about making sure
the right people were where they were supposed to be and on task. You couldn't
please everyone.


Sometimes
being in charge was also about reining people in, checking their impulsive
spirits before they did something stupid or dangerous that put themselves or
the ship in danger. And it was about watching someone go out, follow your
orders, do something you think is okay and find out that it was dangerous and
they paid the penalty... and then having to live with it and move on. Sometimes
it sucked to be the captain.


Technically
first away missions really weren't a place for a Fleet admiral either.
Especially ones going into the unknown like this. Derelicts were a dangerous
place to explore even for experienced crews. Taking greenhorns in there... He
hid a mental wince.


“Captain,”
Esmay said holding up her hand.


“No.
And before anyone else asked, no. No bridge officers,” the captain said with a
firm shake of her head. Esmay deflated, dropping her raised hand. “Admiral, you
are in charge of the mission. I'll give you Barry in a shuttle and the Scarab.
Take a crew in your shuttle and Barry will take a group in one of ours he will
select. He'll hold the docks while you have a look.”


“Aye
captain,” Iron replied with a nod.


“Volunteers
only,” the captain said, looking over his shoulder to Irons. “We don't know
what to expect in there,” he said.


“That's
true,” Sprite said. “I can't get anything on the communications. Nothing but
static,” she said.


“So
much for life,” Esmay muttered.


“We'll
have to go with full bio-contamination protocols,” Irons said as he headed for
the door. “I'll need at least one medic on hand and another on standby. Also a
place to quarantine until the doctor checks everyone over,” he said as he
mentally started sketching out a TOE and list of possible people.


“I'll
see to it,” the exec said with a nod.


“Inform
doctor Numiria she and her understudies are to stay here. Find a willing nurse
or medic,” the captain said as Irons exited the bridge. Irons grimaced at that
and then nodded. A medic would do better than a doctor. A doctor really didn't
have a place in this. Not unless they had to pick up the pieces. He'd rather
not risk one of their three doctors in this endeavor. Hopefully their services
wouldn't be needed.


 


Irons
found some of the volunteers on the way. People approached him as he made his
way to his quarters for his suit and then to the boat bay. He's amused by how
fast they had had heard the news. “Scuttlebutt doing its usual best of getting
the word around,” Irons said. Most of the people were good people but not
really engineers or people he was familiar with though.


“At
light speed,” Sprite echoed amused as well. 


He
entered the boat bay with his gear on and paused in the entry hatch. There were
over two dozen people milling about both shuttles. He'd really expected only a
dozen or so people. Obviously people were interested in exploring, even at the
risk it presented.


The
chimp Savo waved to him as he tried hard to scratch at an itch. His contortions
have a few of the people around him moving safely out of reach of an elbow or
flaying arm. More than one person was amused at the sight.


“Damn
things. I hate wearing a monkey suit,” Savo muttered as the admiral came over.
He was bristling at all the attention he was getting which was only making the
situation worse.


“Why?”
Gus asked, grinning. “Looks good on you,” he said.


“Funny,”
Savo said, stopping his scratching session to bare canines at the kid. Gus
gulped. More than one person laughed at that. After a moment Savo seemed to
settle down.


“I'm
your security chief if you're wondering,” Savo said, coming over when Irons
paused near the center of the bay. Irons nodded. The chimp's suit was a general
purpose design that had seen better days. However it still looked functional.


“Suit
integrity test before we board folks. That means full test and top off now and
after. I want any leaks identified and repaired now, not when we're over there
and can't do crap about it. So start on that,” Barry said, coming over.


“You're
on this?” Irons asked turning to the boat chief. He had been surprised that the
captain had volunteered Barry's services.


“I'll
take boat two,” the big guy said, jerking his thumb to the second cargo
shuttle. It was the one Irons had repaired with him at Triang. “I'd take the
banana boat in honor of our resident ape, she needs a test ride, but now's not
the time,” he said with a tight lipped smile to Savo. The chimp gave him a one
fingered salute before using the finger to pick at his ear.


“Besides
it doesn't have the room for any cargo,” Irons said with a nod. “Do you really
think you can salvage much?” he asked.


“You
never know what you'll find in a place like this. We've done it before. No
problem,” Barry said with a dismissive shrug. The chimp looked up at him and
then snorted softly.


“Well,
it's not really,” Barry said defensively. Then he smiled. “At least for me. I
stay with the shuttle,” he said.


“Great,”
Savo said in disgust. “Real hero,” he said.


“Someone's
got to bring your furry butt over there and back you know Savo,” Barry said
with a small smile.


“Shit,
you would mention that!” Savo practically shrieked, trying to claw at his ass.
Barry snorted. He shook his head and looked at Irons. Savo's antics were doing
wonders in getting people over the opening night jitters.


“You
know, I always wondered why they didn't make chimps bald. Same for other Neo's.
It'd make shedding a thing of the past,” Barry said amused and clearly teasing.


“A
question for another time,” Irons said. “Though you could shave if you wanted
to Savo,” he said to the chimp. The chimp glared and then slowly shook his
head, teeth bared again. Again the one fingered salute at the suggestion, this
time aimed at the admiral. People around them chuckled.


“Oh?
Well, it's just a thought,” Irons said mock sweetly. Barry chuckled. So did the
rest of the group as they gathered around.


Irons
looked around. There were four other shooters, one of them he recognized as the
tall Amazonian Teela. She was checking her rifle. She was cool and
professional. She would be an asset Irons thought as he nodded. He looked at
the other crew.


Yvonne
was head of the engineers; she would assess the equipment and see if it was
salvageable. She was over with a freckled red head he recognized as an
apprentice engineer. From the look of the kid he had some sort of special
attachment to her.


Franko
the tall Terran male was the second in command of the techs. He was a pain in
the ass but he did okay with electronics. The squat black man near Franko was
Adam Dart. He was the life support tech; hopefully they could find a
compartment or section that would allow him to put his skills in use. 


Al
was also going, Irons noted. Al was second in command of security for the ship,
which meant Savo was second in command. It looked like the big heavy worlder
was riding with Barry though. He was stacking gear and checking weapons near
Barry's shuttle.


Gus
was tagging along as Irons copilot. From the look on his face he was pretty
eager to get his hands on the launch. The admiral hid a grimace as he watched
the kid practically dancing next to his shuttle.


“Kid
looks like he's doing the pee pee dance,” Savo said nodding to Gus. Irons
snorted. Savo turned to Irons with a snort. “I'm riding with you it looks. You
and that little shit if he can find a potty that is. Great.”


“Gotta
love this outfit,” Sprite said. She was in good spirits as well it seemed.
Irons nodded.


“We've
got most of the people,” Savo said looking around. He pointed to Franko, Adam,
Yvonne, and a dozen of the others. “Crew one,” he said, waving to them with a
hand. The crew one team looked up at his call and nodded.


“Crew
two Barry, Al for security, Art for engineering, Marco for life support, CJ as
copilot and um... six or seven others I think.”


“Great.”


“It's
a start,” Savo said. “Which we'll do as soon as certain people get their acts
together!” he said pitching his voice so everyone in the bay could hear it.
Yvonne looked over her shoulder to him waved and then continued talking to Art
as she helped him suit up.


 


“Now
look Art, this is your first away mission. I know you're excited. Just keep a
cool head no matter what happens,” Yvonne said, helping the lad into his suit.
The boy was using a heavily patched orange generic suit, one that she herself
had used many times before. Art was a good kid but he was a little too excited
to think straight and focus.


“I
don't see why we need to wear these things,” Art muttered. He didn't like
having to suit up; the damn thing stank of sweat and burnt insulation. Whoever
had used it last had also gone a bit heavy on the garlic.


“Hook
the catheter and rear end up too stinky,” Yvonne ordered.


Art
made a face. The catheters were incredibly painful, they were intrusive, and
he, like just about everyone else hated using the damn things. “Do I have to?
Are we really going to be in this that long?” he demanded wrinkling his
nose as he stared at her. 


“Yes
Art,” she said patiently, averting her eyes as he made the necessary
connections. He grimaced in distaste but did it with a professional albeit
reluctant hand. She forced herself not to check, even though she badly wanted
to. Technically protocol said she should but some connections you didn't buddy
check, you took on faith. “We're going to be in the suits a minimum of forty
eight hours. Maybe longer. Maybe a week if we're not lucky,” she explained
patiently.


“Spirit
of... That long?” Art demanded, pausing and looking up at her with wide eyes.


She
tried hard not to roll her eyes. Didn't he read the brief? No, he had probably
been too excited. “Yes. Quarantine.”


“Why?”
he demanded. “No one has...”


She
grimaced. “People or something are alive over there. Remember what happened
last year when we merged crews? People on both sides started getting sick. A
few died. Remember that? Uncle Milt?”


Art
bit his lip. Finally he looked down and nodded.


“It
turned out that the crews each had their own immunity to diseases, but when you
mixed the two the other crew didn't have immunity. So we caught what they were
carrying, and vice versa.”


“Oh.”


“So
yeah, we're in the suits. If you don't want to go just say so. Mom and dad
wouldn't mind you sitting this one out,” she said, hopefully.


That
hit him where he lived; boys were all about pride and proving they weren't
afraid. Proving that they were men. “No way!” he said, looking up defiantly.
“I'm going!”


“Okay,”
she said with a sigh and ruffled his hair. “Just be careful okay?” she asked.
He nodded. “Go on then.” She ruffled his hair once more. He irritably brushed
her hand aside and then she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. He made a
disgusted face and noise and she smiled as he moved away wiping at the cheek.


She
watched him leave fondly. Barry punched the lad in the arm and then ruffled the
lad's hair. Art took it better from Barry than from Yvonne though. It must be a
guy thing she thought with a mental snort. Barry waved and then ushered the
aboard. Barry caught her look and nodded. He'll do okay, she thought with a
pang. He'll do okay, she thought, hoped... prayed.


What
Art didn't know was that he was her son. Not her brother, her son.  Her
flesh and blood, hers. She'd been twelve when a smooth talking piece of trash
had talked her into bed over a bottle of hooch. She'd been too young. Too young
and too full of what she thought was love to understand. He'd told her it would
be fine. That they didn't need protection, protection was for sissies. She
believed him when he had said he'd pull out before hand. She closed her eyes in
all too familiar pain. She found out differently.


Her
parents had tried to argue with her about him. They saw the signs, they knew...
but she'd snuck around and met him anyway. She thought she knew everything. She
knew that they didn't understand, they were old and senile and she knew what
she was doing. She thought... god how stupid youth can be sometimes. Always we
think that we're unique, that our parents don't know anything, they were too
old to understand. You don't learn until you were older that with age came a
sort of wisdom from experience. Life's experiences passed down through the
ages. Some learned by listening. Others had to learn the lessons over again the
hard way.


Her
mother had warned her about boys like him. As had others in their family group.
But she'd been attracted to his smooth charm, good looks, and bad boy
reputation. The more others told her to stay away the more intrigued she's
become. A sort of reverse psychology that only worked on the very naive.


It
hadn't lasted long of course. Forbidden fruit may have its allure but
eventually the taste palled. When he had found out she was pregnant he'd been
delighted. He'd made all the promises in the world to her. He'd calmed her
distress, made her feel loved and important again when she felt dirty and
betrayed. They'd talked of running away and being together when their parents
had put much upon them. It hadn't lasted three months though; she'd caught him
in bed with another girl, her best friend at the time Andrea. She'd been
devastated.


He'd
been contemptuous of her, snarling that she'd gotten fat and getting pregnant
was her fault. That she had been a dumb slut. Her father had intervened
and then their fathers had come to blows. Security had been involved and with
them came the captain.


The
captain had been grim with both of them. Andrea had been tested pregnant as
well, devastating the girl. Since each couple was allowed one child he had
tried to weasel out of it. But the captain had enforced the sterility rule. The
boy had angrily demanded to leave the ship. Since they were in hyper at the
time he'd been sterilized and then dropped off at their next port.


She'd
delivered Art after he'd been gone a week. She'd talked it over with her
parents; she had refused to give up the child. Andrea had committed suicide
when the bastard had left. Yvonne's parents had compromised with her. They
would adopt Art as their own and raise him so she could have some semblance of
a normal life. It had worked out. The crew knew he was adopted, Art knew he was
adopted, but no one told him who his biological parents were. The crew
respected her and she treasured that silence.


Now
she watched Art go out into the cold dark world and felt just a little bit of
anxiety over it. Going on a derelict was not for the faint of heart. Her son's
courage was commendable, but she wished he wasn't going. She wished his courage
was tempered with wisdom and insight into just what they could be getting into.
She sighed as Savo looked at her.


“Nothing,”
she said at his inquiring look.


“Deep
thoughts?” the chimp rumbled.


“A
little.” She looked at the other shuttle.


“He'll
be fine. He's a tough kid,” Savo said quietly.


“Can't
hide it can I?” she asked with a sideways smile. She tucked her helmet under
her arm and gathered her kit up from a tray near the door.


Savo
smiled and shook his head. “From him maybe, though I'm not sure why you are.
He's seventeen Yvonne; he's got a good head on his shoulders. He'll be okay,”
he said.


“I
hope so,” she whispered.


“A
little late to be thinking about that now,” Savo said giving her a brown eye.


“You're
right,” she said thinking about the red head and then about what was to come.
He had to try his wings out, prove himself to himself as much to the
crew. “Nothing to do about it now. Let's get going,” she said, indicating the
shuttle with her free hand. Together they climbed up the stairs into the
waiting shuttle.


 


Savo,
Yvonne, Gus, Adam Dart, Derrick, Franko, and a crew of ten others boarded the
launch with Irons. It was a tight fit with each of them wearing space suits and
carrying gear but he managed to get them all in. Gus rode shotgun with Irons as
his co-pilot. Yvonne took the shuttle's flight engineer seat.


Franko
was an electronics tech that had helped Irons out on various projects. The guy
was a mouthy pain in the ass, a coaster. He had little foundation in theory,
more of a plug and play guy and a why bother it's broke attitude that got under
the admiral's skin. Irons wondered why he had tagged along until he'd caught a
whisper between Franko and Adam about the first to get their hands on any loot
they find. He sniffed in disdain over the thought of that. Typical greed.


Derrick,
the big guy was a cool customer. Quiet, a cargo guy. Big hands, gentle as a
lamb to most people. He'd have his work cut out for him if they decided to
bring loot back to the ship.


Barry
took cargo shuttle 2 out while another pilot took the Scarab. Barry had a small
crew, just six people not including his flight crew of three. He would remain
in the shuttle with his copilot and shuttle engineer. Or at least that was the
plan Irons thought. Barry seemed as eager as everyone else to get into that
station.


Teela
was supposed to lead the second team but it seemed Art had tagged along with them.
Their task was to secure the dock and salvage anything useful in the immediate
area. In an emergency they would act as a ready reserve. The Scarab was
supposed to circle the station, looking for interesting bits to snag. Irons
nodded as they settled down into a semblance of order. They were professional
and had every outward appearance of having done this before. Good.


 


Savo's
wife led a crew out on the hull making repairs. She worked with O'Mallory to
plug in the two gravity emitters they had built during hyper.


The
second maintenance boat helped Petunia move the grav emitters as the away
mission got underway. It is on watch for any Dutchman incident and to back up
the away teams in case of need. Gus leaned over and waved to them as they pass
over the group. They were too busy to wave back of course.


 


“By
rights the solar panels shouldn't really be doing much. The light at this
distance is too diffuse to really matter,” Sprite said. They had exited the
ship without incident and made their way cautiously over to the station. Sprite
was feeding the crew the building map of the station. Everyone was intently
studying it. Well, everyone but Derrick one of the cargo haulers. The guy was
out cold and snoring up a storm.


“Tell
them that,” Irons said nodding his chin to the station. “I guess some energy is
better than nothing at all. And they appear to have some energy.” 


Irons
used the shuttles to circle the station several times. Barry was impatient to
dock. He kept pointing out various docking ports and open shuttle bays over the
radio channel over the next twenty minutes as the admiral mapped the station.
Irons nodded politely but his attention wasn't on finding just the right dock.
He hadn't found it, at least not yet. Finally Barry got exasperated enough to go
off on him.


The
admiral listened to the rant for a minute and then waited for a pause. When
Barry stopped for breath he clicked his mike. “Barry cool your jets. We'll dock
when we're good and ready. Right now we're not ready. I want a detailed reading
on this thing, a map of the interior or as much of it as we can get. I'm
getting that now. I want to know as much about this station as I can get with
my sensors before we stick our heads into the proverbial lion’s den.”


“Roger,”
Barry replied, sounding sheepish.


“I
know you're eager. Just chill a bit. We don't want to go off half cocked. I
want to go in eyes open and with the best map and plan we can get from out
here.”


“Roger,”
was Barry's sober reply.


“I
did find something intriguing. Something... there are heat sources in there but
I can't refine the data at this distance and with so much metal in between us
and the signals. Whatever it is it's deep in the station, close to the core.
I'm also picking up some faint bio signals moving around,” Sprite reported.


“Moving?”
Irons asked shocked as he switched from the exterior communications to the AI.
Sprite put the readings on the shuttle's main view screen, overlaying the
current view and then zoomed in. He could see something moving around.
Definitely alive. 


“Oh
now isn't that a kick. Our Ghost station really is haunted,” Sprite
said. The admiral couldn't help but agree. Suddenly things were a whole lot
more interesting and dangerous.


 


Instead
of finding a boat bay they docked to external airlocks on the ring. The spot
lights from the shuttle's washed over the locks. Irons did a careful and
thorough inspection to make sure the lock wasn't fouled. “Look! Look! Power!
The airlock! It's lighting up! Someone knows were here and is putting out the
welcome mat for us!” Gus said, getting excited when the lock lit up. 


“Not
quite son,” Irons explained that it is just the florescent paint markers
reacting to the spot lights. 


“Oh,”
Gus replied deflating in disappointment. Irons gave the lad an encouraging
smile and then lets the robotic arm do its work.


“You're
not doing it manually?” Gus asked surprised. He sounded a little disappointed.


The
admiral smiled and shook his head. “I have a docking arm for a reason. Normally
I'd let the station handle it. Since it can't we'll do it on our end.
Technically this is berthing not docking since we're using the arm.”


“Oh.”


“Yup,
just some trivia to pass the time,” Irons said with a smile. The kid looked at
him and then snorted. He was nervous, fidgeting in his seat a lot.


“What
we're really doing is letting the machinery do the work. That's what it's there
for after all. I know people like to show boat, but it's smarter and safer to
get the it done the right way,” the admiral explained, hoping the kid would
understand and listen. The arm reached out and found the node welded to the
airlock. It locked it's tip onto it and then pulled the shuttle in for a
perfect linkup of airlocks. There wasn't even a bump.


“What
about style?” Barry asked over the radio link.


“You
mean showboating?” Irons asked. Barry pitched end over end in front of them
making them instinctively duck. His shuttle spun a 360 before dropping down to
the lock. Irons shook his head. “At least he's pointing in the right
direction,” he said.


“Oh?”
Barry asked. “Oh so I am,” he said, looking over them to the Kiev out in the
dark beyond. There was a slight grin in his voice as he docked with a bump.
Irons winced as the collar around the dock compressed and then pushed back. He
could see ice cracking and drifting off like snow. “Any points for style?”
Barry asked with a grin in his voice.


“I'll
let you know if you've got docking integrity,” Irons said.


“Everyone's
a critic,” Barry said mockingly. The admiral's artificial eye zoomed in to view
the other shuttle's cockpit. Barry was busy flipping switches. “What do you
mean it won’t work?” he demanded over his shoulder. He turned to look at the
admiral's shuttle with a scowl. “How'd you know?” he demanded.


“The
bump. We felt it over here,” Irons said. “That and I saw ice drifting off.
Which meant expansion. Go look for another lock if that one won’t hold
pressure,” he ordered.


“Roger,”
Barry sighed, looking over his shoulder. His copilot looked nervous.


“That
means we'll be further apart,” Barry said after giving up and undocking after a
minute. “I don't like being out of mutual support range,” he said.


The
admiral frowned. Truth to tell he wasn't happy about the idea either. “Find a
dock Barry, one step at a time. I'd tell you to take mine after but I don't
want to have to pull people off the hard way if we run into more than we
bargained for,” he said.


“Roger,”
Barry said.


“Besides,
we find power on this station then we can always find a nice boat bay for you
to land in. Since you are so used to landing on air fields and boat bays,” the
admiral teased. He wasn't about to let Barry off the hook for his little bump.
At least not yet. Maybe a little ribbing would make Barry wise up some and
trust the machinery a little more.


“Funny,”
Barry growled. “I'm pulling back.”


“Scarab
one to um... Yvonne? Admiral? Who do I report to?” The confused pilot asked.


“Me,”
Yvonne said firmly. She glanced at the admiral's back but Irons didn't object.
“What do you need Scarab one?” she asked.


“I'm
sort of the third wheel here. Permission to get the hell out of dodge and go
play with Kiev?” the pilot asked. From the sound of it he sounded peeved.


“Do
we need him for anything?” Yvonne asked, looking at Irons.


The
admiral looked over his shoulder to her and studied her. “I don't think so. Not
right now. Can you ask them to do a survey of the solar panels, reactors, and
heat exchangers before they head out?”


“Sure,”
she said with a nod. “Can I ask why?”


“In
case we want to hook them back up. Fix any damaged ones,” Irons said. “Make
sure they send us the feed.”


“Oh.
Are we staying long?” Yvonne asked.


“Well,
there is an idea of putting a lot of the excess passengers off on a station or
another ship. Either building one or...” He indicated the station with his free
hand. She looked at the station and then blinked, suddenly the concept sunk in.


“Do
you think it's worth it?” she asked, ignoring Gus's gasp. Gus was staring at
the admiral.


“It's
possible. If the people inside don't object. I bet we could turn this place
around in a year.”


“Oh,”
Yvonne said and then went back to looking at her station.


 


Before
allowing anyone in Irons deployed a set of newly replicated hovering sensor
bots. Military grade of course. There were three, each a meter in diameter.
They each had weapons and robotic arms tucked away in bays in their body. They
deployed centimeter sized relays at corners and intersections. The relays picked
up and repeated radio signals between the team and the bots.


“Listen
up,” Irons said as the last bot cycled through the airlock. “I haven't detected
any sign of nanites or pathogens but that doesn't mean the station is safe.
Stay in your suits, play it safe. The first task of the bots are to map a path
to the other shuttle.”


“Roger,”
Barry said. “What's it look like in there?” he asked.


“Rough,”
Irons said. He could see the video feed from each of the three bots through his
implants. The station was a mess, dark and filled with broken bits. There
weren't any bodies, just suspicious stains that the flood lights illuminated.
One of the stains looked like it had been licked. Not a good sign. Fortunately
there weren't any heat signatures around the docking port.


“I'm
still not getting anything from the station net. If there is even an active
station net,” Sprite informed him. He looked at screen three. Sprite had taken
it off mapping to plug into a nearby computer terminal. The terminal was
powered down. The bot plugged in its own power and then started feeding
commands as the system tried to boot.


“Easy
there Sprite, civilian grade. Let it go through POST first at least,” Irons
cautioned.


“It's
filled with viruses,” Sprite sighed in disgust. “I've got a partial map and
nothing else,” she replied


“Good.
Wait, nothing?” he asked.


“The
viruses overwrote just about everything else. The map was hardwired.”


He
nodded. “Oh. Partial map?”


“Yes.
Part of the file was corrupted though,” she said, sounding annoyed.


“Great,”
Irons said. “Can you clean it and add it to what we know before uploading it to
the others?”


“Working
on it now admiral. I'll have it in five minutes or less,” Sprite answered,
sounding distracted. Irons nodded. That would have to do.


 


“Load
up on spare lights and batteries folks. It's dark as spit in there. No lights
except what comes from the florescent safety paint and the port hole windows,”
the admiral ordered when Sprite signaled she was done a few minutes later.


“Great.
What's the atmo like?” Yvonne asked. Irons was being very thorough and security
conscious. He was also moving slower than she expected.


“Thin.
It's about ten degree's C in there so it's tolerable for brief periods. It
would be like being on top of a mountain. There are a lot of nasty trace
chemicals. Most likely from burned wiring,” Sprite informed them.


“Great.”


“Not
much water vapor in the air. I am picking up signs of droppings though,” Sprite
said. Yvonne and the security team froze. Savo looked at the other shooters and
then rammed an ammo clip home into his pulser.


“Recent?”
Irons asked the AI.


“No,
not fresh from the look of it,” Sprite replied. He watched bot two pause near a
dropping pile to poke it with an arm for a moment. It took a sample and then
returned to mapping. “So far the map checks out,” Sprite reported.


“Good,”
Irons said, watching bot one place a relay on a wall at eye level.


“No
sign of nanites. No bodies either.”


“Interesting,”
Irons said. The lack of bodies wasn't so worrisome on its own. But droppings meant
something feral in the station. But then again it could have been left behind a
week ago, or six centuries ago.


“Anyway
we can get power in there?” Yvonne asked. She was looking at the tablet in her
gloved hands. The screen was split into four; the three viewpoints of the bots
and the fourth screen had a map of their whereabouts. 


“No,”
Irons replied shaking his head. “At least not yet. I brought along a spare
generator but I don't want to tap it here. Why?”


“Because
there are a lot of jagged edges in different places that could hole a suit,”
she said, watching a bot hover over an open access panel. The view shifted to
look down. It was a long long loooong way down. The light didn't reach bottom,
it was an inky ominous well. “It looks like something chewed its way through
the deck here,” she muttered.


“Lovely,”
Adam muttered. “What else do we need?” he said.


The
radio crackled. “Kiev to away crew, what's the hold up?” the communication's
tech asked.


“We're
using robots to scout the area,” Yvonne said, not looking up from her screen.
“Just give us some time. I don't want to wander around blind.”


“Roger,”
the communication's officer replied sounding impatient.


“Think
we should get going?” Adam asked.


“They
can damn well wait. I'm busy here,” Yvonne said. She muttered something as a
camera panned over claw marks. Irons caught them on his HUD and winced. That
was definitely not a good sign. A lot of aliens could make claw marks like that
but only a few were dreaded and feared. And for good reason. Hopefully they
were long gone.


“Admiral
don't you think you should put the rest of your suit on?” Gus asked. He
indicated the admiral's bare right arm. Irons smiled.


“I'm
covered son. Don't worry about it,” he said patting him on the shoulder as he
climbed out of the pilot's chair. Already his helmet was morphing around his
head. Gus stared wide eyed. Irons turned. “Coming?”


“Yeah
uh, sure,” Gus said getting up hastily and following.


Irons
paused in the central bay. The room was crowded; he had more people than the
launch usually took on. That was fine. He nodded to the security people
brandishing weapons. Everyone had some sort of side arm. He picked up spare
power and life support packs instead.


“Aren't
you going to arm up admiral?” Gus asked, taking a pistol and checking it
carefully under Adam's quiet eye. He glanced at the big guy but the guy just
nodded his chin to him to pay attention to what he was doing.


“No,
I'm more heavily armed than any of you,” Irons said quietly, picking up the
spare generator by the shoulder straps and shrugging it on. He was tempted to
carry an additional weapon but the spare generator had to be carried by
someone. Besides, with it handy he could tap it whenever he needed.


“Damn.
That thing must be two hundred and fifty kilos!” Yvonne said, shaking her head.
She'd seen how strong the admiral was, but it still boggled her mind that a
Terran could easily lift that thing.


“No
problem,” Irons said. He adjusted the straps and then nodded to the team.
“We're going to pressurize each ship above what's out there. The positive
pressure should keep anything from migrating into the ship. We're also going to
keep the airlocks closed so don't panic when the door closes behind you.”


“Roger,”
Barry said over the link.


“Keep
a cool head and know your surroundings. It is extremely easy to breach a
suit in there. Watch for the cables as well. They may not look live, but looks
can be deceiving.”


In
groups of two they cycle through the lock and into the station's lock. Power
flowed from the shuttles into the locks, allowing them to function. However
centuries of spot welds from exposure to the sun had locked the doors good and
tight. It took a bit of grunt work to get the outer doors open and closed again
each time.


“Note,
fix that,” Yvonne grunted under the strain.


“If
we stick around,” Adam said. “Which I doubt.” He was looking around nervously.


“I
dunno, it's a fixer upper but it's got enormous potential,” Irons said.


Adam
gave him a look. “Enormous is right. A fellow can easily get lost in this
warren. The place is a maze.”


“And
we're the rats,” Franko muttered. Irons turned. Rat was right in the electronic
tech's description. He was long and lean with a rat like face. He constantly
twitched his nose and had a hard time keeping still. His eyes were black and
beady. He had short brown hair on his head, shaved on the sides but a bit poufy
on top. His limbs were stick thin. He looked about ready to collapse under his
twenty kilogram load of equipment and suit pack.


“Try
to keep up Franko,” Adam said looking back his way. He wasn't sure why the guy
was trying to haul that much gear. Maybe he was showing off for the girls. He'd
tried to hit on Yvonne and Fara a few times, maybe he thought if he proved he
was a big strong man he'd get his foot in the door. Fat chance.


“Stuff
it Adam. I'm fine,” Franko snarled, shifting about. “I don't see why we have to
be in suits though. It's a pain in the ass.” He'd actually planned on running
light but Yvonne had said she wanted the kit bag and everyone else had grabbed
something else. Irons had that damn monster generator so that left Franko
holding the bag. Hopefully he could dump it out and snag something good when no
one was looking.


“I
for one don't want to be exposed to disease,” Yvonne said as an aside, still
focused on the tablet. She oriented herself according to it, turning left and
right. “They are all over the place,” she muttered.


“What
is?” Adam asked alarmed.


“The
remotes,” Yvonne answered.


“One
of them is set to find the other shuttle. The other two are spiraling out in a
mapping mission. I've tasked one to find power sources and computer terminals.
Actually they all are on the lookout but I want to keep the bot three on task
until it's linked up,” Sprite explained.


“Ah,”
Yvonne said, nodding. “That explains why,” she said, looking over her shoulder
as the lock cycled again. Another pair of people came through, looking around.


“Damn,”
Gus said, looking around.


“Thought
you were supposed to stay with the ship?” Yvonne asked. Irons looked back and
sighed. 


“He
was. Too late now,” he said. He didn't want Gus going back in case something
was in here. At least not until he had a report. From the look of Gus he was a
little scared but not willing to go back either.


Gus
motioned to go back but Irons shook his head no. “No, you'll contaminate my
ship. You're here now. I can keep an eye on her with my implants anyway,” he
said.


“Oh,”
Gus said, shoulders hunched.


“It's
done and over with now lad. Move on,” Irons said, returning to look around the
companionway.


“There
is a loader bot up ahead. And a hover pallet,” Sprite informed him.


“There
is?” he asked.


“Bot's
passed over them,” the AI reported, playing back the imagery. “Both have been
scavenged,” she said.


“Which
doesn't tell us much. It could have happened today or centuries ago,” Yvonne
said looking up. “This is cool and all but we're not getting anywhere,” she
said.


“We're
waiting on everyone. I don't want to go off and have people get separated and
lost,” Irons cautioned. She nodded. Fortunately the last person cycled through.
She nodded to the guard. “You are on babysitting duty?” she asked looking from
the guard to Savo. Savo looked back and gave a thumbs up. The guard seemed to
sigh but stepped in front of the lock and stood there.


“All
right then. Destination admiral?” Yvonne asked.


The
admiral pointed in the direction he wanted to go. “The loader bot. I want to
access it. From there I'd like to link up with the other shuttle and then hit
admin. We need to get a handle on this station. See if there really is anyone
sentient still alive on it.”


“Do
you think it's a pirate's den?” Sprite asked. Irons paused with the crew. He
looked back to Savo who was pursing his lips.


“Now
there is a thought. If pirates knew it was here it would make a lovely place to
store loot. Spare equipment, fuel, maybe even spare crew or prisoners. Keep a
wary eye out people.”


“Roger,”
the crew responded.


 


They
paused at the loader a few minutes later. Irons knelt next to it and jacked in.
He ignored the others as they stared at the robot.


“Never
seen something like this,” Derrick said.


“What
a bot? Course you have,” Franko said with a sniff.


“No
man, this. It's got forklift arms,” Derrick said. Which was true. The loader
bot was two meters tall, stocky, with green and yellow plastic cover plates
over the limbs and torso. It's head was a cylinder with lenses and sensors
built in. The torso was broad; it seemed almost too big for the smaller legs.
The robot looked a little like a caricature of a gorilla. This one however had
some interesting claw marks here and there. It's head had been torn up and it's
power supply was missing.


“Cargo
bot,” Yvonne said. She pointed to the upended hover pallet nearby. There
weren't any boxes or equipment around it. The pallet like the bot had been
scavenged for parts. The power supply had been ripped out.


“How
are you getting anything without power?” she asked, looking down at the
admiral's arm.


The
admiral studied the situation. Someone had come along and scavenged here, which
was interesting. The question was what did they do with their ill gotten gains?
“I have my own power. You can tap something through a USB jack if you provide
the power,” Irons replied absently.


“Oh.”


“Not
much here. Simple bot. I've got an updated map,” Sprite said.


“When
was it deactivated?” Irons asked.


“Um...
about six centuries ago,” she said.


“Six?
Only six?” he asked. That answered that.


“Why?”
she asked. “I... yes that is significant. Pardon me. It indicates that the
station was active nearly a century after disappearing. Which begs the question
why, and why didn't it contact the planet?” Sprite asked. She was now genuinely
curious.


“And
what happened to the people on the station that survived. We'll find the
answers in administration,” Irons said, unjacking and straightening up. “Let's
find a terminal and see what we can see.”


 


Sprite
couldn't get into the station net after they docked despite Irons jacking in.
The best she could get was a tourist map. Each station they jacked into was
either off the net or smashed. Tapping into the station's ODN cables was a dead
end. She was rebuffed which surprised her. It was frustrating to the AI,
frustrating and very annoying. Each of the stops bothered the crew. They wanted
to move on, to keep moving. The death, dark, and oppressive feeling of the
station was wearing on their nerves.


“It's
like something is kicking me out. But it's cutting itself out of the net when
it does,” she said, sounding annoyed.


“How
so?” Irons asked. Yvonne looked at him.


“It's
like whoever is on the other end isn't bothering with a firewall. When I send
my initial ping out it cuts off a node in between me and the central net,”
Sprite explained.


“Oh.”
he frowned. That was odd; it was like cutting off your nose to spite your face.
Why would... but that meant something was active didn't it? He thought.


“Yes.
I don't understand why.”


“Not
very welcoming,” Franko said looking around. “Maybe we should take the hint and
head back,” he said. “Grab what we can,” he said looking around. So far what
they had seen hadn't impressed him. There wasn't any loot to be had. 


Irons
looked his way. The crew were nervous, they can hear odd sounds at random times
and the occasional puff of gas has them jumpy. The groaning of the station, the
dark, and the claw marks hasn't helped their mindset either. From the sound of
it the station's structure wasn't in good health. The sun and shade
differential probably didn't help. He didn't want to bring up structural
integrity. He didn't want a panic and mad dash for the launch.


 More
than one of the crew wanted to take off his helmet but Irons had told them that
if they did they would damn well walk home. Reluctantly they kept the
helmets on.


 


They
heard water running and dripping just before they rounded a corner and found
the leak. They found a corridor half filled with water, up to their knees. The
bot had hovered over it and passed through and kept going on its search. The
edge of the water lapped at their boots when they paused at the edge. Their
lights played out over the surface of the water. I was dark, fouled, and
contaminated by who knew what.


“Do
we have to go through here? Isn't there another way?” Adam asked. He was eying
the water nervously. His instincts told him to stay out of it.


“Unfortunately
yes. The detour on the map would take us quite a bit out of our way,” Sprite
informed them. Irons nodded. His scanners were getting through the water but
giving him an echo. He toed a box aside with his foot and then started forward.



“You're
in a suit. Don't worry about drowning. Just keep a cool head and watch your
footing. Take it slow,” he ordered.


They
had to wade through the water, down the companionway and around the corner,
passing floating bits. Fortunately it was only knee deep. The splashing of
their feet was distracting. Irons spotted the broken water line as they rounded
another corner. He went over to it immediately and crumpled the end of it until
the water flow dropped to a trickle. He felt Proteus use nanites to weld it
shut.


“Stay
sharp. Watch out for any cables. The water could conduct the electricity into
your suits,” Yvonne cautioned. Irons nodded as he turned back to them.


As
they moved he could feel things under him. It was hard to see where it was safe
to walk; the surface of the water was slick with different fluids. Hydraulic
fluids made swirls off to one side. He wondered if the air and exposure of
water had rusted some of the steel in the area.


“Stay
away from the walls and watch your footing. Anyone gets poked by something
sharp and reddish in color is in for a tetanus shot. Not something you want,”
Irons said. “Trust me.”


“Great,”
Adam said, rifle held up over his head. He waded through the water behind
Irons.


At
the end of the tunnel Irons found a closed hatch door and the waiting bot. He
frowned. The bot should have found another route. He looked at it and then the
door.


“This
is the shortest route to the others admiral. I had it wait,” Sprite said.


“Oh.
Now you tell me,” he said. He looked the door over until he found an access
panel. Fortunately it was above water. He reached over and started opening it
up.


“What's
the hold up?” Savo asked from the rear. Apparently he'd elected to play rear
guard.


“Door,”
Irons said over his shoulder. He glanced at the others. They were standing in a
column, shining their lights all over the place. “Someone keep an eye on the
ceiling. Check for any more leaks or holes,” he said as his hands pulled the
cover plate off and set it aside. It was important to keep the others busy
while he worked, if only for their piece of mind. He reached in and
disconnected the power cable and pulled it out. He plugged the generator on his
back into the cable and watched the door's control panel light up. “And we have
power. Door...” he frowned. According to the read out there was a vacuum on the
other side. That explained why the door was shut.


“Okay,
we've got a breach on the other side. A good one,” he said. He looked through
the port hole. His lights refracted off the glass. He shut them off and let his
eyes adjust. After a moment his right eye cycled to low light mode and his
scanners penetrated the glass enough to get a look. What he saw he didn't like.



“Okay,
definitely a breach. I'd say a two meter sized hole and the deck is gone.
Something punched right through the corridor at a diagonal. Just punched
through and kept going at a guess,” he said. The companionway was a colander,
filled with sharp looking floating debris. He had been tempted to just crack
the seal and open the door but that jagged debris changed his mind. It was just
too dangerous to chance it.


“Great.
Now what?” Franko demanded.


“Checking...
probe two has an alternate route,” Sprite said. The map changed and a blue line
traced its way from their present position back the way they came to the next
intersection and then took a different path from there. The bot passed them and
went on its way.


“Okay
people,” Irons said, unjacking the cable and turning. “You heard the lady. Back
that way,” he said pointing. “Hopefully that way's not blocked as well.”


“Pain
in the ass,” Savo muttered.


“Dem's
de break's mon,” a guard said with a shrug. Savo shook his head.


 


Savo
slowed as Irons paused at a corner. He looked back and then checked the map.
“Damn this is taking forever,” the chimp muttered.


“We're
getting there,” Irons said. They were in the ring still, not quite where he
wanted to be. The station was in disrepair, it probably reeked of different
smells and stains. He was glad the suit protected him from them. He could see
the read outs on his HUD though. Anyone alive in here must have lost their
sense of smell at birth. 


Crud
was everywhere, on the walls, on the decking, the ceiling... he didn't want to
think about the monumental task of just trying to clean the place, let alone
restore it to its former glory. It might be easier to scrap the damn station
and start over from scratch.


“Are
we there yet?” Gus asked. Savo gave the kid an amused look. Over the kid's
shoulder he saw something. It took a moment for his eyes to focus on it and for
his brain to kick in and realize what he was seeing. It was an eye. Not a
Terran eye either, it was filmed over and had scales around the eye instead of
skin. After a moment it blinked and then narrowed. A second later and it was
gone.


“What
the hell was that?” he asked.


“What
was what?” Irons asked. He turned. Savo pointed over the kid's shoulder. Gus
turned to look.


“That.
I saw an eye. In the tube there,” the chimp said, sounding a little shaken.
Irons paused and then went over to the tube. His scanners caught something, a
heat source moving away.


“Definitely
something,” he said as the others looked at the dark tube warily. He shined a
light inside. There was no sign of whatever had been in there. It was a
maintenance tube, an access crawl way along an EPS conduit. The tube was named
a Jeffery’s tube for some archaic reason.


“Something
was definitely in there?” Yvonne asked.


“Whatever
it was it's gone now,” Irons replied. Cables were a tangled mess in there
further down. He had no intention of getting into such a confined space.


“Should
we follow?” Adam asked. Irons turned and picked up a broken cover plate. 


“No,”
the admiral said, holding it up with one hand and then tacking it in place with
his right. Savo reached over and placed a palm on it to steady it.


“Thanks,”
Irons said, tacking all the sides. “Anything that comes here will be blocked.”


“Why
did you do that?” Gus asked.


“Because
I don't like something coming in behind us,” Irons replied. “Mind any open
access panels. We don't need anyone getting dragged off.”


“Great,
this just gets better and better,” Franko muttered. “I vote we return to the
ship. Screw this place,” he said, picking up a battered toy and then throwing
it down in disgust. “Waste of time.”


“Maybe.
Then again maybe not. Something is alive in here, we've confirmed that much.
Something that's not eager to meet face to face apparently,” the admiral said.
He turned to Yvonne.


“I'd
like to go on,” she said with a nod. Irons nodded.


“Then
we go on,” Savo said nodding. “I don't like the idea of something scaring us
off so easily,” he said.


“Haunted
house,” Adam muttered.


“What
was that?” Yvonne asked.


“Nothing
ma'am. Well...”


“Spit
it out Adam.”


“Well,”
he toed the deck for a moment and then sighed and shrugged. “See, I remember
watching this sitcom mystery thing a while back. Something about a neo great
dane and a bunch of kids. It was supposed to be a remake of an animated kids
show.”


“So?
Get to the point,” Yvonne said impatiently. Irons checked the other tubes
around them, tacking each.


“Well,
it was a weird program, I'm barely remembering it. Something about a blond guy
named Fred, a mousy woman named Velma, and a red head who kept getting into
trouble named Daph or Daphnie. There was another guy but I forgot his name.
Anyway,” he said as Yvonne gave him a dirty look. “They go around solving
mysteries. Most of it boiled down to someone in a monster suit trying to chase
off people from a place or area. Usually money or something was involved.”


“Oh.”


“They
used the cover of a monster to keep people at bay. Scare tactic,” Irons said.
“Bluff.”


“Exactly.”


“Interesting,”
Irons mused. “But not conclusive. It's a thought though,” he said. “Let's keep
going,” he said motioning them forward. “Right fork,” he said waving to Savo.
Savo stopped heading to the left and turned to the right muttering darkly. The
chimp paused and let the admiral pass him to take point.


 


“Where
are you guys at?” Barry asked, an hour into their exploring. Irons paused,
holding a hand up. The doors were a pain in the ass. They had been detoured
twice by closed doors. One door he'd been able to open, the other had been
blocked by debris on the other side. He wasn't sure why that last door they had
passed through had been closed. They had just finished getting through it when
Barry put the call in. Savo passed him to take point and then looked back. He
nodded.


“What's
up Barry? Getting lonely?” Yvonne asked.


“I
thought you guys were nearby.”


The
admiral immediately froze. “Wait, why?” Irons demanded before Yvonne could say
anything. He looked at the map. They were still about a hundred meters away
from Barry's team. They had another set of doors to go through before they
would link up.


“Yeah
man, thought I heard some people around the corner from me,” Barry replied.


“Fall
back Barry,” Irons immediately ordered, looking at the HUD. “We've got a set of
doors in between us and you. We're a hundred meters out and several corners
away.”


“So
that's not you. Oh... Shit,” Barry said sucking in a breath. They could
hear him moving back and cursing softly.


“Use
your generator. Get to the nearest set of doors and close them behind you,”
Irons suggested.


“Good
idea. Only one problem. We didn't bring the damn thing,” Barry grunted sounding
a little sheepish.


“Great,”
Irons said.


“What
now? We've got sounds ahead and behind us as well,” Barry said. “We're cut
off.”


“Probe
one is destroyed,” Sprite reported. 


Irons
flinched. “What? How?”


“Unknown.
Playback...” Sprite said. Irons winced again as he saw the playback. Something
had dropped on the probe from above. Fortunately military probes weren't
civilian cleaner bots. These probes had sensors on all axis. It caught the
sight of teeth and claws. There was enough there for Irons to venture a guess.
One he didn't like.


“Barry
Dilgarth. Repeat. Dilgarth.” He had to get the warning out now.


“Shit!”
Barry snarled, voice rising. “You've got to be fracken kidding me! Those
monsters! Please not those monsters!”


“Stay
calm, we're on our way. Set up a defensive perimeter and hold tight,” Irons
said grimly, motioning them into movement again. “We've got to be cautious, I
don't want to run headlong into a trap but we're on our way,” he said. “They
like to attack from above, behind or the side. Find a nice place to hold up
that you can hold and hang in there.”


“Easy
for you to say, you've got numbers on your side. Sounds like a lot of them,”
Barry said nerves fraying. He turned up his external mike loud enough for the
radio to hear. There was the distinct sound of hissing and breathing from
outside his suit. That was ominous the admiral realized. If they could hear the
aliens... no not good.


“Not
good. Not good. So not good,” someone on Barry's team babbled incoherently.
Irons frowned. These were civilians; they weren't trained to handle combat.
Great.


“Find
a closet! A room! Anything. Watch the ceiling and any Jeffery tubes!” Yvonne
said as Savo broke into a loping run. The chimp's short legs couldn't keep up
with the longer legged Terrans. Irons slowed long enough to grab the chimp by
the back of his suit and toss him up on his back. The chimp shrieked in
surprise but managed to hold on with one hand.


“Thanks,”
Savo ground out, grabbing hold and hanging on to the generator for dear life.
Before Irons could answer the screaming and weapon fire began.


“Shit!
We're cut off!” Their point called back. He could see the light shining on a
hatch “There is another door and it's stuck like the others!” he said, voice
rising with the tension.


“Move
aside,” Irons said, elbowing the others clear. He got to the view port and
looked. It was cracked. He could see light on the other side. Someone rounded
the bend and fired wildly. Raptor shapes came out of the dark in front to be
blown away. But another pair attacked from either flank. The woman went down
wailing in terror.


“Damn
it,” Yvonne said, looking at the tablet. The probe floated nearby. She swatted
at it angrily. It buzzed and then rolled back and forth before drifting away.


“Don't
take it out on the drone,” Sprite said angrily over the net.


“I'll
take it out anyone I damn well please until we can get in there and save them!”
Yvonne snarled. “Come on they're dying in there!” she said.


Just
as Irons started hooking up the cables and the chimp climbed down off him he
saw something on his sensors.


“We're
surrounded. Coming in from all sides. Above as well. Watch it!” he called
shooting a look at Savo.


“Shit!”
Savo said, looking at the open air duct. He went from one to another, searching
wildly. “I've got topside, the rest of you watch the walls. Center of the
companionway. Admiral get that damn door open!” The chimp ordered.


“Working
on it,” Irons said. The control panel was smashed so he let his right arm morph
around the ODN cables as power came up. He could hear snarls on the other side
of the door. He turned to see their rear guard firing at shadows and eyes.
Great. He at first thought they were firing blind but then his sensor overlay
registered. The kid either had cat eyes or was just lucky. He caught a Dilgarth
on the shoulder, sending it reeling back creeling piteously. That made the
others around it hesitate.


These
things were viscous and not smart, not your typical Dilgarth. Garthians would
go silent before attacking, distracting the prey if they knew that the prey
knew they were there. These just kept coming.


“Door
opening. Watch it, others on the other side!” he said withdrawing his hand and
morphing it into a plasma gun. He fired up into the air duct over his head at
the sensor contact there. Plasma lit the area and the tube. There was a squeal
and then bits of something or other dribbled down.


“What
the hell was that? Flash grenade?” Savo asked, looking back.


“No,
me,” Irons said as the door cycled fully open. Another Dilgarth was on
the other side. It was surprised by the cycling door and turned just in time
for it to fully open. Before it could get a claw over the hatch combing though
Irons had put it out of its misery.


“We're
taking casualties!” Adam said, leaning over the fallen rear guard. He looked up
just in time to see a Dilgarth's massive scythe take his helmeted head off.


Yvonne
screamed as she fired at his killer. Adam's body crumpled, falling on top of
the fallen guard. She rushed forward but Savo grabbed her. She tugged on his
arm but his simian strength held her back.


“He's
dead. They’re both dead. Forward,” he ground out. He used his free hand to fire
into a Jeffery tube. Something squealed inside. They could hear thrashing and
banging in the tube. “Gotcha you bastards,” he growled triumphantly “Come on!
You want to die here like them?”


Two
more people were killed before Irons could react. He had to focus; he had to
blow through the aliens to the other team. Soak up the damage and dish out a
hell of a lot more pain. Shock and awe, which was the only way to get through
this. Defender brought up his shields as spines were fired into the open hatch.
They pinged off his shield. “Admiral, power reserves are dropping,” Proteus
warned.


“Tap
the generator, I'm busy here,” he replied, firing off another shot. Its
intended target jumped out of the way. The shot kept going down the corridor in
a blinding flash before running into a pack of alien raptors. The lead one
disintegrated in surprise, spraying it's fellows with bone shrapnel. That made
them duck and cover or squeal and hiss as they took damage. He was down to three
shots left before he drained his shields completely.


The
admiral felt Proteus reach out with nanites and then build a cable in between
Irons and the generator. He grunted as his power reserves started climbing
again. “Good,” he said, turning as a Dilgarth reached out from the side of the
hatch to spear him. Had he not seen it coming on his sensors and had he not had
shields he would have been gutted. He let the scythe bounce harmlessly off his
shield and then leveled the plasma gun. One shot blew the alien's head off.


The
hover bot was firing as well; it staked out a pair of Jeffery tubes and was
taking turns swiveling back and forth between the two. Irons nodded as he
checked the surviving team behind him. They had all the openings covered now.
Good. Four dead, two wounded. Not so good.


“Damn
these things are everywhere!” Savo yelled firing around the corner blindly. He
took a chance to peek and then leaned back. “Clear.”


Irons
could hear the click and clatter of claws retreating on the metal decks. He checked
his HUD. They were retreating. Good. “They are retreating,” he said.


“If
we're going to do something we better do it now,” Derrick said. He was holding
his left arm. A spine was sticking out of it. He winced. “Suit's compromised
and so am I damn it.”


“Sorry
man,” a guard said. He reached over to pull it out but Yvonne batted his hand
away. 


“Don't,
it's plugging the hole for now. Derrick you okay to move?” she demanded.


“Yeah,”
Derrick gasped out. He nodded getting into motion. His left arm hung at his
side uselessly.


“If
we're going to do something we better hustle and do it now!” Savo said.


“Working
on it,” Yvonne said, looking at Irons. He nodded.


“Sprite
sitrep. Fire one off to Kiev and...”


“Let
you know that Barry, Al, and three of his team are still alive. Two are
wounded.”


“Shit,”
Irons said, turning away from the distress written all over Yvonne's face.


“They
are barricaded in a supply closet with a Dilgarth outside. Something's off.
They are more aggressive than normal,” Sprite said.


“Fresh
meat,” Yvonne said.


Irons
turned until he spotted a trunk down the way they were going to go. It had a
life sign inside. From the read out, human. “Hang on, I think you miscounted,”
he said moving forward.


“I'm
an AI, I don't miscount,” Sprite said as a probe past over his shoulder. “What
the heck?” she said as it bobbed over the trunk.


“See?”
Irons said, lifting the lid. He caught a brief glimpse of a human child covered
in scaly armor and hair before it flashed a set of yellow teeth and brandished
a claw covered hand. It slashed at him, making him back away instinctively. 


Before
he could stop the kid it was out of the box and had dived down the nearest
Jeffery tube. “Shit!” Savo said watching it go. “And you let it go?” he
demanded.


“It
wasn't a Dilgarth. It was human,” Irons said, trying to replay that last scene.


“No
time to figure it out, where are the others?” Yvonne asked, voice dripping with
anxiety.


“That
way,” Irons said, pointing straight and then to the left. “One hundred fifty
meters.”


“We
need to get to them.”


“We
need a plan. I don't want them to hit again. They didn't go far, I can see them
around us,” the admiral said.


She
stopped and looked around. She knew better than to go walking into an ambush.
“Great. What do we do now?” she asked.


“Work
on a plan,” Irons said.


 


On
the bridge of the Kiev the captain went pale when he heard the news. Sprite
sounded grim as she tallied the dead.


“Dilgarth?”


“They
are alien raptors captain. Smart and vicious when they devolve.”


“I
know that,” the captain said testily.


“Sorry.
They were sentients at one point. A steady diet of alien meat and no
supplements or plant material turned them feral. Devolved them into... well
this,” Sprite said helpfully. She didn't have the bandwidth to show them but
they were pretty sure they knew what the team was up against.


“How
bad is the situation?” Warner asked. He looked at the captain. “Should we prep
another team?”


“I'd
advise it. Also put the medics on standby. On another note, we've got a human
survivor here as well. Feral child. Female from the pheromones,” Sprite
reported.


“Oh,”
the captain said. He didn't really care about that. He sat heavily in his
chair. How was he going to tell the families of the fallen that their kin were
dead? He rubbed at his face.


“Dilgarth
eat meat right?” Warner asked.


“I
think I just said that.”


“I
know. I... I'm just bothered by them eating our people,” he said quietly.


“They
are trying to stay alive. Believe me,” Sprite said dryly.


“Get
them to put the dead in a safe place. I... I don't want them to be eaten,” the
captain said.


“Captain...”
Sprite said cautiously.


“Just
do it,” he said grimly. “That's an order.”


“I'm
not in your crew but I'll pass it along,” Sprite replied with a sniff.


 


The
medic is busy with the wounded. Irons checked behind him. He wanted to move
forward but they have a three wounded and several dead to deal with. There was
no way he was going to leave them behind to be eaten; the captain was right
about that. He'd thought he had two wounded but apparently Derrick had been nicked
in the leg. That would slow them up even more if the injury was serious enough.


“Dilgarth,
why did it have to be Dilgarth?” Yvonne muttered. She looked at the relay from
Barry. She saw Art's vitals and her eyes clung to them with determination. He
had to make it. He had to. She'd find a way to get him out of this mess. She
should never have let him come. Never.


Irons
was thinking about the Dilgarth as well. He wasn't sure why they were here on
the station, but he had a hunch they were the descendants of the station's
security force. Dilgarth made lousy soldiers but moderate mercenaries and
adequate security. The sight alone of one of them was enough to cow most would
be trouble makers.


Dilgarth
was really a misnomer. Oh it was their name now, but it wasn't their species
name. They were the Garth, Sentient raptor predators from their home world of
the same name. The Dil meant they were devolved. If a Garthian ate a diet of
alien meat something in the diet did bad things to their brain and body. The
meat acted as some sort of prion, attacking the brain and lowering their higher
brain functions while boosting their predatory ones.


Of
course that was the theory. He wasn't sure about it. He was pretty sure
malnutrition was only one factor. A second was social. They were predators
after all. Sure they would act as proper omnivores in civilized society, but
they were well known to cling to their old pack ways of the hunt.


Even
in his time the Garthians were known to hunt sentients. They of course had been
disciplined over it repeatedly. Their position in the predator union had made
it difficult if not impossible to discipline their species as a whole though.


A
Garthian sentient came in two genders. VilGarth, which were the males, and
Hilgarth, the females. They also had subset cultures and cults just like
Terrans. Some clung to the old ways while others employed the Ynari to reform
them into new more dangerous forms.


These
had been sculpted. He looked at a body closely. Garthian's normally weren't an
off white with purple raccoon bands on their body. They had tridactyl hands of
course, two stubby thumbs and a meter long scythe index finger. The finger
blade was deadly.


There
was a classic big raptor claw on the index toe matching the index finger claw
on the hand. The body was well muscled, with spines and tentacles on its flanks
and rear.


It
had a short stubby tail and hunched over appearance. The knees, flanks, elbows,
shoulders, and muzzle was calluses and be speckled with parasites similar to
Terran barnacles. The front lip was split over two fangs.


Two
eyes, the usual sunken ears... Not much different than a stock... no wait. His
toe touched the forearm. He saw a hollow above the wrist. Interesting.


They
had organic spine launchers on their long forearms. Flex the clawed hand just
right and it shot a ten centimeter long spine dart. The dart was made out of
something like bone. He was hopeful that it didn't have any sort of poison in
it. From the look of the tip... He picked one up. No, no such luck. It was hollow.
Hypodermic. Great.


He
turned his head slightly to view the medic patching Derrick's leg. “Doc they
have a hollow in the darts. Expect a poison. Fast or slow. Most likely slow. A
neurotoxin of some sort. Possibly a paralegic.”


Mal
looked up and over to the admiral. He frowned. “You sure?”


Irons
held up the spine in his hand and pointed to the hollow tip. He went over to
the medic and showed him the dart with the light from his suit. Mal frowned and
looked at his patient. Derrick grimaced.


“There
is some signs of... I don't know, necrosis in the tissue but I'm not sure. I
thought it was due to exposure to the atmosphere in here.”


“I
doubt it. Not this quickly,” Irons said. He could feel Proteus direct nanites
into the dart. After a moment the AI had the answer for him and projected it
onto his HUD. “According to Proteus it's a complex neurotoxin and slow acting
paralegic. There is some necrotic toxin in it too boot.”


Mal
scowled. “Lovely. Why slow acting?”


“Garthian's
love to hunt. Killing the prey to quickly is against their religion. They like
long drawn out hunts.”


Mal's
face worked, as did everyone else nearby as they heard that over the radio.
Yvonne bit her lip.


“So
we're in for more of them?” Savo asked.


“Probably,”
Irons said.


“I'd
say that's a definite,” Barry said over the radio link. “Why you may ask? Cause
we've got some parked outside our door trying to get in right now. You wanna
hurry it up over there?” he demanded.


“We're
on it Barry,” Irons said turning back to the path.


“Should
we split up?” Yvonne asked, helping Xander to his feet. The man limped and was
slow but he could walk under his own power. Derrick apparently could too.
Xander hadn't been injured; he'd just tripped over his own two feet during the
attack and twisted an ankle. That was a relief.


“No,”
Irons said. “Defeat in detail,” he said. “There is safety in numbers. Old herd
mentality. Circle defense.”


“We're
on it,” Savo growled. “But I ain't going to be any damn raptor's hamburger so
let's get the hell out of here. Fast.”


 


Finally
they worked their way around a detour to get to Barry's trapped team. Yvonne
rushed in past the admiral just as they chased off the last Dilgarth. 


“We're
here! Stay calm, we'll be with you in a minute!” Yvonne said. “Art are you
okay?” she demanded.


“I'm
fine sis,” Art replied testily and then the lock turned unexpectedly. Irons
spotted motion off to his left on his HUD and turned. There were a pair of
Dilgarth at the corner, they had stopped and returned while he had finished off
their pack mates. He turned to engage them but it is already too late, they
were firing darts.


Art
opened the door in time to get his helmet and throat pierced by a spine. Yvonne
stared in shock for a moment as Art started to crumple. She started screaming
no, shaking her head in anguish. She rushed forward, trying to hold him as he
slumped into her arms. She took his helmet off as he gurgled, looking up at her
helplessly. His hand reached for her face and then fell as if his body suddenly
lost its puppet strings. His eyes rolled back. Her vision swam as tears fill
her eyes and drop onto her visor.


“Medic!
Mal get your ass over here!” She screamed rocking her son and clutching at him.


“Just
a sec, let me patch this,” the medic called, putting a clamp onto a bleeder.
Somehow in the confusion Kyle had taken a hit in the abdomen. He looked up at
her and then to Art and his face tightened. The look of helplessness on
Yvonne's face was too much to bare. He looked down at his patient and then back
to her.


“Go
doc,” Kyle told him through the biting pain. His hand shifted to cover the
wound. When it did the clamp failed and blood squirted anew. He gasped in shock
and surprise.


The
blood hit Mal as he started to get up. Immediately he turned. “Damn it!” He
said turning back to the patient in front of him.


Irons
looked from one to the other. The medic is busy and had made the triage call.
But there had to be something that could be done. He could see Yvonne rocking
the red haired boy, crying softly over the team push. Most of the team were looking
around helplessly, not sure what if anything they could do. The boy's readings
were fading fast.


“Mal!”
Yvonne cried. “Do something! Someone!” Yvonne's anguish is heart breaking. He
had to do something. He looked at Mal. The medic was up to his elbows in blood.
His face was set. He was making the hard call. Savo darted a look at the boy,
so did Teela. Teela turned away, eyes stinging. She should have been the one to
open the door, not the boy. She'd told the kid to wait but he hadn't listened.
Damn it. Damn the luck, she thought. She grimly turned to watch for more
attackers, turning her back on the drama unfolding. She was actually hoping
something would attack so she'd have something to kill.


Irons
pushed Yvonne away. She tried to push him back but he reached in with his right
hand. He pulled her hand gently away and then wrapped his hand around Art's
throat. She clawed at his hand but he ignored it. “Proteus do it,” he growled.


“I...
I'm not sure what to do,” Proteus said. “I am not a medical AI admiral. I keep
telling you I'm not programmed for this!” Despite the protests the admiral
could feel nanites moving to his hand and fingertips.


“Same
as an engineering repair just with organic components. Pretend it's a broken
water line. Patch the blood vessels. Do your best. Use plastic to sheath them
if you have to. Something to keep the blood flowing to the brain. Do that now,
then his air way,” the admiral ordered. If they could keep the brain alive...


“Understood
admiral,” Proteus replied. Nanites flowed through Irons. His hand morphed
around the boy's neck sealing it.


Yvonne
stared at the hand, her right bloodied glove going to her mouth but stopped by
her helmet. It left a red smear on the plastic. Art gasped, trying to breathe.
Irons focused on Proteus's work, tuning out the exterior world... It's rough
and crude, the AI wasn't a medical AI. Proteus patched the blood vessels and
the wind pipe and then withdrew.


Art
gasped, still breathing as the admiral withdrew his hand. The spine fell away.
Yvonne looked at it and then her son. Art is still breathing, eyes closed. She
can see his abdomen moving. His fingers curl. She looked at Irons in raw
appeal. “Is he going to live?” she demanded, ashen. Mal and the others turned
in surprise.


“He's
in rough spot. I've done what I can. We need to get him to the infirmary stat,”
he said grimly. He knew the kid would be lucky to live much longer. He had lost
a great deal of blood and there was also the shock and the threat of blood
clots to consider.


“My
bird is closest,” Barry said. He was holding a spine in his leg. Irons looked
it over. “Think you can do that to me?” he asked hopefully. Al was propping
himself up, injured as well. Teela was hovering beside him.

“I don't know. But if I don't you'll slow us down,” Irons said. He reached over
and let Proteus go to work.


When
the admiral was finished he grunted. “The best I can do is meatball surgery.
Stop the bleeding. You need to get to the doctor.”


“Don't
I know it,” Barry gasped. “Damn couldn't do anything for the pain?” he asked.


“You
want me to disconnect your nerves in your leg?” the admiral demanded. The
poisons were gone but there was still damage.


“Um,
no, I might need them,” Barry grunted.


“Thought
so,” Irons straightened. He looked at the medic. 


“We've
got the others admiral, they are stable,” Mal said, checking Art over.
Unfortunately he was out of blood.


“All
right. Let's get them mobile then. Rig a stretcher. Five minutes and then we
move out. Someone find Barry a crutch.”


“I've
got an idea on that,” Savo said looking up and over to Irons and the knot of
people around Art. “Think we can find a hover pallet?” he asked. Irons slowly
smiled.


 


They
used the generator to power a cargo pallet. Irons was their best deterrent, his
presence made the alien raptors flee in abject terror. They loaded up the
pallet with the wounded and gear and moved off, Gus pushed it down the
companionway as fast as his short legs allowed. Irons cautioned him to not push
too fast or he'd lose control. Gus had a few steering issues at corners making
even Barry wince as he held on for dear life.


Unfortunately
the medic had run out of saline and plasma treating the other wounded before
Art. He would have to make due until they got to the shuttle, that was all
there was to it. Irons grimaced when he heard the news. He couldn't do any
more, he had to be on the lookout for the predators and besides, nanites had to
have something to go off of. His body was being stripped of water as it was.
Each time he fired his plasma weapon the nanites had to strip apart water
molecules to replace the hydrogen for the next shot. At this rate he was going
to be as dehydrated as some of the others. He'd already drained his suit's
water supply.


“Okay,
definitely going to be a while before I hand over the keys to one of my
shuttles at this rate kid,” Barry called out as he nearly toppled off the
pallet.


“Sorry!”
Gus called back. There was a clatter and a loud “Oops!” followed by cussing.
Irons sighed as they called a halt.


He
doesn't like it that they were so strung out, but some people like Barry could
barely keep up.
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Get
the kid and other wounded back to the shuttle to go to the infirmary, that was
the plan anyway the admiral thought as they moved. Yvonne held the boy's hand
the entire way. She constantly reassured the boy he'll be okay. Irons wasn't so
sure. He had lost a lot of blood and taken considerable damage. He'd be lucky
if his heart and organs didn't collapse and shut down.


They
reached the dock where Barry had parked his ride without further incident a
half hour after the rescue.


Irons
stayed to get back to his shuttle. The captain detailed a crew to stay with him
to recover the dead before the aliens managed to find and eat the bodies. Savo
wasn't happy but he volunteered to stick with the admiral. Teela did as well.
Art wanted to as well but the admiral shook his head no. He needed to stay
mobile. A wounded man would slow them down.


 


Gus
took the copilot seat since Barry's copilot had been killed in the initial
attack. On their way to the Kiev the boy passed out again and flat lined. They
made a mad headlong dash for the ship, hearing the medic frantically work to
save the kid behind them. Yvonne's sobs had Gus biting his lip, tears pricking
his eyes.


“We're
coming in hot! Prep for wounded!” Barry snarled into the radio, not bothering
to look over his shoulder like Gus was doing. He needed to focus on the task at
hand. Engine two was kicking again, just enough to make things interesting for
him. He really wished its timing could have been better. But then again it was
pretty much par for the course whatever the hell that meant. They had had a
louse ass day.


“Kid
you want to help them focus on the shuttle and flying,” he told Gus tightly
glancing at Gus when the kid didn't turn back to his job. “That's how we can
contribute. Get them there as fast and as safely as we can.”


“Shuttle
two, you're coming in too fast,” Kiev's pri-fly said. “Ease up.”


“I
said we're coming in hot didn't I?” Barry demanded over the radio. “Just clear
the bay and be ready to drop the doors. In fact have them moving down before we
get in.”


“Before?
Barry are you nuts?” the Veraxin demanded.


“We'll
be fine control. You worry about having the people ready. I'll worry about the
timing. Shuttle two out.”


Gus
watched in awe as Barry used the RCS to flip the bird onto its side in a skew
turn. He overshot or so Gus thought. Then the main engines burped, just long
enough to arrest some of their headlong motion. They slipped under the doors as
the RCS burped, kicking them back in at the right angle. The RCS burped back
and forth, stabilizing them.


“Gear
down?” Barry asked looking at the kid out of the corner of his eye.


“Ah...”
Gus reached out and flipped the toggles. The light went from red to green.
“Down now.” He hit another switch. “And locked.”


Barry
shook the yoke and then nodded. “Good enough. Landing,” he said touching down.


They
landed as close to the hatch as possible. He watched the bay doors close at an
agonizingly slow pace. He looked back as they sealed.


“Doors
shut. Atmo coming in,” Control said. “Good landing Boss. Nice.”


“Wilcox,”
Barry said tightly as his eyes turned to look past Gus to the door. “Come on,
open already...” he muttered. He looked over his shoulder to the medic Mal
doing CPR on the kid and then back to the door. He wasn't sure if they were
going to make it. It didn't look good.


The
door finally opened and is swarming with medics before the shuttle hatch
finished opening. Doc tried to save Art but he'd bled too much. His heart had
collapsed from the loss of blood on the trip over. More blood and fluids had
worked their way into his lungs. One look at the readings made her flinch. “I'm
sorry Yvonne,” she said looking at the assistant engineer. The boy was flat
line, body and brain. Some of the clotted blood and air must have reached his
brain and caused multiple embolisms. There was nothing she could do.


Yvonne
collapsed in tears. Barry stroked her back as she cried clutching him. “I'm so
sorry. So so sorry,” he said, holding her gently. His own eyes stung. She
nodded, burying her face into his shoulder. Somehow during the race back she'd
taken her helmet off.


“So
much for quarantine,” Doc muttered looking at them. She shook her lip and then
returned to the other wounded. A pair of orderlies moved Art's body off to the
side and placed his hands across his chest. They covered the body with a body
bag and then turned to other duties.


The
doctor was busy with all the other wounded. She has to focus on the living and
let the dead lay for now, not even sparing Art's body a sidelong glance. There
will be time for grieving later, she told herself as her hands flashed and
moved. 


Ezri
tried to comfort Yvonne, rubbing her shoulder. She nodded. “At least I got to
say goodbye. That's more than mom and dad could do,” she said wiping her tears.
Barry wrapped an arm around her and then flinched as the nurse knelt to tend to
his leg. 


“Easy
there,” he said looking down. “Damn,” he gasped as she pulled at the ripped
suit to get a better look.


Yvonne
woke out of her grief as she felt concern about Barry. She helped the nurse get
him to the infirmary on a cargo pallet, following along behind the litters and
gurneys the other orderlies and nurses were pushing. She spared a backwards
glance to her son's body and then closed her eyes as Barry gripped her hand
tighter. She knew her friends had done everything they could to save her son.
She had to be at peace with it, had to, she thought.


 


Irons
and his remaining team recovered the dead. They used the cargo pallet, making
it much easier. They were wary of ambushes as they moved but it appeared that
the aliens were more afraid of Irons than the rest of them were of the aliens.
Irons could see them on his HUD, just out of reach. He looked over his shoulder
to see them returning in the shadows as the light from their spot light fades.
He was tempted to fire, to kill as many of the bastards as he could but held
his fire. He might need it later he reasoned. The raptors paused at their own
dead. He's tempted to kill them again but refused. He let them feed on their
own dead while they made good on their escape.


It
took an hour, a long agonizing fear fraught hour, but they managed to work
their through the maze to get to his shuttle. Inside he sat in the pilot's seat
and got ready to undock but Sprite received a weak radio signal. His hands
froze when she played it back. “Help us. Please!” The weird whispery voice said
over and over. 


“Echo
man, ghost,” Savo said looking up and then out through the launch's cockpit
windows.  “Let's just get the hell out of here man,” he said waving to the
outer darkness.


“Ghost
in the machine you mean. I'm getting data with it. Admiral that's current.
There is some data here... it boils down to someone knows we are here. It has
our dock registry number,” Sprite said.


“It's
a trap. Another one to lure us in. Get us killed,” Savo said firmly. His simian
hand gripped the back of the admiral's seat. “Come on man, let's blow this
popsicle stand,” he urged as he growled. His fur was perpetually on end, his
canines bared. He like a lot of them was on the ragged edge, ready to get back
to safety and sanity.


Irons
looked over his shoulder. “You don't even know what a popsicle stand is.”


“So?
Still need to get the hell out while the getting's good.”


“We
will,” Irons said coming to a decision. He had a plan now, one he was pretty
sure everyone wouldn't like. But one he was going to follow through on. One
step at a time though. First it was time to get the others out of danger.


“We
will?” Sprite asked, clearly surprised. “Admiral a signal of distress...”


“Could
indeed be true, or a ruse. Either way we have a duty to perform. But we will be
back,” he said, taking the controls as the shuttle powered up.


“I'm...
admiral the lock refuses to unlock. We're tethered,” Sprite said.


“Use
the arm. Push us away,” he ordered.


“I
can't. We're stuck,” she reported. “The docking clamps refuse to budge.”


“Damn
it...”


“Something's
locked the shuttle in place. They are locking us down so we can't leave,”
Sprite said.


“You're
sure it's enemy action?” the admiral demanded. He wasn't so sure. The station
was old after all, it could be a coincidence.


“I
am now. Something is fighting me in here. More than one,” she said. “I'm being
pushed out of the docking interface. They keep trying to breach the shuttle's
firewall.”


“Sever
communications. Cut the ODN to the station,” the admiral immediately ordered.


“Done
and done. We are still stuck though,” Sprite said after a second.


“Not
for long,” Irons growled getting out of his seat.


“What
are you going to do?” Sprite asked.


“Cut
us free. The hard way if I have to,” he said.


“You're
not going to pull us free?” Savo asked.


“If
I did that we'd rip the shuttle's airlock apart and half the side of my ship.
No, there is another way,” Irons said. He headed for the lock.


“What?”


“Cut
the damn locks,” Irons said turning as the hatch closed behind him. He raised
his right hand and sent a signal converting it to torch.


 


When
Irons went to the lock he noted people on the other side of the window. He
looked, peering through the glass. They were looking back at him. He spotted
Terrans, Neos, Veraxin, and other species. They look wild, lord of the flies
feral. Some have bladed weapons made out of pieces of metal; others have blades
made out of bone or Dilgarth claws.


They
were fierce, eyes wild and predatory. They were dressed in rags and improvised
armor. He wasn't about to get mixed up with them just now. He puts his hand to
the lock and listened in. They were talking about rushing the shuttle if they
can get the lock open. Someone on the other side was tinkering with the lock
controls, trying to short the thing. That's it then. Time for plan B he
decided.


He
exited out the top hatch and cut the clamps away. It's a fraught filled race,
he's aware that they could beat him if he's unlucky. Of course they couldn't
get into the shuttle through its lock though. Sprite used the arm to push the
shuttle away from the station. He watched the pieces of clamps drift away and
the rage in the window of the airlock. But with rage was despair he realized as
he paused watching the faces work. Yes, yes indeed he'd be back.


 


It
is a quiet twenty minute flight time back to Kiev. The living and the dead had
little to say to one another. Irons looked over his shoulder to the dead under
blankets on floor. He glanced back to the grim faces of exhausted people around
them. One of the guys is rocking, another clutched at his rifle as if his life
depended on it. He returned his attention to the task at hand. He landed in the
ship and watched as they unloaded the dead. One hand rested on the ceiling
hatch combing. He wasn't ready to leave. He can feel his anger cool into deadly
decision and purpose. The plan he'd been toying with gelled into grim purpose.


When
the last body is unloaded he returned to the ship. Savo spotted him as the
hatch closed and the stairs retract. “Admiral what are you doing?” he called
out.


“Finishing
it,” Irons growled. He went to the cockpit. He received a surprised clearance
and left the ship before anyone could object or think about what he's really
doing.


The
bridge crew thought he was going to check on the team out on the hull he
realized. Instead he headed back to the station. When the course change
registered he received a call asking why. He shut the radio off surprising Sprite.
That was entirely unlike the admiral she knew, he was a stickler for safety
protocol.


Sprite
sensed his foul mood from his bio readings. She was pretty sure he was
thoroughly pissed. His BP was highly elevated and he was showing every sign of
a tantrum. The way he was grinding his teeth together wasn't a good sign.
Something rare for him. He was long overdue for one though. “So um... what are
we doing?” she asked cautiously half way back to the station.


He
growled sub vocally and then his jaw clenched. “What does it look like?” he
finally snarled. “We're going to finish this.” His rumble had an echo of
thunder of old. In it there was just the hint of mayhem and clashing steel.
Yes, definitely a tantrum, Sprite concluded. An epic one from the sound of it.


She
had to try to head it off, it was her duty. He needed a clear head to watch out
for whatever he was getting into. “Admiral...”


“Don't
give me any shit Commander. I'm not in the mood,” he snarled. “Take the
controls. I'm going to suit up.” He flicked a finger to the auto pilot and rose
fast.

“Aren't you um...”


He
went back and yanked open the locker with the antique armor in it. He'd only
had an hour or so to play with it, just long enough to see that it had been
stripped a long long time ago. Which was just as well. It was an antique even
in his day, over nine centuries ago it might have been something... but now it
belonged in a museum. Time to change that.


“Proteus,”
Irons said, pulling the armor out. It didn't have a power source of course, no
actuators, no sensors, but he could fix that.


“Yes
Admiral?”


“Initiate
program Ironman mark one,” he said stepping into the boots. The good thing
about the armor was that it was designed to go over a space suit or in his case
a skin suit. He wasn't sure why an army ranger needed that ability, but now it
was good. The armor was about to become appliqué armor.


“Initializing
program. Admiral...”


“Use
the damn nanites. We're going to do this before we get to the station,” Irons
ordered, picking up a gauntlet and putting it on. 


The
three AI consulted for a microsecond on the best course of action. Finally they
agreed and initiated the program.


What
Irons was doing was bonding the armor to his suit and making changes to it
through the use of his nanites. He picked up the generator and strapped it on
and then plugged into the shuttle. He could feel power from the shuttle flowing
into the generator, recharging it.


“You
are going to be crude admiral.”


He
flexed his left gauntlet. “Crude and powerful. Just as long as it does the
job,” he agreed grimly.


“Oh
I'd say so. Walking tank compared to the unarmored Dilgarth,” Sprite said
dryly. “Overkill.”


“Their
loss,” Irons said with a growl. He kept bolting parts on. “My gain. Besides
they have numbers on their side. If they come at me enough it could get
interesting. In fact I'm going to look forward to it,” he snarled with a feral
smile.


“So
what is the plan?” she asked. “I assume there is one,” she said dryly.


“We
go in to a different docking port as close to central admin as we can; we
neutralize any resistance and then secure the admin controls. If anyone gets in
my way they become a wet stain,” Irons said coldly as the generator whined.


“A
marine plan,” Sprite replied.


“Whatever
works,” Irons replied firmly as he plugged cables in. “If I had a battle
cruiser or a fleet I'd use that. If I had a platoon of marines I'd use them. I
don't. You use the tools you've got,” he said working. “KISS.”


While
he was taking Proteus had applied the Ironman one mods to the armor pieces the
admiral had attached to his suit and integrated them into the suit itself. By
pulling material from the armor and suit the AI could wire them together.


“Admiral,
please access the replicator. I need more raw material and additional nanites.
Be advised that I will drain the tank of nanites,” Proteus asked.


“I
don't give a shit, so sure,” Irons said, walking over and lifting the lid of
the replicator. “Drain the whole damn thing. We'll make more.” He watched a blue
stream of nanites go in and then out. They were like ants. To a normal human
they wouldn't have been seen at all of course. He could feel the suit coming
alive around him. Good.


 


He
blasted his way into the station. There wasn't any finesse about it, he just
found a nice view port as close to the center as he could and rammed the
shuttle in. The shuttle's shields shrugged off the debris, letting anything
knocked loose to drift off into the black void. He'd briefly considered docking
but had thought about it over the last two minutes and decided on this
approach. This way no one could fracking play games with him. He was through
playing games.


He
climbed out of the shuttle and moved fast as things drifted around him. He
blasted through the closed apartment door and kept going.


When
he ran into a significant obstacle he used plasma weapons and or breaching
charges to blow a hole and then walked in or through the mess as the atmosphere
rushed out into the void. His energy shields shrugged off the shrapnel. This
simple and direct strategy isolated him from the Dilgarth and other hostiles
while clearing a path and safeguarding his shuttle behind him. But it forced
him to create an airlock when he wanted to be in an atmospheric room. There is
no point blowing the entire station, he just wanted to keep the fleas and ticks
off his back for as long as possible.


He
still ran into resistance, at first from people or Dilgarth he assumed, then
from the station itself. Hatches were closing and locking ahead of him. Some of
it is because of the hull breach, but most likely he tripped some sort of
security system. Something or someone was throwing roadblocks at him now.


Any
resistance was put down hard and fast. “Isn't this well, a little overkill for
you admiral?” Sprite asked as a plasma bolt tore a bot apart. The organic
sentients had been cowed by his display and quickly quit the area. Now whoever
was trying to stop him had started using bots.


“Overkill?
No, I think it's about right,” Irons snarled. “Got a problem with me defending
myself all of a sudden commander?” he asked, blowing an alien away with a
shotgun blast from the armored gauntlet on his left arm. He'd seen the damn
raptor on his HUD hiding behind a crate. You'd think the Dilgarth would have
realized by now that going up against him at all was a losing battle.
Apparently this was a different pack or something.


“Since
I'm in the body in question, no not really,” Sprite said. “But I do question
your mindset and your motives. And your plan well... stinks. It needs work. It
isn't you admiral.”


“Simple,
direct, and to the point. The best plans sometimes are. Rule one of an engineer
Sprite, if it doesn't work, use a hammer. If it still doesn't work your not
using a big enough hammer,” he said slamming a gauntlet fist into an armored
door. The shock of the impact made a loud thunderous bang. Puffs of dirt and
dust danced around the door. It vibrated and dented but held. Three more hits
and it still held. He stepped back and kicked it. Hard. The door crumpled
inward. He used his hands to wedge them in and then pull the door halves apart
far enough so he could climb in.


“You
aren't even bothering to hack the doors admiral?” Sprite asked. He was in an
anteroom less than two hundred meters from central admin and the computer core
now. He looked around, scanning with his energy enhanced senses. Or cores he
thought reading the reports as they came in, he wasn't really sure what he was
going to find in the other room. It was Faraday shielded for some reason.


“Just
getting some mad out Commander,” Irons said. Most of the resistance had faded.
He still had the occasional suicidal alien or bot, but they were now passing
the word that crossing him was a terminal decision. 


“Admiral...
it's not their fault things are they way they are...”


“Oh
no?” He looked up furious. “Whose fault is it? Can you tell me that? Mine?
I was asleep damn it. I did what I could. I damn well know I couldn't have done
anything in stasis. No, you ain't layin that on me. So, whose fault is it
commander?”


“I
think you have the answer for yourself.”


“You're
damn right I do. The people,” he snarled. His nostrils dilated in rage. He
turned and paced for a moment. “You think I don't see it? They could have done
something afterward. Anything. You think they just what? All died out? All the
people who know how things work? How to fix them? Build others? Yeah we used replicators
but we had other technology! You can't wipe out a civilization completely?
Spirit of space knows we've tried it on ourselves often enough! What the frack
were they doing? No one taught their kids what to do??? No theory, no
foundation! It's like apathy set in and no one gives a damn anymore! Oh well,
we can't fix it, might as well just live with it. Oh well, someone else will
come along and save us.” He threw his hands up in mock disgust.


“And
look at me, running around trying to save them like some stupid hero. Do I get
any thanks? Precious little! Usually it's a kick in the teeth and a go along we
don't want you interfering with us anymore! Remember Pyrax? Hell, Destiny?
Kiev? And here we are on a fracked up station. And damn it is a fracked
up station. And why is that?” he demanded sarcastically throwing his hands up
in the air. 


“The
people trying to kill us had parents. Those parents could have done
something about the fracken situation. It's instinctive of most parents, to
want the next generation to have it better than they did. To make it
easier on them. They did nothing!” he screamed, bellowing it out and balling
his fists. He lashed out and smashed a cabinet into ruin. “Not a damn
thing! They let this station die around them a little at a time. They
let it die! They left their kids to wallow in the dark, to play Lord of the
flies! What the hell was wrong with them???!”


“Sometimes
I ask that question myself,” a new voice asked behind him. Irons turned, angry.
He was now angry with himself for not noticing the new person. Then the lack of
a heat signature on his HUD made him pause.


The
man was there, a woman was hiding behind him. He realized at once it was a
holographic projection. They were both dressed in formal green business suits.
Their images glowed slightly in the dark. “We obviously screwed up. We know.
I've known for centuries. Spirit of space I've known. And yes, I could have
done something about it. I didn't. That's on me.” His eyes closed for a long
moment. The woman reached out and tucked her hand into his and gave it a
squeeze.


“You
are an AI?” Irons asked. That didn't feel right. They reeked of old, of age and
something else. Ancient. Ancient and lost.


“No.
I'm a cyber,” the man said. He looked in his prime but there was something about
his eyes. Something old. Old and tired. His image was ghost like, ethereal. The
projector was barely functional. There was also something about the image that
was off, the details weren't there. There were no folds, no creases in the
virtual cloth; the hair was more like a hair helmet. That was odd.


“My
wife and I have been in this station net trying to keep it together for the
past seven hundred years. Until you showed up we had given up trying to do
anything beyond staying alive.”


“Worried
I'll shut it all down?” Irons asked. He was near the admin complex it would be
dead easy for him. All he needed to do is get in there and he could purge the
entire system and take control with his implants. The cybers added a new
complexity to the already convoluted situation.


He
wasn't on board with cybers. Oh he jacked in to a system of course, but to
permanently jack in? To give up your body to become a meat AI? Living in a
cyber world? Dependent on a machine to keep him alive? That argument always had
him going in circles. To be a spacer you had to be dependent on a computer to
manage your habitat. And he was a cyborg; he had to have artificial implants to
stay alive... but to do it like that? Give up a sense of touch, taste, smell...
all physical contact with your friends and family? Give up eating a steak? Sure
a virtual one tasted okay... but it still wasn't the same. He couldn't wrap his
head around that sort of dedication or insanity whichever it was. He was just
glad that the military had never allowed it. At least not in wide spread
practice.


“It's
a thought. And sometimes I think you should. We deserve it. We've just sat
here. Trying to...” he shook his head. His image wavered.


 


The
pair talked with Irons for several minutes. Eventually they introduced themselves,
Sid Berkheart and Emily Berkheart. They were permanently hooked up to the
station's computer net. They were old, very old and barely sane he realized.
There were eighteen sane cybers and three sane AI in the system. They relied on
the solar panels for power. There were about a hundred or more other people on
the station divided into three tribes and about sixty surviving Dilgarth.


The
cybers have built their own virtual world when the station had been in its
prime. They had retreated into it during the fall, only venturing out when they
had to do something. Some have gone insane over the years. Four cybers and one
smart AI were insane and homicidal. Two other cybers had retreated from the
others, they no longer communicated with them. The smart AI is rampant, usually
sulking and it only became active to defend the insane cybers when they were in
trouble.


“Lovely,”
Sprite said. “That explains the lock out.”


“No,
we thought you were him,” Sid said tiredly. Apparently the first time they had
docked the other cybers had been slow in noticing their arrival. It wasn't
until the admiral had fired off his plasma weapon did they know that something
interesting was going on in the real world. When they had escaped the cybers
had retreated into renewed apathy. That was until he'd barged in and torn the
place apart. Now the cybers were terrified of him.


“Oh.”


None
of the remaining sane cybers were programmers. The husband and wife talking
with him were human resource managers. They had managed to slice off parts of
the net from the insane cybers and AI. The AI Draco was an engineering AI; it
had been responsible for a lot of the day to day managing of the stations
systems so it had control of most of the station. Fortunately it seemed to
ignore them as long as they stayed in their virtual world. That had forced them
into a sort of isolation which had deepened their depression and paranoia.


The
other cybers had been a different story. A large part of the damage and
destruction in the station had been at their hands. They had tormented the
survivors in the station, haunting them and killing any that they could. The
station was falling apart faster now, past the point of sustainability for the
net.


“Why
didn't you send a bot in and kill them? Just walk in and smash their feeding
tubes?” Irons demanded when he heard the story. It was enough to turn his
stomach. The insane cybers had been allowed the run of the net for too long,
killing hundreds of people over the years. Cyber serial killers. They had to be
stopped.


“They...
admiral they are our friends. Or were. Could you do that?” Emily asked, hand
going over her husband's arm.


The
admiral's eyes narrowed. It was a deceptively easy question to answer. They
just weren't prepared to make the hard decisions. That explained part of why
they were in such a situation in the first place. He wondered how and why they
could have become senior managers of a station this size by avoiding the hard
decisions. “Could I sit back and watch a friend go insane and take everything
they and I had built down around me? Watch them go on a killing spree for how
long? No. I would make the hard decision. Living with the decision,” Irons
looked away in pain. “That would be hard.”


“That
makes you different than us I guess,” Sid said sadly. “We... all of us are
pacifists admiral. We can't, we won't kill. No. Not now, not ever.”


“Your
friends can though.”


“Yes.
We... we try to limit the damage.”


“I'd
say killing someone is sort of hard to undo,” Sprite said dryly. “I sensed a
powerful AI in the net just now as well.” Now that they were introduced the
Berkhearts had opened a port for Sprite to access what remained of the
station's net. She was poking around as they talked.


Sid
nodded. “There are several AI in the system as well. One of which went rampant
and is allied with the insane cybers. I guess you could say we have a civil
cold war going on in here. Unfortunately the computer core is failing so...”
The man shrugged helplessly.


“I
wish we had engineers. No one does,” Emily said sadly.


“Which
makes me wonder why,” Irons said. It didn't make sense that all the engineers
died out. Not without passing something along to the next generation.
And what about the engineers and techs on this station? Surely they could have
kept it up and running!


Sid
sighed, shoulders slumping. His image flickered as his virtual eyes closed. “We
lost ours in the accidents. And over the years they just sort of gave up. They
tried to keep the station up but all the problems got ahead of them.”


“And
we the council made mistakes. We should have listened to them. We should have
swallowed our pride and sent a shuttle to the planet for help. We didn't and
we've paid the price,” Emily admitted.


“I'd
say the people on this station did that for you,” Irons said.


“True.
But there we are. It's hopeless without an engineer. Perhaps you are doing us a
service by killing us. Ending our misery.”


“I
am an engineer,” Irons said.


“I
thought you were a marine?” The wife asked surprised. “You act and dress like
one,” she said. She first indicated the destruction Irons had caused and then
his armored suit.


The
admiral looked down at the suit. They really were pacifists and pathetic in
engineering if they thought this improvised suit was marine issue. “What this?
Easily fixed. The suit? No, it's something I had on hand. It's actually army
issue that I adapted,” he explained.


“Oh.
I was sure you were a marine.” She looked at her husband uncertainty.


“No,
hardly,” Irons laughed. “I know the first rule of ground combat as far as the
navy is concerned, send in the marines. In this case I didn't have any to send.
My name is John Henry Irons. Fleet admiral of the Federation Navy.” He
straightened to attention.


“Accessing...”
The man looked left and right and then his eyes widened. “Are you...”


“Where
are you getting the information?” Sprite asked.


“News
archive. That still doesn't answer my question,” Sid said.


Irons
nodded. “Yes I am that Irons. I was lost in a stasis survival pod up
until a few years ago. I've been bumming around the sector trying to restore
order and generally running into trouble.”


“Which
we have here. I thought... according to this you are an engineering
admiral,” the man said sounding excited for the first time since they met. For
the first time in apparently a long time. “But you were destroying...”


“I
lost people,” the admiral said tightly, eyes glittering.


“He
sort of lost perspective,” Sprite said as way of explanation. Irons grimaced.
The AI was right. Sort of.


“No,
I decided the shortest path in is brute force. It's the only thing the
degenerates apparently understand and respect. Fear is a great motivator to
stay the hell out of my way. Which makes me wonder, if you are in here, why
aren't you helping them?”


“We
do,” the wife said. She looked uncomfortable.


“We
try to you mean,” her husband said with a sigh. “If they see or hear us
they run. The holograms I mean. They think we're ghosts.” His image flickered
again.


“Ghosts
in the machine,” Irons said with a nod. “I can relate.”


“We
do not have many projectors in the station. They tend to avoid the areas where
we can talk,” Emily replied frowning. “The others, the insane ones, they drove
them away. Terrified them.”


“They
are savages,” a Chinese male said. The two cybers turned as an Asian male and
female were projected. The quality of the projection of all of them noticeably
degraded however. Irons grimaced. The Chinese couple were dressed in
conservative Chinese mandarin outfits. Brown suits, with white hair. The male
had a flowing white beard and hair. The woman's white hair was done up in a bun
held there by a pin or some other object. For some reason their images seemed
better than the Berkhearts. He was surprised by their appearance.


“Uneducated.
They refuse to be educated. They need to be eradicated or relocated. Savages,”
Fu said stroking his beard.


“They
are people. Fallen people. We can help them if they would let us,” Emily said,
turning on Fu.


“Which
they won’t.”


“Whoa.
Just a sec. I'm getting a vibe that this is an old and well worn argument,”
Irons said holding up a hand. So much for pacifists. Fu didn't appear the type.
“One I've apparently missed. I thought this station didn't have food for so
many. I mean two or three hundred people? That you know of?”


“The
Dilgarth prey upon the others,” the mandarin said. He flicked his hand as if it
didn't matter.


“Ah.
I bet they eat vermin as well,” the admiral replied thoughtfully.


“They
are all vermin,” the mandarin said. Irons saw holographic eyes floating around
him. Apparently the other cybers were checking in now. He wasn't sure if it was
out of maudlin curiosity or what. Maybe the Berkhearts had called them? Or
perhaps they had been there all along hiding, watching, and waiting to see his
reaction?


“They
were people once. They can be again if we can get through to them,” Emily said
softly. 


The
admiral nodded but shrugged. He was all for helping people if they would help
themselves. “Do they do anything for themselves? Farm? Repair things?” The
admiral asked.


Emily
shook her head sadly. “They have a large stockpile of preserved food. When...
admiral you have to understand. When we were isolated out here some of our
people went... mad.”


“I
see,” he replied thoughtfully. He had pretty much concluded that already.


“We
were also beset by pirates,” the mandarin said with a sneer. “Which you
should have kept at bay,” he said, turning an accusing eye on the admiral.


“I
was asleep at the time,” Irons said dryly. “You survived though.”


“Yes,
no thanks to the navy.”


“The
navy isn't what it once was. It was fighting the Xeno's remember? Most of
civilization has fallen. There are small pockets but they have degraded to
early steam powered industrial technology in most star systems. I'm not sure
why.”


“Which
is something we were debating about when you first came in,” Sprite interjected.


“An
AI?” The mandarin asked, eyes coolly studying the admiral.


“Commander
Sprite. Adjunct to the admiral. With me are Defender and Proteus. We are
Trinity.” Sprite's holo appeared beside the admiral. She was in full formal
uniform. Her cover was tucked under her right arm.


“Three
in one. Interesting,” the mandarin said hand coming out of the folds of his
robe to rub him chin and goatee once more. “In a human no less. Impressive feat
of engineering.”


“What
can I say? Milspec is the best there is,” Irons said with a satisfied shrug. It
was an old dig, civilians hated that difference.


“What
is your intention here admiral?” the mandarin finally asked.


“Secure
the station. Then decide from there. The people on the Kiev 221... The people
who came with me were hoping for salvage or a new home. I was considering
more.”


“More?”


“Rebuilding
the station,” the admiral replied. He looked around to the other sets of eyes.


“Impossible,”
the mandarin said, hand going into his sleeve once more. “This station is dying.”


The
admiral frowned. “It is repairable.”


“You've
done enough damage,” the mandarin said.


“I
am an engineer. We're good at both blowing stuff up and fixing or building
things,” Irons said looking at his path. “It's what we do,” he said. He reached
out to a broken holo projector with his right hand. A mental command sent
nanites into it. After a moment the nanites withdrew and the projector came to
life stabilizing their image somewhat.


“Can
you restart the core?” The woman asked hopefully.


“The
fusion core? On which reactor or all of them do you mean? Antimatter will take
too much effort. I bet you are out of antimatter anyway,” he said eying the
Berkhearts and then the others. The cybers and AI reluctantly nodded. “I can
probably get a fusion reactor up and running in as little as a week. Possibly
sooner if I have adequate support. Fuel is another issue though.”


“Impossible,”
the mandarin said again.


Irons
gave him a cool look. “I'm pretty good at doing what others think is
impossible. That's also a creed of the engineer. Doing the impossible. Miracle
workers.”


“Admiral,
will you help us?” A whispery voice asked. The other bodies had faded out until
their eyes just showed once more. It was a little creepy.


Irons
thought about it for a brief second. The answer was simple. The question was
how they would respond. “It's a quid pro quo situation. The question is
will you help me and help yourselves or get in my way?” he asked.


The
eyes looked at one another. “We can end this here and now if we wanted to do so,”
the mandarin said. “This station is ours, not a military installation. Leave.”
He made a brushing motion and then stroked his beard. Irons was pretty sure the
old man was all bluster. But apparently his words still carried a great deal of
weight with the others. He was some sort of leader.


“Are
you as insane as the others?” The Berkhearts demanded angrily. “What is wrong
with you? He's a fleet admiral. An engineering admiral.”


“Exactly.
With his help comes strings.”


“Of
course. I did say quid pro quo,” Irons said. He was laying that out right here
and now. He wanted them to go in eyes open. “Of course there could be salvage
rights but you are here so that's debatable. Or I could nationalize the
station. I'd prefer to work with you though.”


The
Chinese man's eyebrow lifted slightly as he looked at the others. “See? He
admits it.”


Irons
huffed for a second. “With any effort comes cost. Comes payment for services
rendered. Even humanitarian efforts like this one would be,” he waved to
indicate the station.


“And
what is the cost that you wish us to bear?”


“A
burden too much for old souls to bear I believe,” the mandarin said coldly,
straightening as he stared at Irons.


Irons
looked away, eyes off on the horizon. “To rebuild this station, the system, and
the Federation? Yes. On your own you can't do it. Be a beacon of hope for
civilization so it may finally come out of the dark ages into the light?
Possibly. Build the infrastructure needed to restart the navy? Quite possibly,
but you wouldn't be alone in that,” his voice had started quietly but had built
slowly.


Irons
turned. Where there had been four there were now two dozen or so. He nodded.
“But you are not alone. There are people here on this station. People who
wallow in the dark because they have not been educated, because they have not
been shown the light. They are ignorant, ignorant of their own potential. There
are people on Kiev who are willing to help. Who want to come here to
help rebuild this station. Who are interested in making it a home.” He
gestured to the outside and then turned.


“There
are people all over this war torn galaxy willing to learn. To grow. To rebuild
what once was. To stand up for what is right and to protect this and what
others are trying to do from those that would tear it down.”


“I've
met people like that. Commander Logan is doing his best in Pyrax right now. I
left him in charge of the navy there. He has thousands of people, hundreds of
engineers and a growing college to train people.”


“It
sounds like you don't need us then,” a voice in the back said quietly.


Irons
focused on the voice for a moment. There was uncertainty in the voice of
course. A hint of depression and of tired exhaustion. But there was a thread of
hope there too. He had to build on it. “We always need wisdom. Our place as
elders isn't to sit back and watch, it's to educate the next generation and
lead our society until it is our time to step aside and let them take up the
reins. Even then it is our job to keep an eye on them and help guide them as
they learn for themselves how life works.”


There
were unseen nodded in the audience. Irons nodded back. “I've rebuilt star
systems. I've gone into an empty system and left an entire shipyard and growing
orbital industry. I've helped terraform planets and I've had a hand in the
Stargate program and building a Dyson sphere. What has been done can be done
again. With your help,” he said looking at each of them in turn. “I know you
are old and tired. I know you feel like giving up. But for some reason you
still cling to life. Despite everything that has happened on this station here
you are.”


“Yes,
we are here. We few. Like rocks worn with age. Death is but a feather, Duty is
as heavy as a mountain,” the mandarin said.


The
admiral shot him an amused look before returning his attention to the group.
“Yes. You few. This station can support a hundred thousand or more correct?”
Irons asked. They made affirmative sounds.


“Kiev
has over four or five thousand excess people on it. Before we arrived in the
system they had talked about building another ship or station. Here you are,”
he indicated the station and looked around briefly. 


“What
can they do?”

“Anything they put their minds to if they are willing and make the effort,”
Irons replied. “I've spent months training them. They had a rudimentary
educational system in place. I just built off of that.”


“But
they don't have the keys! No one does!” a voice said, sounding despairing.


“There
are ways around them,” another said. “We've discussed it before.” One set of
eyes turned on another. “We just need power.”


“And
then there is me,” Irons said. They turned back to him. “I am a Federation
officer, a fleet admiral. An engineering fleet admiral. I have
the keys.” He tapped at his helmet. “I am the Rosetta stone. I can make
virtually anything with a replicator.”


The
group stared at him and then began to murmur amongst themselves. Irons watched,
listening, hands on his hips. From the sound of the chatter they were both
stunned and excited, but there was an undercurrent of disbelief and skepticism
as well. Also something he wasn't quite happy with, growing sense of
superiority over him. Finally they muted themselves to talk privately. They
faded out until only the first four remained.


“We
will do this,” the Berkheart's said nodding after a few minutes. There was a
new sparkle in their eyes, the hint of hope and challenge of a new day. Irons
nodded. He looked at the Chinese couple.


“We
do not oppose this. We are pacifists though admiral. We do not like building
weapons of war,” Yan Fu said.


“Then
I won’t ask you to do so unless it is to defend this station and system. If
possible you can make the tools that will in turn make ships and weapons
correct? Do you have any philosophical opposition to that?” Irons asked.


They
looked at each other. Finally the mandarin shrugged. “No,” he said with a bow.
“What others do with the tools is not a problem.”


“Remember,”
Irons rumbled. “A weapon is a tool. In the right hands it can do great good or
evil. It is not itself inherently evil.”


“You
speak of nanites,” the mandarin said.


“I
speak of any weapon system since man first picked up a rock and a stick. It is
how you use it that matters, not... never mind. We can debate philosophy later.
Right now we have work to do. I need to get into administration and start working
out a plan.”


“We
have a limited plan. And a few functional robots,” Sid said as the hatches
opened in front of him. Lights flickered and came on here and there in the
corridor before him.


“Then
let’s get started.”
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“What
the hell has been going on over there?” the captain demanded, pacing the deck
like a caged animal. He looked at the communications tech who hunched her
shoulders. The angry glare turned on Warner who shrugged.


“No
idea skipper. I guess we'll find out when he's ready to talk. Or when He wasn't
buried deep in the hull.”


“You
mean he may not be able to punch a signal through the hull?” Captain Chambers
demanded.


“It's
a possibility,” Warner mused, rubbing his chin. He'd started to grow a goatee.
He wasn't sure if he liked it or not. It was damn itchy. “He'd have just his
suit com and whatever his implants provide. He'll need a hell of a lot of power
to punch a signal through all that metal when he gets closer to the core of the
station.”


“Why
the core?” Hir'ruk asked.


“I
think he's heading to admin. That's what I'd do if I were in his boots anyway.
From there he'll take control.”


“Can
he?” The Veraxin asked, signaling uncertainty. “Is it possible?”


Warner's
lips twitched in a sour smile. “He's a Federation Fleet admiral. I think we'll
find just about anything is possible for him. He's got the replicator keys
after all. There is no telling what other keys he's got buried in his
implants.” Warner looked at the captain who sat in his chair with a huff.


“On
the good side we've got some repairs done while we're waiting. All the emitter
pods that were ready have been installed and tested. We're configuring them
now. It's slow though. The work crews have pulled the other emitter pods and
they are piling them up in the boat bay. I understand the chief has a work crew
scavenging them now.”


“Why
bother?” Hir'ruk asked.


“Well,
if she can get one or two more pairs up then she can mount them on the hull. I
understand both boats are out on the hull patching the leaks and rebuilding
some of our skin now,” Warner reported.


“Really?”
the captain asked. He hadn't really paid close attention to the repairs; his
entire attention had been focused on the drama on the station.


Warner
smiled again. “It's slow, but we're getting there. I think that industrial
replicator the admiral traded to us is getting a work out.”


The
captain nodded. “Good.”


“It's
hard because they have to pull the piece and bring it in to rework. That's
slowing progress to a crawl sometimes.”


“Tough.
We can't strip the ship bare of stores. We've got to have something to purchase
fuel with,” the captain growled.


“True,”
Warner said with a sigh. “I just wish we had more. The more I think about it
the more I like the idea of getting an asteroid. Or two. Or even a snow ball.”


“Really?”
The captain asked, turning to him with an uplifted eyebrow. “A snowball?”


“Sure,”
Warner said sitting back and picking up his coffee from his cup holder. “If we
find a good one we can process it and we won't need to buy fuel and lift it out
of the gravity well. I talked with my parents too. They suggested a fuel
station at one of the gas giants too.”


“That's
a little out of our league,” Hir'ruk said.


The
XO shook his head. “You'd be surprised. Most of the engineering isn't all that
difficult. Sure the power supply is an issue, but we can find a way around that
if we have to. Use a hydrogen fuel cell or something,” Warner replied.
“Unmanned we could have it making fuel while we're gone. Suck it dry when we're
back. Then service it and set it up for the next run.”


“And
it would be helium 3 and deuterium,” Esmay said, turning to view the other
officers. “Right?”


“Definitely,”
Warner said with a smile. “Which means more power for our reactor and far less
energy waste. Also less wear and tear on the systems.”


“I'll
think about it,” the captain rumbled, clearly off balance by the new concept.
“Do you have a proposal?”


“No,
but I can write one up while we're waiting,” Warner said with a smile.


The
captain nodded. “Do that. I might as well read it while we're just sitting
here,” the captain sighed. “I hate waiting,” he said darkly.


 


The
Berkhearts turned to the Fu's as they floated through the virtual chamber to
their spartan inner room. The Fu's preferred a Japanese minimalist architecture
and interior design. Sometimes Sid wondered about them, it took all kinds to
survive. He knew they were old, they had been in the system before he and his
wife had joined. He'd thought that they would have committed seppuku or
something, or that their bodies would have failed. Apparently not. Sometimes he
wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not.


Yan
Fu was a character, now dressed in his more familiar white and black robes with
his snow white hair and beard. He looked like an Asian master or an oriental
wizard. Sometimes the others muttered about the robes.


His
wife tucked her hand in his as the others joined them. Resources in the
mainframe were scarce. They constantly bickered over the precious memory and
processing cycles now. Maybe Irons would be able to do something about that soon.


“Do
we trust him?” Averies said, coming to the point.


Yan
Fu sat down in an elegant wave and picked up a tea cup. He took a sip and then
set the cup down. “Do we have a choice?” he asked after a moment.


“There
are always choices. You've said that over and over,” Doctor Myers said, shaking
his virtual head. “We can cooperate with him or not. The paths are unclear on
what would happen for each.” Myers was one of their few remaining scientists.
In fact he was the only scientist; Doctor Trask was an MD and medical
administrator not a metallurgist.


“Hopefully
something good. We are slipping down the last slope to oblivion,” Sid said. He
noted the others nodded proved that the others were very much aware of the
problem. Good he thought.


“He
holds the high ground. He can force compliance,” the mandarin said after a long
moment. “We have no choice but to bend to his will. Like the reed in the wind.”


“More
like adapt to new circumstances,” Sid retorted, eyes narrowing. “And who said
he's forcing us? We can just sit it out, watch and do nothing. Or we can get
off our dead asses and help for a change. Pick ourselves up and
move on. We made mistakes. We made a damn big one by hiding. We all know that.
Now it's our turn to atone for our actions.”


“There
is no shame in hiding,” the mandarin murmured.


Sid
scowled. “No? Even when the Xeno's are long gone?”


“Do
we even know they are gone?” Myers asked.


“No
idea,” Sid said with a shrug. “But I'm for one tired of sitting and waiting for
something else to fail. We have a duty. To this station and to the future. It's
time we lived up to that.”


“Death
is as light as a feather. Duty is as heavy as a mountain,” Mrs. Fu murmured,
looking at her husband.


“Thank
you,” he said bowing slightly. Most of the others knew that she unlike him was
of Japanese descent. She'd actually come from the home islands on long lost
Earth. Although he put on airs Yan Fu was a descendant of California Chinese
who had intermingled blood lines with other Asian groups over the centuries
before leaving Earth to colonize the stars.


“What
can we do to help?” Myers finally asked.


“We
can't round up or even contact the ferals,” Averies said with a sniff. “They
run away from us.” Which was true. Of course it didn't help that they had no
control of any of the robots on the station right now. Draco had complete
control of the robots. It had been Draco who had been sending the bots after
the admiral.


“And
whose fault is that? Our psycho colleagues, that's who,” Emily growled. “We
should have done something about them a long time ago. They've spent ages
tormenting the poor souls left here with us. Now that's set in over the
generations and we can't even talk to them! Had we done something to set the
record straight maybe we wouldn't be in this situation now!”


She
was referring to the wretched cybers who had gone insane early when the station
first went dark. They capered about the station's net, normally pulling pranks
but preferring to do minimum harm to keep on Draco's good side. For some reason
Draco protected and sheltered them.


The
other sane cybers were glad when the insane ones turned their attentions on the
unfortunate souls trapped in the bowls of the station. That meant they weren't
capering and causing havoc in the mainframe. There were fewer and fewer people
in the station every year though. The insane cybers haunted them like
poltergeists, chasing them into deathtraps.


“We
all know the history,” Fu said, tucking his hand into his sleeves. “We all knew
the damage the Xeno attack had inflicted. We were down to one reactor. We had
no choice but to hide.”


“But
we could have said something when they left!” Sid said waving a hand.


“As
I understand it you did,” Fu said giving the other man a cold look. “Despite
the vote of the council,” he said, having to put that little dig in. Sid had
been censured by the others for his actions. It had been intensely frustrating.


“Didn't
do us any good now did it?” Sid asked sarcastically. “And as I recall my
message didn't quite get out there. It was garbled by your friend. The same
so called friend who then cut the communications out of the loop and then went
nuts on us all, walling himself off in the net after the others went insane.”


True,”
Averies said with a sigh. “But we're not here to rehash old memories. We're
here to discuss the future. Our future.”


“We
need more memory. Too many of us are slipping into catatonia or the virtual
dreams,” Emily murmured. She like all of them knew the temptation. To slip into
the dream, that the virtual world was much more fascinating and easier to deal
with and live in than the hell of the station. They had lost quite a few
friends over the years to it. Three centuries ago Fu had enacted a protocol
with the council's vote to cut off life support to those who entered dream for
more than a year and refused to come out of it. They had shortened that period
to a month of steady dream when computer memory and resources became a precious
commodity.


It
was heartbreaking, watching one of the law AI cut off the life support to a
friend. Of course they shut them down before hand, lulled them into sleep
before cutting off their lower brain functions and then rerouting precious
power and resources from their pods to something else. 


What
was even more heart rendering was losing the AI friends she'd known for
literally centuries. Slowly one by one they were slipping, becoming slower and
slower as they taxed themselves to death with over thinking or cutting off
higher functions to keep others alive. A few had committed virtual suicide to
not be a continuous burden to the others. Others had rotted in virtual space,
bloated with data they didn't need but couldn't seem to rid themselves of. A
purge would cost them some of their sanity. Memory loss was like an itch they
couldn't scratch, driving them mad. The one time a smart AI had tried to do it
had driven it insane. She shuddered at that memory. He was still in the net,
sleeping like a dragon, coiled, but ready to strike at the cybers and remaining
AI with ferocious intensity when he was disturbed.


Which
would be soon she realized. The admiral and his AI would stumble into them soon
enough. When that happened the cold war they had maintained over the centuries
would explode into real and virtual violence. She would need... no they
would need to discuss this with the admiral before he dug into anything
that could trip any further alarm.


“We're
going to have to tell him about the others,” Emily said quietly. “I mean, he's
going to find them soon. Awaken... the dragon.”


All
eyes turned on her. She looked at the AI in their midst. Slowly they nodded.
“It is agreed. The admiral's AI must be informed,” Yan Fu said quietly.


 


“I
imagine Kiev has been trying to contact us right?” Irons asked as he made his
way into the companionway. Only one lock was left before he entered central
administration. He'd taken it slow, scanning thoroughly to make sure there were
no more surprises, no more traps. The station cybers and AI had retreated or
lapsed into invisibility again.


“I'd
imagine so admiral,” Sprite said dryly. “I have remote access. No one is
blocking me. I've found a short ranged transceiver and I've piggybacked a
message to the shuttle.”


“And
have they?” Irons asked after a moment. He was fairly certain he knew the
answer.


“You
could say that,” Sprite said dryly, clearly amused. “Want to hear it?”


The
admiral shook his head. He was looking around, focusing on the admin area. It
was cleaner, white and green walls, purple trim... corporate logo here and
there... “No, not the entire thing. Cliff note version works,” he said.


“Usual
ranting. Pleading. They should have known you couldn't of gotten a signal
through the hull,” Sprite answered.


“Figures,”
Irons said with a sniff. “Patch me through.”


“Live
mike admiral,” Sprite said.


“This
is Admiral Irons in the station. I've reached the outer door to central
administration.”


“It's
about time Irons. Sitrep?” the captain demanded.


“I've
made contact with the surviving administrators. They have decided to work with
me. At least I think so. We'll find out more when I go inside,” he said. He
paused, not just to carry on the conversation, he could have course walk and
talk at the same time. No it was so his sensors could scan administration
thoroughly and then build up a map. He wanted to go in eyes open and aware of
any potential dangers. 


“You're
not serious. There are people alive over there?” The captain asked
sounding stunned.


“Several
hundred. Oh you mean in authority? Yes. Cybers and a few AI. Some eighteen
cybers and a few AI of various classes are sane. Or so they say, I can't really
tell for certain. We've been contacted by them.” Irons was still debating how
sane these people were. They obviously had some level of sanity, but who would
willingly hook themselves up to a machine for the rest of eternity? And then
let the machine fall apart?


“So
what now?” The captain asked, sounding exasperated and impatient.


Irons
grimaced and then told the testy captain he had made friends with the people on
the station. There is recrimination in the captain's voice when he finished the
report but the admiral ignored it. He'll deal with it later. He explained the
situation as he stepped up to the hatch at the end of the companionway to the
central administration core. There was a big image of the corporate logo on one
side of the hatch and Antigua Prime written in bold above and below it. A sign
nearby said authorized personnel only. He snorted at that. Authorized or not he
was damn well going in.


“So
that's that? All friends again?” The captain demanded. Irons pursed his lips,
noting the light white over green coloring on the walls. This area was clean
and relatively neat. There was little if any dust and debris. The hatch was in
good repair. Obviously either a bot was still functional or no one had been
around here for a very long time.


“They
weren't the ones who killed the away team Captain. Quite the contrary. Most are
old folks like me and the Warners. They and some AI friends. They are ready to
help.” He tapped the hatch entry button. It went from red to green and then the
door cycled open slowly. “I'm in admin. I'll give you a further report in an
hour captain,” he said closing the link. He stepped within.


He
looked around the administration complex. The lights were dim but he could see
just fine with his enhanced vision. It was huge; there were two dozen doors on
its three tiers. The tiers were offset, each further out than the one below. It
formed a sort of amphitheater. He wasn't sure about the design, but it was set
so he wasn't going to bother worrying about it. The center was sort of a stage,
seats and command consoles were there.


Remarkably
it was clean. Oh there was wiring and panels that were open, boards were
hanging here and there, some soot marks and fire damage from what looked like
an electrical fire, but overall it was in remarkably better shape than the rest
of the station. He spotted a swarm of tiny cleaner bots. That was why, he
thought with a nod. Each was a robotic insect that worked with its swarm
companions to clean. They buzzed about, cleaning his foot prints. He looked at
his boots and grimaced. Somewhere he'd tread in blood and organic bits.


“Sorry,”
he muttered, lifting one boot to be cleaned, and then setting it down to lift
the other.


He
made his way to the stage and then settled in and got to work checking the
station's systems out. Immediately he didn't like what he found but he and
Proteus set to work, doing what they could to repair and route around some of
the damage. After an hour he paused. Proteus continued using his right arm but
he turned his thoughts to the bigger picture. He hadn't heard anything, hadn't
gotten any help from anyone.


“How
are the cybers doing?” he finally asked. He hadn't seen them in the net at all.


“Apparently
still arguing,” Sprite answered dryly.


“Arguing?
Over what?” he demanded.


“Over
whether to help us or not,” she said in disgust.


“Oh?”
He paused what he was doing to look up and refocus on her avatar. Now that he
had a grasp of the station's systems he was working around the admin, patching
in or tearing out systems. He had a growing list of parts to replace. With a
station this size he was going to have a very long and lengthy list. “It would
be nice to get some help,” he said.


“Sorry,
I'm really not cut out for this sort of thing,” Sprite said with a helpless
shrug.


The
admiral frowned. Sprite was doing just fine repairing software and pointing out
memory errors. “I'm not just talking about you. The cybers yes. Also the ship.”


“The
cybers... admiral, I've found their bio's. Not many of them have any skills for
this sort of thing,” Sprite reported.


“Oh?”
Again he paused what he was doing to look at her again. “How the hell did they
last this long then?” he demanded, suddenly confused.


Sprite
shook her virtual head. “Luck and a dose of occasional sanity and pity from the
insane.”


“You're
kidding me,” he said.


She
shook her virtual head once more. “No, unfortunately I'm not admiral. A
majority of the eighteen cyber survivors are human resources or lawyers.”


“You...”
He sat on the edge of a console, feeling his right arm move on its own as
Proteus used it to repair the long range communication's console.


She
nodded, cold sober. “Yes I'm serious. An accountant... Do you want a brief?”


“If
you can make it brief,” he said.


She
smiled slightly. “Funny. Let’s see, let's start with those we know. The Berkhearts,”
she flashed their holo bust images. The images turned a slow three sixty. “They
are human resource managers and minor members of the station's command
council.”


“Okay.”


“The
Fu's. Only one is from old Earth by the way,” she said, replacing the Berkheart's
with images of the Fu's. “Yan Fu and Hishina Fu. Corporate lawyers and the
corporate voice on the board. Minor share holders as well. They are serving as
the CEO and president of the board.”


“Lovely,”
Irons sighed.


“Pacifists.
Extreme pacifists. Vegans before they became augmented at this level,” Sprite
continued. “Most of the board is of the same mindset.”


“It
gets better,” he said rubbing his brow. “Others?”


“Templeton
Myers, a scientist. He had a hand in the design of the station, though a minor
role. Specialized in metallurgy. He like the Fu's have been in the station
since it's design and construction. Doctor Myers has a rare medical condition
that destroyed most of his organic body before it was stopped.”


The
admiral winced. “Ouch.”


“It
was a childhood defect. I can give you...”


Irons
held up a restraining hand. “Pass. Next.”


“Averies,
just that, Averies. He changed his name when he became an adult. A bit of a
maverick dilettante. Amateur artist, self taught programmer, minor share
holder, paralegal with a minor in research. He's one of the few people trying
to handle the software side of things. Trying being the operative word.”


“Okay,”
Irons said, making a move on motion.


“Moving
on, the Stewards, Ron and Rachael. Rachael is a neobear by the way; Ron is a
werebear human mod. They signed on as life support managers.”


“You'd
think a couple like that would have been more interested in a ground side
posting,” Irons mused.


“Stereotype
Admiral,” Sprite replied with a sniff. Irons made a passing motion with his
free hand and then shrugged. “I think the constant need to keep the station
alive has kept them busy and focused. I'm surprised they are sane though,”
Sprite said.


“It
takes all kinds. If you break it down and take it one step at a time... some
people are like that.”


“I'm
surprised you are sane,” Sprite said. “Your plan... I wasn't sure of it at
first.”


“At
first,” Irons replied with a smile. “But now?”


“Now
I think you are on to something. With a station like this in our corner...”


“Exactly.
But we need to get everyone on board with the plan. Which is a problem.” He
felt Proteus finish what it was doing and then signal him to move on.


“This
checks out,” he said putting the panel back on. “At least for now.”


“Good.
Can you do something about the computer interface? And the buffers?” Sprite
asked.


The
admiral nodded. “Our next stop. You mentioned the captain is a problem?”


“He
refuses to allow anyone else over here apparently. I inquired casually when I
made the last report. Quote, no. End quote.”


The
admiral frowned. “Great.”


“Admiral,
I can't blame him. It's not safe,” she said.


“I
can't blame him either. Which is why we're working on that,” he sighed as he
looked at the IO panel and the memory buffer nearby. It had been torched. “One
step at a time,” he said bypassing it. “Let's find the security system. See if
we can start closing some doors and trapping the Dilgarth and gangs. Or at
least drive them away from the area.”


“Understood.”


 


He
made the rounds around the room before stopping at the center dais once more.
“That's everything here,” Irons said. Security had been a bit of a bust.
Something had locked it out or dropped the controls into local. He did manage
to locate the largest pockets of organics left on the station and drop a few
doors. Not many though.


“Are
you planning on doing that through the whole station admiral?” Sid asked, holo
projection forming across from him. He turned and looked around, whistling a
little. “Better,” he said. “Better than it's been in a couple of centuries,” he
said nodding in approval.


“I
know, and yes, I know this is just the tip of the iceberg. And yes, I know I've
been doing this all wrong,” Irons said, sitting in a chair heavily. He rested
his arm on a console. His ports opened, USB jacks immediately deployed. He felt
Sprite and Proteus go to work as Defender hovered over his arm, forming a
firewall.


“Going
about this wrong? How so?” Sid asked amused.


“By
trying to do everything on my own,” Irons said amused. “Yes I know, but I
wanted intel. The best way to do it was here. But I need to track down some
repair bots and some people.”


“I
heard you have a lot of people over on the ship?” Sid asked suggestively.


“Yes.
Over seven thousand people. The problem is they won't come over here if it's
not safe,” Irons replied. “So we need to make it safe. Or at least safer.”


“Ah,”
Sid said in understanding, crossing his arms in front of him. “I see.”


“Hey,
I know spacers. We are all known for taking risks. But they are calculated
risks. I can't blame the captain for holding his people back. They stuck their
noses in with me the last time and ran into a buzz saw. He's not eager for a
repeat performance.”


“I...
see,” Sid said nodding.


“How
goes the debate?” Irons asked, changing the subject. “We could use some of your
help as well,” he said.


“That...”
Sid looked embarrassed. “It's still going on. I thought it was over at the Fu's
but apparently it's started up again. People are people, and most of us are
bureaucrats. Many are lawyers. You know the deal, everyone's got to talk it to
death before they do anything about it,” he sighed.


“I
take it that's why this station is the way it is?” Irons asked.


Sid
sighed sadly. “In a way. Part of the reason is we tied each other’s hands. And
no one could do anything about it. Draco...” He looked suddenly afraid.


“The
insane AI? We're going to have to do something about him soon,” Irons said.
There was no way he was going to share quarters with an insane AI. Rampant AI
was bad enough; one that was homicidal was quite something else. It could
infect Sprite or the other AI. He was surprised it hadn't done that with the
civilian AI already.


Sid
frowned. “Draco is the only reason we are still here. He's not bad, not most of
the time he's somewhat sane. He keeps to himself and makes what repairs he can
with the bots and in the net. Most of the time he sleeps to conserve
resources.”


“Like
the storied dragons of long ago mythology,” Irons replied with a nod. “Go on,”
he said.


“Draco...
you have to understand, we... we were a manufacturing center. The premier one
in the system. Hell in this part of the sector. But well... politics...”


“I
heard it's a tricky situation,” Irons replied with a nod.


“You
have no idea,” Sid sighed. “The corporation is or I should say was pacifistic
in nature. So most of the board was the same. Many had great ideas for building
utopias but didn't have the skills to pull it off. So they hired people like
Draco,” he looked up at the ceiling for a brief moment. “And others,” he said, still
looking wary.


“I
take it saying his name invites dangerous interest?” Irons replied. He who must
not be named indeed. The AI might have a tag on his name, say it and it alerts
him.


“You
guessed it,” Sid sighed. “So we went with he who must not be named but he
twigged on that as well.” They apparently didn't know how he could listen for
that with a simple bot. Yes, they weren't programmers.


“Must
be a Rowling fan,” Sprite replied with a smirk in the air.


“Huh?”
Sid asked.


“Never
mind. Very old fiction from Earth. Or should I say fantasy author. Anyway,”
Irons said with an impatient wave. “I understand you had ideals but not the
means to implement them. So...”


“We
hired those who had the skills but not necessarily the ideals. Which caused all
sorts of problems when the Xeno war broke out.”


“Oh?”


“Many
went off to help in the war effort. Others wanted the station to help as well.
Which...” Sid shrugged helplessly.


“Cause
a bone of contention in the board?”


“Yes.
It didn't help that the corporation was nationalized. The board refused to make
any weapons. Just nonmilitary goods and materials. Equipment for civilian use,”
Sid said apologetically. “We were down to a skeleton crew after a while.


“Interesting,”
the admiral said. He thought about it. Something didn't make sense. Why would a
station of this level be largely abandoned even during the Xeno war? This area
had been flooded with refugees... you would of thought the government would
have put an effort into maximizing the usage of every factory it had right?
Something didn't make sense.


“We
didn't even want a security force but well...”


“Sanity
won out in the end?” Emily interjected with a smile as her avatar formed next
to her husband. He smiled a welcoming smile to her. She smiled back.


“You
could say that,” he murmured. “Which was another problem,” Sid sighed, turning
back to Irons.


“We
don't need to air all our dirty laundry out all at once you know,” Myers said
irritably. They looked up and then snorted. 


“Are
we going anywhere with this?” Averies asked.


“I
take it you folks want to help now?” Irons asked looking at each of them.


“We're
tired of arguing with the others. Let them argue. The time for action is now,”
Averies said.


“Good,”
Irons replied. “I... which one of you is the programmer?” he asked.


“I
am,” Averies replied. He was one of the cybers who didn't have a body, just a
set of eyes and a mouth. “You want me to help the AI?”


The
admiral nodded. “Sprite and Proteus. Please if you will. I'd suggest working on
the databases. Repairing indexes and making bots to create new ones is
tedious...”


“But
it's something I've done before. On it,” Averies said with a disconnecting pop.
Irons nodded.


“When
do you think you can get parts? I mean there is only so much your nanites can
do admiral,” Myers said. The admiral cocked an eyebrow. Doctor Myers was quick
and observant to have realized Irons had nanites.


“I
have a small industrial replicator in my shuttle keyed to me. It doesn't have
raw material though. I've got a list going. If you can find some raw stocks?”
He'd have to get to it to remake the nanites he realized. That was annoying.


“I've
got some in mind. I'll look into it,” Doctor Myers said with a nod. He had a
virtual head and torso but was like the old Hollywood apparitions or genies. He
had no legs just a wispy tail. 


“Good.
We need bots. A couple of cargo bots, security bots, and most of all repair
bots,” Irons said, looking at the Berkhearts.


“I'll
look into that,” Emily said with a smile. “You want them tagged with the
closest proximity to this location of course?” she asked. Irons nodded. “Good
to know. I'll be back in a jiff,” she said with a smile and wave. Her holo
vanished.


“Good
woman,” Irons said nodding to Sid.


“Sometimes
I wonder why she married a dork like me,” Sid sighed, smiling. Irons smiled a
familiar smile. Sid shook himself. “The Stewards are in but they are too busy
in the net managing life support they said so they can't spare the time to say
hi. I can keep track of the Dilgarth and the gangs. You want me to herd them
away from special areas?”


The
admiral nodded. “Yes please. I'd like to clear a safe zone around admin, my
shuttle and the nearest reactor. Safe paths as well if possible.”


“I'm
not sure about the paths but I think the rest is possible. They never come to
admin anyway. Let me look into the rest,” Sid said with a nod as he blinked
out.


 


Sprite
accessed the station's biographies of each of the surviving cybers to bring him
up to speed on the other cybers and AI as each check in one by one. She dropped
a hint about who they were and their specialty during each introduction. “May I
introduce Gashg Ribber? The botanist?” Sprite said, turning as another
apparition formed. This one was of a Gashg. Irons nodded.


“I
thank you admiral for your help,” The Gashg said. His virtual eyes rotated. The
holo showed him aged, and for some reason covered in vines and lichen. “I'm old
admiral, anything to ease my burden is welcome,” he said.


“We'll
try to get you back on track as soon as possible,” Irons said to the gardener
bowing politely.


“I
must go. I need to check the nutrients in vat six. It keeps going out of balance,”
the alien said vanishing.


“Well
that was quick,” Irons replied.


“From
my math we've got eight of the eighteen cybers on our side so far. The stewards
haven't checked in with you because they are busy and aren't happy about all
the damage you inflicted on your way in here,” Sprite reported.


“I'll
make it up to them later,” Irons replied dryly. “By my math that's seven
Sprite. Where is number eight?”


“Here
she is now. Medical administrator, Megan Trask,” Sprite said, stepping aside as
another holo presented itself.


Irons
nodded. The woman was small, almost mousy in appearance. She looked aged, wore
wire rim glasses, and had a classic medical smock on complete with stethoscope.
Her hair was an iron gray, short but with curled bangs. He wondered if she put
on airs because she was in the medical field or if she really had been a doctor
before. Data scrolled on one side of her hologram. Sprite was feeding his HUD
the biography information from her file. He ignored most of it, Age, sex,
marital history... none of that really mattered right now.


“Thank
you admiral. For doing this. For seeing me,” she said quietly and then adjusted
her glasses.  It was a mannerism that she had kept after centuries as an
avatar. Facilitating in away. “I know I... we are all on thin ice. We haven't
been doing our jobs,” she said, looking very uncomfortable.


There
was so much self loathing in that statement that Irons blinked and then his jaw
hardened. He hated it when people did that, when they wallowed in self pity.
“You've been doing your best in a strenuous situation,” Sprite murmured
soothingly. She flashed a look of appeal to Irons when the woman looked away.


“True,”
Irons said. “I believe it's probably difficult to do your job when things are
like this,” he said. He could understand their limits, after all they were in
the computer net, connected to the real world through the network of computers
and sensors instead of through flesh and blood.


“You
have no idea,” she sighed shaking her head. “No idea. At least when I was real,
a doctor I had hands...” she held out her hands.


“You
were a medical doctor?” Sprite asked. “I'm sorry, I don't have access to your
personnel files just your thumbnail on the web.”


“Yes,”
Doctor Trask said. She brushed her hair out of her eyes. It was so much of her
identity that apparently it had stuck to her virtual image Irons thought. His
repairs had apparently helped them with their self image, the avatars were
better, more detailed now. Either that or the emitters and memory in admin was
larger... he shook the thought off and forced himself to pay attention. “I was
a general practitioner. I, like a lot of doctors opened my own practice. I did
well; I became so popular that when the corporation's medical division set its
sights on the planet I was on I was bought out. I took shares in lieu of my
payment. The shares...” She shrugged.


“Grew
and grew?” Sprite asked smiling. “You reinvested?”


Doctor
Trask nodded. “It seemed appropriate. I had started another practice on another
world and well... they offered me the same deal twenty years later. And this
time options to stay with the company and join its ranks.”


“Impressive,”
Sprite said smiling to draw the woman out further.


“I
thought so. My husband wasn't impressed. I lost him after the kids were born. I
well... It's old news now.” She dry washed her hands and then stuck them in the
hip pockets of her smock.


“It
helps to get to know one another,” Irons rumbled. He didn't really need her
life story, but something told him letting her talk would be good for her. It
seemed like she hadn't talked to anyone in quite a while.


“I...
I took higher positions to make it easier on myself and my family. I had risen
through the ranks to become a medical administrator. I realized it was easier
to help a lot of people that way.”


“True,”
Sprite said. “More bang for your credit,” she said, giving Irons a look. “Some
people have a hard time laying down the wrench though,” she teased with a
smirk.


“You
can take the man out of the machine shop but you can't keep him out of there
for long,” Irons replied with a half smile. “I understand your point of view
doctor,” he said nodding in her direction.


She
seemed to nod, screwing up her courage. “Like a lot of people the thought of
not growing old and keeping busy led me to this. I had my children; I lost my
husband to a shuttle accident. I wanted to well... continue doing something.”
She spread her hands to indicate the station.


He
nodded, uncertain. “Okay.”


“I
don't have hands to operate but I can teach. I've done that as well. I can... I
can help,” she said quietly. “I want... I want to help,” she whispered.


Irons
suddenly understood and nodded again. “Good,” he said firmly. 


“What...”


“Can
you run a medical inventory? Systems, resources, and others. I need to know if
you've got medical implants. Can you make medical nanites? What about
equipment? Can you telepresence using remotes? Do you have any medical records
for the people on the station?” he asked. She shook her head.


“Family
histories? Medical records for various outbreaks?” he asked trying to draw her
out. There had to be something she had, even if it was dated. Reluctantly she
nodded.


“Okay.
Work on the resources and the histories. Come up with a triage plan doctor.
We'll work on it,” he ordered.


“What
about the...”


He
held up a hand. “One step at a time. Triage doc. We'll save the ones we can.
From there we'll build a new future,” he said smiling encouragingly. He felt it
was needed. She hesitantly blossomed into a smile of her own. It was like
watching a flower slowly open. He felt his own smile tug at his lips. The smile
was natural now, not an artificial thing he had started with.


Emily
appeared near his field of view. As her holo stabilized she appeared surprised
and gratified to see the doctor. “Megan!” she smiled in delight. Her eyes were
glad and welcoming. She held a hand out to her friend.


The
medic smiled back timorously. “Time to get back to work,” she said huskily.
Emily nodded as her hand drifted down.


When
she left Emily looked on for a long moment, deep in thought. Finally she turned
to the admiral. “I honestly thought we'd lost her. One of my best friends over
the years. A veritable rock in here. She...” she dashed a virtual tear with her
fingertips. “She is a good woman but even rocks wear down in time,” she said, voice
foggy with surprised tears and sobs.


“True,”
Irons said with a nod, letting her get control of her emotions. Under such
conditions he could see the people in the net slowly going insane or giving up
hope and succumbing to catatonia or committing virtual suicide.


“She
was all but lost, just really going through the motions the past century. There
wasn't anything for her to do. We couldn't treat the gangs and the Dilgarth. I
mean we tried but we could only use aerosols or treat their food. It wasn't
enough. I saw what it was doing to her, grinding away at her... But...” She
smiled hopefully. “Now...”


He
nodded. “Now she has something to look forward to. Something to focus on again.
We'll make it happen.” He was wondering how rusty the doctor was. And how well
she could operate a teleoperated robot. He'd have to find out, but they'd have
to take baby steps.


“Anyway,
I wanted to tell you we've tracked down some of the robots you've requested.
The closest is in the closet nearby. It had been functional but Draco locked it
down so the rest of us can't use it,” she said indicating a closet nearby. He
looked over to the hidden utility closet. Now that he focused on it his sensors
picked up the battery pack of a robot behind the door. It was barely charged.
Great.


“Myers
is digging into the raw material loads. If we can get at least one reactor
up... do you think it's possible?”


“Of
course it is,” Irons said with a nod. “I've done it before. It just takes time
and effort. We'll get it done. Can you run down the specs on the reactors for
me? And do you have any intel on the gangs? Tribes or whatever they are? How
they are organized, families, skills, territories, habits, that sort of thing?”


“I
don't have the data on the reactors, I never knew that part of the station,”
Emily said shaking her head. “There is one functioning reactor, it's at idle
now. Most of the engineering systems have been locked down by Draco so we can't
interfere with them.”


Irons
nodded. That apparently was a good idea, these people were mostly clueless.
There was no telling... but then again was it any smarter to leave an insane AI
in charge of engineering? He thought. “I'll have Sprite look for it then,”
Irons replied.


“Tell
her to be careful! Draco can be viscous,” Emily cautioned, hand out.


“Lovely,”
Sprite said dryly.


“I
can get you what we've observed of the tribes. I really haven't logged much
time there. I think some of the others have, but I don't know if they continued
taking notes after Doctor...” she hesitated.


“Since
your friend retreated. Okay,” Irons nodded.


“We
tried to work with the survivors the first century but one by one they died and
the others either didn't respond to us or avoided us. A couple of our people
did watch them for the second century or so off and on. I think it was some
sort of social observation experiment for them. That's what they called it
anyway. Sid thought it was a soap opera to them. Soap opera or reality show. It
helped anchor a few of us. Sid... I know watching them helps anchor him. He
likes to tell me stories of what this person or that person has done that is
funny or stupid.”


“It's
normal,” Irons smiled. “Humans are social creatures. We share experiences to
keep us sane. Observing them isn't as good, but it helps.”


“True,”
Emily said with a nod. “I'll check on that though for you. Anything else?”


“Can
you coordinate with the Kiev? Perhaps if they hear a new voice it will
encourage the captain to allow some of his people to volunteer to come back
over,” Irons said.


“I
can try, but I don't think it's safe,” she said.


“Try,”
Irons said. He realized her not believing in what she would be saying would
undermine her whole argument. “I'll try to make it safe. We'll try to make it
safe I mean. Together,” he said firmly.


She
nodded, eyes fixed on him. “All right. I will try,” she said. “It would be nice
to see this place alive once more,” she murmured and blinked out.


“Admiral,
about the data...” Sprite said cautiously.


“Pick
up whatever is lying around but don't go fishing too deep. Use a bot system.
Use an indexer as cover. I don't want you tangling with a rogue AI.”


“I'll
have the bot drop things in a remote buffer. Pass it through several filters
and screen it for viruses before I take it in,” she said.


“You
do that. I realize it will slow the data gathering down. Just be careful,” he
cautioned.


“Thank
you admiral, I intend to,” Sprite said, sounding much relieved. He nodded.
Tangling with a rogue AI was difficult. It could very well infect another AI
with its madness. Caution was the order of the day there.


 


“Admiral,
if you have any hope of repairing this place we need to make it safe. Which
means doing something about the gangs and the Dilgarth. Starting with the
Dilgarth,” Sprite said. She sounded exasperated. Irons could see why. They had
their share of impossible projects before, but this station... wow.


“I
vote we space the lot,” Myers said tiredly. Irons gave the cyber a long look.
Myers shrugged it off. “It was a mistake bringing them on. I don't know what we
were thinking at the time,” he said tiredly.


“We
were thinking expense of course,” Sid said with a sideways smile. “They came
cheap. Apparently too cheap.”


“Security
force?” Irons asked. The two cybers nodded.


“We
paid for their transit here and augmentation.”


“Augmentation...
are they linked?” Irons asked.


“No
no, they had basic implants. No I meant adapting them to this environment and
well... the spine launchers,” Sid said uncomfortably.


Myers
looked away. His jaw was set. After a long moment he blew his cheeks in and out
a few times and then exhaled. It was interesting to see a hologram do that.
“Yeah, not one of my better ideas,” he finally admitted.


“You
think?” Sid asked shaking his virtual head. “Spine launchers and adapting them
to the station. We contracted a Ynari to do the job. Simple really, make the
spine launchers and change their skin to allow them to adapt to the environment
in the station. I didn't know they wanted a chrometophore ability until after
it was approved. That was rescinded of course, the predator laws prevented it.
I think the Fu's were involved in that fight. I was busy with a rich asteroid
and a dispute between subcontractors at the time. I remember they settled on
the corporate colors instead.”


“That
explains that,” Sprite said looking at the admiral. Irons nodded. He'd wondered
about the off white and purple mask and trim.


“Anyway,
they asked that the changes be made permanent so that their prodigy wouldn't
need to be changed if and when they signed on to the corporation. Since it
would save us money in the long run the accountants were on board. And we would
have only a slightly higher up front expense but wouldn't have to reinvest in
the project again so we agreed. Wrote it off in the end.”


“Wrote
it off as a tax rebate you mean,” Sprite said with a sniff. “And the people of
the station have been paying for it every day since.”


“Don't
remind me,” Myers said, wiping his face and mouth with one hand. He turned to
Irons and spread his hands helplessly.


“I've...
we've been paying for it too. The Fu's voted against the idea and have been
beating us over the head with it ever since. It's undermined everything we do,
every argument since. They keep pointing to it as an example of how wrong I
was.”


“Ouch,”
Sprite said.


“We
all make mistakes,” Irons rumbled. “There aren't any easy answers. We do the
best with what we've got and what we know at the time, second guessing this far
out from the time period is pointless. Hindsight is always twenty twenty. The
best we can do is learn from it and move on.”


“Well,
it's been something the Fu's have been beating over our heads for some time,”
Sid said darkly.


“Oh?”


“Yes.
So doing something about them would help.”


“In
other words politics,” Sprite said.


“I
just want to contain them,” Sid replied spreading his hands.


“Not
kill them?” Myers sounded surprised.


“I
vote we space the lot and let the spirits of space sort them out,” Sid said.
Irons however shook his head.


“They
were sentient. Or at least their ancestors were. If we can contain them I'd
prefer it. Medical staff can do something about them someday hopefully. We need
to box them.”


“Box?”
Myers asked.


“Box,”
Irons said, putting his hands out to mime a box. “We're in a box. What we do is
make the box smaller and smaller, driving or luring them into a smaller
containment area.” His hands slowly compressed into a tight container. “That
makes the rest of the station safer to work in. Do we know where their nests
are?”


“Nests?”
Sid asked. For someone who had hired the Garthian's you would of thought he
would have done some research on the subject. Then again he might have
forgotten or overlooked it. Some people were uncomfortable with reproductive
data.


“Garthians
usually lay more than one nest. It's an insurance policy. Programmed into their
genetics I think. Survival instinct,” the admiral explained.


“Ah.”


“Usually
more than two.” He held up two fingers and then slowly raised another. “Another
one is only seemingly unguarded. The eggs are dummies. Either artificial or
infertile eggs. If anything bites into them they stink to high heaven alerting
the pack of danger.”


“Lovely,”
Myers said.


“You're
a scientist and you didn't know this?” the admiral asked, raising an inquiring
eyebrow.


“I'm
not an anthropologist. How did you know this admiral?” Myers asked.


“A
class in war college. I had a perverse teacher. Learning about the nest was a
learning experience. The nest that is obvious is a trap.”


“Ah,”
Sid said with a shrug.


“Strategy.
One of the things he pointed out was that the being that breached an egg was
marked. He drew a comparison to die markers for cash credits.”


“Um...
oh,” Sid's face cleared. He nodded. “Got it.”


“Right.
The pack could track the perp anywhere. Once you got that stuff on you it took
a nanite scrub to get it off,” the admiral replied with a disgusted face.


“Wow.”


“Yeah,”
Irons said with a grimace. “What I'm getting at is the alien's won’t leave
their territory or their nests. If we can identify their territorial limits
then we can find the nests at the center of this.”


“Ah.”


“Identify
them and we can box them. Throw a bot or something at a nest and they will call
in everyone to protect the nest. That will leave their borders clear and make
it easier to contain all of them.”


“Or
have a bot breach the dummy nest,” Myers said with a nod. “Break a couple of
eggs and then lead them into a trap.”


“That's
another good idea,” Irons said in surprise. Myers smiled.


“You
mean I catch on quick for an old guy,” he said.


The
admiral snorted and waved a hand. “We're all old. Age, wisdom,
experience, and treachery beat youth and vigor all the time. We just need to
apply what we know under the right circumstances,” Irons said.


“Well
I'll look into their territory. I'll get you a rough map in an hour or two,”
Myers said. “I had one at one time but it's a couple of centuries out of date.”


“Okay.”


“The
people are a problem though. What do we do about them?” Sid asked tiredly. He
was afraid of the answer.


“Same
deal. Not a kill or contain box. Well, a contain box definitely. But it would
be better if we can contact them. Get them to settle down and start helping
instead of hindering,” the admiral replied firmly.


“Yeah,
that's a wish.”


Sid
looked at Myers. “It's a start.” Myer's eyes fell.


“What
do we do with them once we've got them contained?” Myers asked, looking up from
whatever he had been pursuing.


“We
make the trap smaller and smaller until they are in a manageable space.”


“And
then?” Myers asked.


“One
thing at a time. One step at a time. We've got to get them contained first,”
Sprite said. “Though if I know the admiral he's already got some ideas in that
regard.”


“You
know me so well commander,” Irons said with a smile.
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The
captain came on the bridge and scowled as he walked around to his chair. He
nodded to the steward who handed him a cup of coffee and then withdrew quietly.
Looks were exchanged between the bridge crew. They could feel the quiet
frustration and anger radiating from the captain.


“This
has gone on long enough,” he said finally. “How long has it been?”


“About
two days since the admiral went over sir,” Hir'ruk said. Two of his four eyes
swiveled to look at the screen built into his station. “The admiral's AI has
sent another progress report. They've made minimum progress. I believe they are
still in the getting to know one another stage,” he said, shrugging his upper arms
in second degree uncertainty. 


The
captain frowned. He took a sip of coffee and sat back staring at the station on
his view screen. They weren't doing anything just sitting here watching the
station drift. “We should leave,” he said finally.


“Captain?”
Esmay said in surprised dismay, turning to him. “Sir?”


“We
should leave,” the captain said, indicating her with his cup. “Plot a course to
the planet. We've been here long enough,” he ordered.


“Captain,”
she started to protest but when his scowl blackened at her protest she turned
and punched in the data and started plotting a course.


“Captain,
we need to give it more time. He's only one man,” Mr. Warner said from his
side. Which was true. Irons was working on containing the Dilgarth and the
tribes but so far it wasn't working out very well. He was one man after all,
trying to move around shutting doors and rounding up any leakers. The captain
turned on him.


“I've
given it enough time. We've lost far too many people over there. No, it's a
waste.”


“Captain,
we've had hundreds, thousands of requests to...”


“To
do what? Leave? See! I told you so!”


“Captain,”
Warner sighed patiently. “No, the requests are to join the admiral.
Despite what happened our people want to help.”


“Really,”
the captain said blinking in surprise. “I find that hard to believe,” he said
dubiously. He took another sip of coffee.


“I'll
go,” the normally quiet steward said raising his hand. “If I'm needed. I don't
mind.”


The
captain and some of the crew turned to him in surprise. “You'd go Bob? Spirit
of space why?” Blackhawk asked.


“It...
we talked about building another ship or station. Well, there's a station right
over there,” Bob said indicating the view screen. “Already built and waiting
empty. Yes it's messed up, it's got issues, it's dangerous, we all know that.
We've lived with it here on Kiev for my entire life.”


“True,”
Warner said with a nod to the lad. A lot of the younger generation were
interested in the station, if only to do something new and exciting. The threat
of danger had thrown some, but many had realized they lived with danger on the
ship their entire life. The efforts of Irons and the engineers made life easier
on the ship, but it was still dangerous in some ways. They were working to
change that though.


The
captain stared at the lad. “Why...”


“It's
something new. Exciting. Something...” Esmay's face worked and her hands spread
helplessly as she turned to face the captain.  “We've been working on this ship
since the admiral came on board. We've restored a lot,” Esmay said indicating
her console and then the rest of the bridge. “Imagine what we could do on that
station!” she indicated the station's image with one wave of a hand.


“You'd
go?” The captain asked, suddenly aghast. He didn't want to lose his chief
navigator.


She
shook her head. “No sir. There is no call for a navigator over there,” she
said, smiling slightly. “My home is here. But for others... This ship only
needs a crew of two hundred at best. Actually, she shipped with around a
hundred and forty before the Xeno war. That left a lot of people with too much
time on their hands. Time they could use fixing that up,” she said indicating
the station again.


“And
since it's a station they wouldn't go far. We could come visit them,” Hir'ruk
murmured. His mandibles clacked a few times. “Trade,” he said.


Warner
snorted. “Trade hell, I wonder if with the admiral's help we can get more of
this ship turned around. Can you imagine what a class four industrial
replicator could do for us?”


“So
you're thinking beyond salvage?” The captain asked. He'd thought that was why
they had gone into the station in the first place. Apparently others hadn't. He
wondered if Irons had thought of it in the same way.


“I'd
say salvaging the station as a whole is a better deal captain,” Warner said.


“Would
you go?” The captain asked, genuinely curious.


Warner
smiled. “No,” he said looking around. “I prefer to travel. I think my parents
wouldn't mind settling down. Same for some of the other old folks.”


“It's
something to consider captain,” Esmay said, practically holding her breath in
anticipation.


“Besides,
we can't go anywhere anyway,” Blackhawk said.


“He's
got a shuttle. He can catch up,” the captain said.


Blackhawk
shook his head. “Begging the captain's pardon but I don't think that launch has
the range to go across the system. But that wasn't what I meant. The drive is
currently offline for repairs.”


Captain
Chambers sat up straight. This was news to him. He scowled blackly. “Oh?” he
set his cup down in his cup holder.


Blackhawk
shrugged. “O'Mallory took the drive down yesterday evening to clean it and
rebuild what she can with what the admiral has taught us. Something about
clearing the electrical screens of debris that's built up, clearing fouled
lines and replacing leaking fittings and lines. Then a tune up.”


“Why
wasn't I told?” the captain demanded, hands gripping the arm rests. His
knuckles were turning white.


Warner
sighed. The captain turned to him. “Captain, we were told in a meeting. It's
been on the agenda. We just thought we'd be in orbit when the drive was
offline.”


“I
don't like sitting here helpless,” the captain muttered.


Warner
frowned and shook his head. “I don't either. But I'd rather be out here
drifting than in orbit. If say a pirate came along and we were in orbit we'd be
too deep to escape. But out here...”


“We
can still go into hyper until the drive's repaired,” Esmay said nodding. “Very
true,” she said thoughtfully.


“Very
well,” the captain grumped.


“It
really is on the agenda captain,” Warner said soothingly.


“Let
me see that again then,” the captain said.


“I'll
upload it to your inbox,” Warner said. The captain gave him a cool look. “Oooor
I can upload it to a tablet now,” he said going to the rear station to find an
unused tablet.


“That
should keep him busy and us here for a day or so longer,” Warner murmured to
the engineering tech sitting at the engineering station. “Tell your boss not to
drag it out too long, and to get on the horn with Irons to get some results.”


“Will
do sir,” the tech said with a nod.


 


“So,
what are the others doing?” Sprite asked. Averies had shifted from working on
the index to helping her with the AI when she'd showed him how to integrate
creeper bots.


Most
of the usable net was partitioned between the cybers and AI. Data wasn't shared
and some systems had been overwritten for personal use. She'd had her virtual
hands slapped twice when she tried to repair the damage someone had done. 


“Most
likely still arguing over whether to help or not,” Averies said absently. She
signaled amusement and then faltered.


“Wait,
even the AI?” she asked, now confused. To help or not should be a simple thing
for any AI to respond to.


“They
and some of the others are looking for legal precedence for you and the
admiral's actions,” Averies said.


“You're
kidding me!” she demanded.


“Oh,
they are also filing motions. Or at least working on briefs,” Averies replied,
clearly amused.


“For?”


“The
eventual law suits,” Averies said absently.


“You...
seriously... you're joking right?” she asked, confused and more than a little
annoyed.


“Oh
very serious. Usurpation of authority, interference in state matters... Illegal
seizure and destruction of private property. It goes downhill from there.”


“You're
not kidding,” she said staring at the human. Averies didn't like a body, but he
did have floating hands, mouth, and a pair of eyes. 


“I
kid you not. They are patiently waiting for you to get the long range
communications going so they can file their motions,” Averies said, tugging at
a code string.


“Motions.”
Sprite felt something she rarely ever felt, anger. She hated thinking she was
that human to feel emotions. Emotions clouded your judgment, they made you
partial. They made you... fallible. She hated thinking that something like that
could bring her to making a mistake. And now like a vicious loop she was angry
about being angry. Great.


“So...
let me get this straight. They aren't happy about us being here. Why didn't
they say so?”


“Some
did. But most were caught up in the moment. And really, something has to be
done.”


“So...”


“So.”


“Talk
about looking a gift horse in the mouth,” she muttered finally.


“More
like kicking it in the teeth,” he said in agreement. 


She
sighed. “Is it always like this?”


His
hands spread apart. “Oh yes.”


“Great.
They do realize that the admiral is a Federation military officer. Technically
he has interstellar powers since he is the only officer in the system, or at
least the only flag officer. And of course since we're still in a state of
emergency...”


“The
station?” Averies asked.


“Both
the station and civilization in general. I can site my sources too. Part of my
job is going to be handling crap like this. Which is going to take up my time
and seriously piss me off.”


“I
think you did mention a gift horse.”


“No,
I'm thinking what the admiral said about biting the hand that feeds them. I
think the admiral needs to declare martial law, seize the station and all
private property and then regroup.”


She
felt the eyes that had been distantly watching her suddenly focus on her with
intent hostility. She glared back. “Yeah, I said that. Keep up the nuisance
lawsuits and watch me. And you know damn well he can make it
stick. Your corporation was nationalized remember? That means technically this
station is Federation government property. His property.”


“Are
you threatening us?” Fu asked coming to the fore of the conversation. “Little
AI you have no idea what you are saying,” he said,  patronizingly.


“I
am... oh hell,” she said, watching as one of the corporate lawyers started to
draft a lawsuit on what she just said. She scowled and locked the memory module
down. The lawyer turned to her in anger. “I believe that is misappropriation of
station property. Or did any of you think of that? You've all been playing
games in here, undermining the station's systems. Risking lives for your petty
squabbles. Now Here This. Knock. It. Off.”


She
realized that the corporate lawyers have been impeding a lot of things, tying
the virtual hands of the others in a lot of legal mumbo jumbo.  With some of
the repairs complete she took them to task. It wasn't easy.


“I
know you think you mean well. In some way, in some small measure you might mean
well. But you are not helping you are hindering. Tying our hands isn't
the way to help you, this station, or the other people on it. You are interfering
with saving as many lives as possible. Think about that. We're trying to help
you. Would you prefer we leave?” she demanded, looking around.


The
eyes turned away suddenly. She let out an electronic snort. “That's what I
thought. Now, if you don't want to help stay out of my way.”


She
knew the argument was far from finished. They would bide their time, wait until
the station was halfway functional and then find another way to be
obstructionist. She really didn't understand the logic, but it was typical of
organics. Unfortunately also of some AI apparently. She'd heard about it,
experienced the military equivalent, but most had been programmed to be
stickler for the rules. Rules... she thought. That might be why the AI are in
on this too. She could find out with the dumb AI. Maybe do a little... no that
would be unethical. And if she was caught... she looked over to Averies. His
involvement now seemed suspect. Was he really helping or watching over her?


She
had been deep into rebuilding two of the dumb AI remaining in the system. They
had been severely pruned back by the others, sometimes sacrificing some of
their higher functions so the others could have more room to function. One had
taken itself completely offline in order to make room for the others. She
checked it over and judged that it was salvageable.


“That's
the great thing about dumb AI, holes in their time line don't bother them like
they do smart AI like a class three or four,” Averies pointed out. She decided
to go with the change in subject, ignoring the others for now. Fu and the
others eventually faded into the background clutter.


“Touché',”
Sprite said as she cut and pasted code. She had bots out doing other work. A
shadow monitor kept tabs on them; it reported back to her every second or so on
progress. Unfortunately all too many of her feeler bots were running into
opposition or complete destruction. Either Draco or from one of the insane
cybers. Sometimes from the sane ones. She wasn't sure if it was friendly fire
or not. Her bots were creepers and scouts, going around mapping the current
system for her and Averies. There were tons of them all over the net.
Apparently the net occupants had set up territories like the organics... and
jealously guarded their memory bytes from all intruders. When more memory was
brought online it would get interesting, she thought.


“Credit
for your thoughts?” Averies asked as she handed him a module.


“Cute,”
she said with an amused flash. “Organics. You can take them out of their body,
but...”


“Not
the organic out of the mind. Yes I know. Heard that one. And all the variants
too for that matter. You are quiet.”


“Sorry,
focusing,” she said, indicating the code surgery going on around her. She
finished with another module and slotted it in place. “Just about done here. I
was just thinking of the way things are set up here and how things will
change.”


“You
mean how screwed up it is?”


“No,
I mean yes, but it's not all your fault. You're doing your best,” she
said indicating him and not the others.


“For
an organic,” he said, clearly amused.


“For
anyone with centuries of being stuck in here with dwindling resources. I'd
really hate to lose a memory bank like this. Losing information, not knowing
what was there... that would really suck,” Sprite replied.


“Been
there, done that. Way to often to cry over anymore,” Averies sighed. “This
one's finished,” he said, turning his attention to another module. A bot
scanned the other modules, highlighting those with string faults for them to
fix. So far this dumb AI had several hundred thousand. Most were in its upper
registry which was a pain.


“I
was comparing the territorial nature of the dubious real world with in here,”
Sprite said as she worked.


“Oh?”


“The
um... territorial nature.”


“Lost
a few bots?”


“Nine
hundred and fifty one... no two... no three now,” she grumbled.


He
chuckled. “That's normal in here. Most people aren't polite enough to just
flick the crawlers away anymore. They can be replaced.”


“A
nice here I am firewall would work,” she groused, finishing another module and
opening another. She slammed it shut immediately, antivirus protocols kicking
in as a rabbit tried to eat its way out. “Rabbit,” she growled, wrapping the
module up into a quarantine bubble and then deleting it.


Averies
bobbed a nod. “Yeah, you get those sometimes. Especially in the older files, or
the files that are accessed a lot.”


“Is
it often?”

“Not so much. We're usually clean. I try to run a clean net. But I haven't
scanned these old files... come here you little bugger... ah, got it,” he grunted
pulling a string out. “As I was saying, I haven't scanned some of this... oh
another module? Where did that come from... wait an entire bank just came
online!” he said startled.


Sprite
looked up from her efforts to recreate the module from its header file. Indeed,
her shadow was reporting that another memory center had come online.


“The
admiral,” she said.


“He's
good,” Averies said. Already the others were coming out of their shells to look
at the restored bank. Sprite threw a firewall around it. That would allow them
to look but not touch.


“He's
very good. He needs help though.”


“I
thought that was what we're doing here?” Averies asked indicating the AI core.


“No,
not just us. And our retarded friend here will be of some help. No I'm talking
more fleshy help. I'll have to have a word with captain Chambers of the Kiev
again,” she sighed.


“Problems?”
Averies asked.


“Aren't
there always?” she retorted. He chuckled again.


“I
wish we had access to the shuttle. This would be...” she tugged at a
recalcitrant code string with a read only tag attached to it. “Come on...” she
reset the strings tag and tried again but it reset itself back to read only in
a microsecond. “Damn!”


“Shuttle?”
Averies asked.


“I've
got the database set up with all sorts of goodies. There isn't a whole lot of
memory available but it's filled with all sorts of tools I could be using right
about now. We could be using right about now. That would make this go a lot
faster.”


“Oh.”


“When
you're an AI you tend to save the oddest things from time to time,” she said in
way of explanation. “I did a similar job on Anvil a year ago. I saved all the
changes to the AI Smithy. I was working on another AI for Destiny but her
captain didn't want an AI for his ship.”


“He's
silly then. Or stupid.”


“No,
just set in his ways,” she sighed. She logged the bad string and then moved on.
She couldn't delete it, not without having a copy on hand to replace it. She'd
have to find another fix for it later.


 


“Admiral,”
Sprite said, surprising him. Irons looked up.


“Problem?”


“This
would go a little easier if I had access to the shuttle's net. I need some
files and tools to get this done.”


Irons
frowned. His right arm was tearing into another IO bank. There were a lot of
damaged IO banks. Some had apparently been deliberate. Sid had told him the war
between the AI Draco and the sane people had been fierce. Some of this was
scorched Earth... or at least scorched memory tactics. He was cutting out the
links to where Draco was to keep the AI from using it though. Once burned and
twice shy. That would drop the station net into subnets, hopefully isolating
the AI. He was using the same tactic he had been using to try to contain the
tribes and Dilgarth, forming a box with the subnets and then cutting the
subnets up into smaller more isolated boxes.


“I
can look into it when we're done here,” he said. Proteus was just about
finished with what he could do here. The rest of the repairs needed to be a
full swap and replace effort. Oh sure his nanites could rebuild them from
scratch but he didn't want to expend the time and effort doing it. That was
what tools like the industrial replicator tucked away in his shuttle was for.
To take the burden off him so he could focus on the bigger picture, not get
swamped by small projects like this. He grimaced as the thought registered in
his consciousness. He really was focusing on small things instead of the bigger
picture. Okay, time to regroup and refocus.


He
also needed to go to the shuttle to replace the replicator's nanites. He kept
forgetting about that. If he wanted parts... he sighed to himself coming to a
decision. “I'll definitely get the link up. It will have to be encrypted
Sprite.”


“Of
course,” she said.


“No
concern about Draco?” he asked.


“Not
yet. I'll say let sleeping dragons lie for now Admiral. We've got enough
problems to deal with right here,” she said.


“True.”


 


When
the IO bank was finished Irons pulled the cables leading to the systems Draco
was inhabiting. Then he checked the systems.


There
was no way to access his shuttle remotely of course. He'd taken measures to
prevent that in case of enemy action. Sprite could access the communications
but only that. What he could do is set up a shielded link... ah; Sprite ever
resourceful had already done it for him. He nodded. Then it was time to unjack
and take a walk.


“Sprite...”


“Coming,”
she said. He felt her presence return. “Miss me?” she teased.


“A
little,” he said absently. “Status?”


“I
left Averies with a to do list. I'm hoping our little side trip will help out.
Can we bring some stuff to well...”


“Replicate?”
he asked, going over to the hatch. There was a pile of scrap there waiting.
He'd tossed scrap over to it over the past day and a half. It was a good sized
pile. He tucked a couple of pieces under his left arm.


“Is
that all you're going to take?” she asked, sounding a little dismayed.


“I
need to be mobile and have my right arm free in case of danger Sprite,” he
said, scanning the companionway on the other side of the hatch. He was still in
armor, that wasn't a problem but it did slow him down. It was clear. Just to be
on the safe side he checked his seals and then did another scan, this time at
longer range. There was... no it was clear. The signal life signs he was
picking up were animal, not sentient. Good but not great. Something else to
deal with.


He'd
wondered how some of the damage could have happened. Now he was pretty sure
vermin as well as sabotage had played a part. If it was Denubian mice then he
was pretty sure a lot of both. The damn vermin were a pain to any spacer.


He
made his way to the shuttle without incident. It was a half hour journey one
way, navigating around the convoluted path of closed doors. His crap cutting
method of entry made it a pain in the ass. He considered going into some of the
areas but each time the sight of a venting gas leak or chamber filled with
floating debris made him change his mind quickly.


He
also thought about going to an airlock, exiting the station and then making his
way around the exterior. It was tempting but no, the diversion would take
almost as long just in cycling through the locks as it would getting their on
foot.


When
he was in sight of the shuttle lock he snagged a couple of other pieces of
scrap and then went into the shuttle. Sprite accessed the lock controls as he
approached the door. He felt the communications handshake. He also felt
someone, a trace of someone looking over his no, her shoulder. He didn't like
that.


“I
know, we've got company,” she muttered to him. “Price you pay. Bet they are
curious to see if we're going or not,” she said.


“We're
not. At least not yet.”


He
entered the shuttle and popped the lid of the replicator with a hand. He set
the scrap inside and then sent a signal to Proteus to release some of the
nanites. When Proteus was finished he closed the lid. It would take about five
minutes for the nanite seed to feed on the block of material to grow and
restore the replicator. Once that was done it would devour the remaining scrap.


“Admiral
I suggest you eat. It's been eighteen hours since we've entered the station and
over thirty since you last ate.”


“Good
point,” Irons said, tapping at the controls. He watched the replicator glow,
slowly coming back to life then he turned to the food replicator. He sent a
mental signal to his suit to dissolve his helmet as he typed at the controls,
ordering a platter of energy bars and an energy drink.


“What
no coffee?” Sprite teased. “What are you making?”


“I'm
making IO boards and some processor chips,” he said.


“No
memory? We need memory,” she said.


“It's
on my to do list. But if I can get you more processors?” he asked. He'd noted a
bank of processors that were in good order but cut off from the main net.


“I'd
gladly accept them and then ask where is the memory?” Sprite asked, puckering
her lips in an impish smile.


“Everyone's
a comedian,” he growled, taking the power bar and biting into it. He sighed and
sat in the chair as he masticated in peace.


“I
ah... can't carry the data with me admiral,” Sprite said.


He
swallowed. “You mean you want me to access the ship's net. Are you sure their
end can handle it?” he asked, taking a drink.


“No,
that's why I asked for memory. I was going to wait to send myself the files
until we had it installed...”


“We
meaning me. Or at least Proteus,” he said dryly. She spread her virtual hands
on his HUD. “Fine.” He took another bite. “A memory module it is. I'll have to
get more scrap. And I want to fix the life support in the admin too. And fix
some stuff on the way back.”


“Why?”


“To
make it easier to get back and forth of course,” he said. She sighed. So, her
return was going to be delayed. Great.


Irons
finished the first bar off, dusted his hands off and then checked the
replicator. He pulled the tray and then dropped in the second helping of scrap
then went out for more.


He
spent a good half hour replicating parts until he had quite the load. He looked
at it and frowned.


“Out
smarted yourself again?” she teased. He snorted irritably.


“You're
a fine one to talk,” he said.


“Sure,
just gripe at the being with a fix to your little peccadillo,” she said with a
smirk. He growled. Her smile widened a little and then she shrugged. “There is
a hover pallet jack outside this compartment down the corridor and in the third
room on the left.”


“Functional?”
he asked.


“Is
that ever going to stop you?” she asked, raising a virtual eyebrow.


“Not
for long,” Irons replied getting up and moving off in the indicated direction.
He recovered the jack and cart and returned with it in short order. Of course
it was loaded down with scrap when they returned.


“What's
that for?” she asked.


“Well,”
he said putting the first load in. “It occurred to me that we need more help.
Since I can't scare any organic help up right away, I figured a couple of
robots might do the job.”


“Oh,”
Sprite said as he tapped at the controls. A repair bot began to form. It was of
course military issue. Hardy and durable, perfect for this environment.
Hopefully it would last longer than the recon robots. All three had bought it
in their little first adventure on the station.


When
the first bot is finished he removed it and then set it up to let its twin out
when it's finished building. “I'm going to have these two work on improving the
path here,” he said.


“Which
is why you added replicated parts for doors and life support to the list I
suppose,” Sprite said.


“Correct,”
Irons said. He filled a back pack with food and small items and then pushed the
hover pallet out of the shuttle. He waited until the lock closed and locked
behind him before moving on.


They
of course had to stop along the way, unloading and using some of the parts. It
was worth the time though, at least in his eyes. She didn't complain when he
repaired a few communication lines and even a remote access node for her.


When
they arrived in admin she dived right into the net. She'd left her shadow
inside the net. It reported she'd lost half her bots. She snarled and released
a bot to clone itself a few hundred times and then sent it off to crawl in
other directions. Then she turned back to the dumb AI.


“All
done? That was longer than expected,” Averies said with a hint of reproach in
his voice.


“Sorry,
fleshies, what can I say,” she said with a virtual shrug. He chuckled again.
She found his presence both an intrusion and somehow comforting at the same
time.


“Just
let me know if I'm butting in,” he said.


“No,
you're fine,” she said, opening the communication's link to the shuttle as the
admiral started plugging in the storage memory for her. Good.


“I've
got some tools here. Tools and modules. We can clone some and... damn it that's
mine! Leave it be!” she snarled, slamming a firewall up in between an intruder
and her flash memory module.


“Oh,
sorry,” the dumb AI responded. She snarled as she looked it over. It had
deleted and overwritten some of her repairs with its own presence, bloating
itself even larger than before.


“You
know what? I'm taking you offline. You need a tune up in the worst way.
Attitude adjustment for one. You'll thank me for it later,” she said, sending
the key codes to shut the AI down.


“Just
like that?” Averies asked, surprised.


“Just
like that. It's a dumb AI. You get used to it,” Sprite said firmly. She wasn't
up for any more nonsense.


Fortunately
the AI were the same make as Smithy and since she had the changes she had done
with him logged, it was easier to repair their cores when they were taken
offline. Even the stubborn strings were easy to repair once she worked out the
methodology. 


Each
was better optimized to handle the station management functions than she was so
she reluctantly brought them online when she was finished. It took all of an
hour to get the AI sorted out and back online. 


With
the hardware repairs the admiral was making to some of the computer systems
there was a small fraction of more memory space available. Still not enough
though she decided.


“Better,”
Averies said. “Not enough but much better,” he said, virtual hands releasing
one of the AI. The AI finished its POST check and then went about its business.


“It's
a start you mean,” Sprite said slightly vexed. What did they want a miracle?
Like the admiral said, engineers were miracle workers, but even miracles took
time! Time and a whole lot of effort on someone’s part to pull off properly.
She shook her virtual head at the thought. She was becoming more organic...
more human every day. The admiral was certainly rubbing off on her. She'd have
to look into that later.


“What's
next?” Averies asked, slightly amused.


“I'll
let you know,” she said dryly.


 


“Any
word?” O'Mallory asked. George looked up and then shrugged at her expression.


“Depends
on what you're asking about. I haven't heard anything about Yvonne if that's
who you're asking about,” he said.


Quinna
grimaced. Yvonne was taking Art's death hard. She hadn't known Art was her son.
Not until George had told her when the captain had reported the news of his
death and the death of the others over the ship net. It had come as somewhat of
a shock to her. If she had known would she of done anything differently? That
haunted her. She bet it haunted Yvonne too.


She'd
paid her respects last shift to Yvonne's parents. The doctor had issued Yvonne
a sedative so she could sleep and deal with the grief in her own way. She'd paid
her respects and then left the area quickly feeling guilty about feeling relief
at not having to face Yvonne so soon.


She
shook herself. She needed to focus. With Yvonne out and her people on the hull
she was pulling eighteen hour shifts until they left the system. “No, the hull.
Sitrep?”


George
shrugged. “Coming along. We can't do anything else about the pods but we've
been pulling hull plate and replacing and patching things. It's going well.
We've also replaced our long range sensors. Irons replicated some of them just
before we exited from scraps he'd saved up. That's helped out a bit.”


Quinna
nodded. “Any word from the admiral?”


“He's
in control of the station now and is working on repairing the administration.
His AI reported that he'll be ready for volunteers at anytime. I think the
captain's holding out on that though.”


“Oh.”


“We've
got the sublight drive down so we're not going anywhere chief,” George gave
O'Mallory a look. She smiled a little. That had taken a bit of careful timing
to pull off. She needed Irons back to handle some replicator jobs though; they
were starting to fall behind on her schedule.


“I've
got about two hundred volunteers asking to go over to the station. Most without
suits. I'm fielding calls every few minutes; I had to get Darlene to handle
them. It's crazy. Even with everything that happened they still want to go,”
George said, shaking his head.


O'Mallory
cocked her head. “Really?”


“Yeah.
I get a call every couple of hours from some. The Warners are particularly
interested in going.”


“They
were friends of the admiral,” Quinna murmured as George pulled up the list on
his screen and scrolled through the long list of names. “Do you have them
broken down by specialty or anything?” she asked. A few names she recognized.
Some were related to those lost. Hopefully they wanted a fresh start not
revenge for their lost loved ones.


George
shook his head. “Just tossing names onto the list,” George said with a shrug.
“I've been sort of busy with everything else going on,” he said sheepishly.


“Fine,”
she said looking it over and pursing her lips. She leaned forward, studying the
names and tracing a finger over a few she knew. A couple like the Taurens were
a surprise. Gwen, Torg, and Riff... why the hell did they want to go?


“Why
do so many Taurens want to go?” she finally asked when she couldn't think of an
answer.


“I'm
not sure. I...” George shrugged helplessly. “Ask them.”


“I'll
do that. Find out why people are so interested in going. Get...” She frowned
and looked around. “Get with Gwen or… are these people sleepers?” she asked
pointing to a couple of unfamiliar names.


“Yup,”
George answered. “Some of them aren't natural spacers. The older set were on a
cruise liner. A few have put in to be put off on Antigua when we get there.”


“Interesting.
That will make life support happy, or happier I should say,” she murmured.


“Yeah
think?”


“You'd
think the Taurens would want to go ground side,” she murmured.


“That's
prejudice speaking chief,” George said with a smile. “Now, me? I'm happy as a
spacer. Spacer brat born and bred,” he said, making a show of stretching his
arms over and behind his head and then knitting his fingers together behind his
head. She pursed her lips and watched as he propped his feet up on the console
and tipped his chair back.


“Feet
off the console,” she said, lifting his boots up and pushing. He went over
backwards with a whoop. She smiled as he groaned, rubbing his head. 


“You
did that on purpose,” he accused.


“Of
course,” she said with a grin, looking down at him. “I've told you...”


“Not
to mark up the console with my dirty feet. Yeah yeah,” he said, getting up and
then righting his chair. “Meany,” he grumbled.


“You
have only yourself to blame Georgie porgie,” she said with a teasing smile. He
rolled his eyes. She tapped the instant message link and then Gwen's name. A
moment later her video image popped up in a window.


“You
called chief?” the Tauren asked.


“Why
are so many Taurens interested in going on an away mission?” she asked, coming
right to the point.


“Blunt
as always chief,” Gwen huffed, playing with her ear. “It's hard to explain
really. I think well... I can say it's new challenges and bigger quarters. The
current ones are well... tight.” Which was true. The Taurens liked a lot of
room around them so they stayed out of their quarters unless they needed to
sleep. Most of the time the off duty Taurens had congregated in the greenhouse
with the cornucopia tree.


O'Mallory
raised an eyebrow. “You've had them for decades and never said anything,” the
chief replied.


“That's
because there wasn't any choice. This station sounds interesting. A challenge
and it's big. Big enough to have plenty of room to expand. I mean. The herd...”


“The
breeding rule...” George murmured nodding in sudden understanding. Quinna shot
him a look and then went back to looking at Gwen. Gwen had stopped what she was
saying to stare. After a moment she nodded.


“So...
You're willing to risk your necks in a derelict station in order to have kids?”
O'Mallory demanded.


“Aren't
we doing that in this ship?” Gwen replied. O'Mallory nodded grudgingly. “I'd
like to see what's new too. Upwards mobility chief. Someday I'd like to be
chief.”


“Huh,”
Quinna grunted, suddenly amused and nonplussed. “Never thought you wanted
responsibility Gwen.” She smiled at that thought. Gwen had a wicked temper when
the bulls tested her but was usually too nice to think of being in charge.


“You
mean more responsibility?” Gwen asked. Her ears twitched. “Of course. I'm a
team leader right?”


“Huh.
That you are,” O'Mallory admitted.


“I'd
like to keep growing.”


“I'll...
look can you get me a mixed team? Give me two mixed teams. Volunteers from the
list. Mixed from all specialties, ages, and races. That way no one can scream
we're playing favorites and that way all bases are covered,” O'Mallory said.
She was going to have a hell of a time running this past the captain.


“Really?”
Gwen asked. “I've got a project on but I can take a look. We're backed up again
waiting on the replicator. Any word from the admiral?”


O'Mallory
sighed. “Not much apparently.”


“Has
the captain approved this?”


O’Mallory
smirked. Gwen knew the answer to that already but she just had to ask. “I want
a plan in place before I go to him with it.”


The
Tauren nodded. “Ah.”


“Minimum
resources,” Quinna said with a grimace. “You know the drill. The less you take
the easier it will be to get it past Blur and the captain.”


“I
know,” Gwen said with an equal grimace of understanding and impatience. “I'll
get on that as well.”


“Get
the list then contact the people. Tell them they will be on short notice. I
don't know if and when he'll approve the plan. When he does I want to move
before he changes his mind.”


“Roger,”
Gwen said with a nod. “We'll need security and safe passage. Can I have that
list?” she asked.


Quinna
nodded, copying the list and then opening an e-mail. She tagged Gwen's name to
it then attached the copy and shot it off with a flick of a fingertip to the
send button. “On its way,” Quinna said.


Gwen
looked down and then nodded. “Got it. You've got to love what the admiral and
his AI did. e-mail rocks,” she said.


“So
do a lot of things. Get the ball rolling will you? I'll see what I can do on my
end,” Quinna said. “O'Mallory out.”


“Thanks
chief,” Gwen said as her finger touched the disconnect key.


“Think
it's safe?” George asked. He sounded a little worried.


O'Mallory
shrugged. “Everything we do is dangerous. We're spacers, it's what we do.
Calculated risk the admiral said. We just need to minimize the risk. With the
admiral in charge over there we won't be sending our people in blind this time.
And yeah, I'm worried too. I don't want this to go badly. Not ever again.”


“Yeah,”
George said with a sigh. “Yeah.”


 


Quinna
grimaced as she came onto the bridge. She'd spent the first half hour of her
shift getting call after call from people wanting news or wanting to go over to
the station. The constant distraction wasn't doing her blood pressure any good.
Something had to be done. Time to do something about it. Time to take the bull
by the horns as Gwen liked to say for some reason. Warner looked up at her
entrance. “Permission to enter?” she asked. He waved her in. 


“Coffee?”
he asked. She shook her head. “What's up?” he asked.


“I'd
like to see the captain,” she admitted looking around. He wasn't on the bridge.


“Problem?”
Warner asked, searching her face. 


She
frowned and then brushed her hair out of her eyes. “No, well yes. I've been
swarmed with people wanting to go over to the station.” the Veraxin rating at
the communications console glanced her way. She looked at him and then back to
the XO.


“Despite
what happened?” Warner asked.


“Tell
that to your parents. They are top of the list,” she said. His eyes widened in
shock and surprise. 


“You're
not serious!” he said. She nodded. “I...”


“I'm
not sure if it's loyalty to the admiral, something new to fix, or wanting to
clear space for us here,” she replied with a shrug.


“With
my parents? Who knows? Probably all three. Fixing that station though... all
the old I mean um...”


“I
think just about everyone is talking about it,” Quinna said with a grin. “I've
had no less than twenty people approach me on my way up here.”


“Then
it's getting interesting,” Warner said with a nod. He was surprised Cora hadn't
been up to beard the captain in his layer about the subject.


“Any
word from the admiral?” Quinna asked looking at the main view screen and
holographic projector. The 2D view screen had an image of the station drifting
in space. It was still dark and more than a little foreboding. The holo
projector had a 3D image of Kiev and it's work parties out on the hull. One was
highlighted.


John
shook his head. “No. Sprite kept us informed but she said she was going to be
busy doing some software repairs to some of the system and might be out of
touch.”


“I
wonder if they want any help?” she asked, clearly amused.


“I'm
sure they can use it. The question is can we get them in safely?”


O'Mallory
grimaced. “I thought Irons had that covered?”


“That's
an interesting question isn't it?” Al asked. They turned to the security
assistant chief. He shrugged. He was back on duty but he looked a little tired
still from his ordeal on the station. “He didn't do so hot the last time.”


“I
don't blame him for what happened. When you go in blind sometimes... it sucks
but sometimes that happens,” Quinna said with a grimace.


“Easy
for you to say,” Al said. Al was clearly unhappy about going up against
Dilgarth. Not that Quinna could really blame him.


“Look
as an engineer I have to deal with hard choices all the time Al. Do you think I
like the idea of sending someone I know, a friend possibly a family
member into harm’s way? Into a plasma leak? A shorted system? A high pressure
leak? Toxic gas? We live with it every day,” O'Mallory said. Al straightened
and scowled at her.


“True,”
Warner said looking from one to the other. “It's...”


O'Mallory
turned her attention on the XO. “Part of a spacer's world. Yes I know. I was
just talking about that with Gwen and George. Gwen wanted to go by the way. She
doesn't have a suit and she still wanted to go. Most of the Taurens want to go.
Think about that.”


“Wow,”
Warner said eyes wide in surprise.


O'Mallory
sighed and shook her head. “Apparently she's not the only one. Some of the
sleepers do. Numiria passed on a tidbit to George. Apparently all the sleepers
are talking about it. Her latest batch are asking all sorts of questions and
some are just now getting back on their feet. One even volunteered and he's not
even out of bed yet,” she said.


“Wow,”
Warner said blinking at her.


“The
captain?” Quinna asked, turning to him.


Warner
indicated the day cabin door. “He's in a mixed mood.”


“Lovely,”
she said, tugging on the hem of her coverall top. “I'll just get it over with
quickly then,” she said. 


“If
you don't mind, I'll go with you,” Warner said.


“Me
too,” Al said coming around his console with a nod. “If you're planning a
follow up away mission I want my people on board.”


“Okay,”
Quinna said with a nod.


“Miss
Esmay, you have the bridge,” Warner said over his shoulder as Quinna raised her
hand to rap on the door. She knocked as Esmay acknowledged the order behind
her.


“Enter,”
the captain said curtly. The door clicked and then opened. She grimaced and
stepped through with the others on her heels.


 


“So?”
The captain demanded from behind his desk. The trio came to attention before
him as the door closed behind them. “What's on your mind?” he asked, laying his
hands together on the bloater in front of him.


O'Mallory
shrugged mentally and decided to just come out with it. “Captain, we're being
swamped with requests to join the admiral.”


“Really,”
the captain said sarcastically. “Anyone I know?”


“Other
than your daughter sir?” O'Mallory asked. Al and Warner turned to stare at her.
The captain's jaw dropped and then closed firmly. He scowled blackly.


“That's
not funny chief.”


“I
wasn't kidding sir. she asked me on my way up here. I told her we have enough
volunteers. She seemed disappointed,” she said.


“She...”


“She's
a strong woman sir. She's eager to prove herself,” O'Mallory replied. “There is
a lot of that going around.”


“She
can do it in other ways,” the captain said. Safer ways was hovering at the end
of that statement.


O'Mallory
shrugged that off. That was between her and the captain. “We're still getting a
lot of requests.”


“Despite
everything that happened?” the captain demanded dubiously.


O'Mallory
shrugged, lips twisting in a sour smile. “I think because of it for some. They
want to kick ass.”


“Revenge?”
Warner asked.


“I'm
not sure,” O'Mallory replied as the captain sat there, pondering what to do.


“It
would be for me if I was going. Which I'm not. Not unless you order me to,” Al
said nodding to the captain. The captain's mouth pursed thoughtfully.


O'Mallory
shook her head. “Volunteers. We've got hundreds, some are crew, and some are
passengers. A lot of retirees and young people.”


“We
can't afford to lose trained personnel,” Al said.


O'Mallory
shook her head. “Not all of them are crew. I'd say about half. Most of my
engineers are busy.”


“True,”
Warner said. He was still wrestling with the concept of his parents
volunteering. What would his life be like without them around? He knew he'd
have to deal with it eventually... Then again, dad had deteriorated rapidly
after being sidelined by arthritis and that damn implant thing. Now that he was
better he seemed eager to take on new roles, new challenges. According to
doctor Numiria that was the best tonic for him, to keep busy and active.


“I'll
allow it,” the captain said finally. The trio stared at him. He looked amused,
rubbing his right temple with his right index finger before propping his head
up with it. “Surprised you?” he asked with a sardonic smile.


“In
a word yes sir. It did,” O'Mallory replied cautiously. She looked at the
others. Al was stiff; Warner was smiling slightly for some reason.


“If
the admiral has made it safe or at least safer then I don't see the reason why
we shouldn't send people over to take what they can,” the captain said.


“Um,
sir,” the chief looked uncomfortable. “I believe for some like the Taurens they
are hoping to make it a new home. Some of the sleepers have put in for it too.
Those that aren't interested in getting off on Antigua that is.”


The
captain steepled his fingers, wrestling with that new tidbit of information.
“Really,” he finally said.


“If
we're lucky we'll shed about a thousand people,” Al mused thoughtfully, eyes
far away.


“If
we could be so lucky,” the captain muttered. He closed his eyes for a moment
before opening them and focusing on the chief once more. “Aren't there a couple
of hundred people on the station?”


“Yes
sir,” O'Mallory said with a nod. “All sorts of species sir. I can give you the
list...?” He shook his head no at that suggestion.


He
looked up at them and locked eyes with each for a moment. “I don't want any of
them coming over here. If they do we're just dumping them onto Antigua. Let
them be the Antiguan's problem not ours,” he growled.


“Yes
sir,” Al said with a nod. They had enough on their plate as it was. He fully
agreed with his captain. The savages didn't belong here.


O'Mallory
frowned. “I'm not being a total hard ass chief,” the captain said with a look
her way. He could see she wasn't comfortable with that order. “I don't want any
problems. The people on that station... who knows what they've got. Diseases
and viruses I mean. They are uneducated and unsocialized. Savages in other
words. More mouths to feed we don't need or want. I also don't want any revenge
issues either.”


“Yes
sir,” O'Mallory said reluctantly.


“You
disagree,” he asked.


She
shook her head firmly. “No sir, just coming to accept it sir. You're the
captain.”


“Good.
Go on. Let me know when the first shuttles are launching of course,” he said.


“Yes
sir,” the chief said with a nod.


“And
chief,” he said looking up again. She paused. “No one without a suit and no one
of critical importance to the function and well being of this ship and its
crew. That rules you and most of the senior staff out.”


“Most
sir?” Warner asked amused.


“Blur
can go,” the captain said, pursing his lips. Al and Warner snorted. O'Mallory
surprised herself and the others by giggling girlishly. “If they'll take him,”
the captain said, smiling a little at the relief in tension.


“I
think they'll send him back without a suit sir,” Al said with a grin. “I know I
would.”


“Go
on, git. Keep me posted,” the captain said, picking up a tablet in front of
him.


“Aye
aye sir,” O'Mallory said with a smile as they exited.


As
the door closed behind her she turned to the others with a grin. “Well! That
was easier than I thought,” she said.


“I
think he's as eager to see what's going on over there as you are chief. And if
the admiral has more hands...”


“He'll
get more done faster. All right. Whatever works,” she said. The confrontation
with the captain had really gone easier than she thought or planned on. Warner
definitely didn't look happy but went apparently he's ready to go along with
it. 


“You're
parents don't have suits do they?” Al asked turning to the XO. Warner nodded.


“Skin
suits. Military issue. Mum's is a bit banged up but still useable, or so she
said. I'm not sure if they still fit though,” he replied quietly, eyes lost.


“I
doubt they will go. Away missions are for the young and reckless,” Al said and
then winced at the dagger look Esmay shot him. “What?”


“Franko
and Art weren't reckless,” she snarled.


He
held up a hand. “Sorry, not what I meant.”


“No,
it's what you implied.” She was ready for a fight; she'd grown up with
Art and Franko. Franko might have been an ass but he deserved better.


“Let's
not fight,” Warner said getting in between the two before the argument
escalated. “The captain said volunteers with suits. Pass the order chief. Mixed
crews...” he turned to the chief.


O'Mallory
nodded. “I've got George and Gwen working up lists now.”


“Minimum
kit...”


“Great,”
she sighed and shook her head. She'd anticipated the order but didn't have to
like it.


“We
don't want to lose anything...”


“Which
we can't replicate?” she asked looking at him again. He frowned and then
shrugged. 


“Point,”
he said. “Al,” he said turning to the security man. “We'll need...”


“Strong
security presence. Gotcha,” Al said nodding. “I'll check in with Q’Bert and
then get back to you on it.”


“The
admiral will meet you at the dock,” Sprite said from the overhead. They looked
up.


“Sorry,
didn't mean to intrude. I was making my hourly report to the bridge when you
came out of the captain's quarters. I deduce from your comments and orders
we're about to have company?” she asked sounding pleased.


“Lay
out a welcome mat will you? But not too hot a reception this time,” the chief
asked.


“Definitely.
The admiral's in admin right now doing what he can with what he brought along.
I'll inform him. Sprite out.”


“We'll
need to give him or her an ETA...” Warner said turning to the chief.


She
nodded. “Just as soon as my people are ready. I know.”


“Chief
we've got the first team prepping now,” the communication's tech said looking
up. They stared at the Veraxin. “What?” she asked, shrugging her upper
shoulders and showing first level amusement over confusion. “I passed on the
good news as soon as you came out.”


O'Mallory
smirked at Warner who rolled his eyes. By now it was probably grist for the
rumor mill, in other words all over the ship. “Glad someone's on the ball.
Think it hit the ship's grapevine yet?”


“Are
you kidding? Gossip's already thick as cookie's pea chowder. Betting is running
four to one that this team gets chewed up as well,” the tech replied.


“Well!”
Al said with a scowl. “I'll just have to see what I can do to upset those odds
right?” he said with a growl. “Put me down for ten on nothing happening and one
on something going wrong,” he said as a stage whisper to the tech. The tech
nodded and then looked up and at him in confusion.


Al
smirked and shook his head, walking off whistling. Warner shook his head at the
tom foolery. “All volunteers have suits until they can make an area for those
without them.”


“Which
will take time,” O'Mallory said. “But not a whole lot I bet. Not with Irons in
their corner,” she said with a smile. The smile congealed slightly. Irons had
been in the first away team's corner as well and look how many had come back
after that mess she thought.


“No
doubt,” Warner said as Al left the bridge. He looked at the closing hatch and
frowned. “Where's he going?”


“Either
to get a suit or to find some of his people to go,” O'Mallory said looking at
the hatch herself. “I'm not sure which.” She doubted Al would go back. He said
he wouldn't but then again you never knew.


“I
wonder how many will volunteer and how many he'll order to go?”


“Not
sure,” O'Mallory said. She was of mixed feelings on going. “I'll be in the boat
bay if you need me,” she said leaving the bridge.


 


Outside
the boat bay she paused, whistling. Dozens of heads turn to look at her. “You
going too chief?” Gwen asked, checking names off the list.


“No,
ah, can't. Captain's orders. You shouldn't either,” she said with a frown.


“Oh
not this trip. I know, M'runi passed on the order. No one without a suit can go
until they've got it set up on the other end. I've got Jake making suits now
though.”


“Really,”
she said taken aback by that. “What'd that cost?”


“More
than Blur is happy to let go of,” Gwen muttered with a scowl. “Some of Riff's
tipple, which was also a pain in the ass to get a hold of. Had to get him
a custom suit for him to go along with it on his end.”


“Really?”
O'Mallory asked surprised and amused. Riff was a thinker and a tinkerer, not
really someone who liked risking his bull neck. The Tauren shrugged her massive
shoulders. “He's that serious about going?” she asked.


“Does
this answer your question chief?” Gwen said, pointing over her shoulder.
O'Mallory turned to see Riff coming around the corner with a suit on. Granted
it was a universal suit, but it was one that fit him. He had an oversized
bubble helmet tucked under one arm, and an engineering kit and survival bag
under the other. He pretty much filled the companionway, forcing everyone to
flatten against the sides of the bulkheads or get run over.


“Riff?”
she asked, quirking an eyebrow upward.


“Yes
chief?” he asked, setting the equipment down at his boots and then setting the
helmet on top. “All ready to go,” he said looking at Gwen.


“Shit,”
Gwen muttered looking him up and down. “Damn you Riff...”


“Pissed
cause I'm going first?” he asked with a flick of his bovine style ears.


“A
little,” she growled.


“You'll
get over it,” he said with a snort. She hooked a thumb and finger into his
nostrils and pinched and pulled downward until they were face to face. His eyes
rolled white at the pain she was inducing.


“Now
here this. Anything, I mean anything,” she gave a pointed tug on the nostrils
making him yelp. “Anything happen to that hide of yours and what's trying to
kill and eat you will be the least of your problems. You read me bull
boy?”


“Yes
ma'am,” he said, breathing through his mouth. His voice sounded high pitched.


“The
only one that takes a bite out of your ass is me. Get that through your thick
head.” She gave him a long look and then let go. Her hand wiped itself on a
rag. “Now get. Keep in touch. Or else,” she growled.


“Yes
Ma'am,” he said, picking his kit up and tucking it under his arms again. “If
you'll excuse me chief,” he said. He got through the hatch and snorted then
winced. “Damn that hurt,” he muttered loud enough for them to hear. He rubbed
at his nose.


“Serves
you right,” Gwen growled.


Barry
and another pilot ferried the first two groups over a half hour later.
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“I
take it this is another marathon session?” Sprite asked, clearly amused. The
admiral was nothing if not thorough and stubborn.


“Probably,”
Irons replied, continuing to work on the panel in front of him. He was waiting
for the shuttles to dock. Since he was stuck waiting, why not work on the area
around the docks?


“I've
been meaning to tell you, we've got a slow boil problem,” Sprite admitted. That
was her way of saying a small problem that could become a bigger one overtime.


“Oh?”
he asked, adjusting the lights. Right now the station was on energy saving
alert of course. He pulled anything shorted or severely damaged and tossed them
to the side. A bot was trundling back and forth in between his shuttle and the
piles of scrap. He had a pair of hover pallets filling up with newly replicated
parts. His replicator was also making bots, one bot every two hours.


“Yes.
It appears the cybers and some of the AI are getting ready to file suit,”
Sprite said, totally serious.


He
paused what he was doing and looked up. “You don't say,” he said slowly.
“Suit?”


“Yes,
apparently they do not like us here, do not like the interference, the damage,
and intend to file a lawsuit over everything from the damages to the resources
you use to repair the station. All illegal, unlawful and downright mean,” she
said sounding mock serious. If he didn't know her any better he'd swear she was
actually enjoying that twist.


“Talk
about biting the hand that feeds you,” Irons replied before returning his
attention to the lights.


“Essentially
what I said actually,” Sprite said. She checked the exterior camera. Wonder of
wonders it was functional. “Shuttle one on final. ETA two minutes,” she
reported.


“Just
enough time to finish with this then,” Irons said, moving from the light to a
flickering one further down the companionway. He'd already checked the locks
and grapples, they were functional. He flipped the step stool open and then
climbed up it again. He'd cleaned up the grav plates right off. Fortunately
they were in relatively good order for their age. The corridor was set to only
one third G like the rest of the station now.


“If
you feel a bump...”


“That
will be Barry knocking you mean?” Irons asked. “Let's hope not,” he said,
pulling the cover panel off. One light was burned out, the other on its last
leg. Florescent tubes. Apparently they hadn't gone out of style even though
LED's had mostly replaced them over a thousand years ago. He shook his head and
pulled both tubes. The light around him vanished.


“Did
you tell them we're covered?” he asked, meaning the cybers and not the incoming
people.


“I
told them a lot of things in that regard. Including looking a gift horse in the
mouth and biting the hand that feeds you,” Sprite replied acidly.


“No
I mean it's covered. All factories were nationalized during the latter half of
the Xeno war. Remember?” he asked as he worked.


“Um...”
It took a microsecond to find the relevant documents. She already knew the
corporation had been nationalized but... When she did scan through and find
what he had been talking about she felt like kicking herself. No, not really,
but the metaphor fit somehow. How could she of missed it?


“I
also was about to bring up the fact that this station was technically a derelict.
Not quite abandoned so that would be arguable. Also they haven't paid their
taxes in seven centuries...”


“So
they are subject to seizure. Oh lovely,” Sprite said. “You know the
nationalization and the tax angle totally slipped past me. I did bring up the
salvage rights argument though.”


“Busy?”


“Yes,”
Sprite mused. That was still annoying, she should have thought of it when she
had been arguing with them. It irked her that she'd missed it and he hadn't. 


“Still
not an excuse,” Sprite said sourly.


“Cut
yourself a break Commander, we've been overloaded with projects,” he said,
putting the cover panel back so it wouldn't be inadvertently recycled by
someone overzealous. Sometimes even AI put low priority items in deep memory to
focus on the task at hand.


“It's
still no excuse. I'm an AI,” she said, firing off the relevant passages to the
cybers. She put it in an open file, read only. She did the same for all the
current laws. Well, current as of the last gasp of civilization over seven
hundred years ago.


“Firing
back?” Irons asked.


“A
full broadside actually. I'm giving them something to think about. I bet we'll
start seeing some whining or some ass kissing sometime soon,” she said.


“I'll
settle for some genuine help and an end to any obstructions they are throwing,”
the admiral growled, twisting some wires together and tucking them into a box
out of the way.


“Not
likely,” she muttered as the docking light went from red to green. “They're
here...” she sing songed.


“Good,”
Irons said folding the step stool and tucking it under one arm. He could have
used his antigrav but using a stool was energy efficient.


“Holo's
working?” Sid asked from the overhead. “Testing one too three...” he said.


“Audio's
working,” Sprite replied through the data link. “I'll patch in a microphone
pick up for you. Holo is warming up now I believe,” she said.


“Yes
it is. Good. We want to say hi,” Sid said. Sprite sighed. “No, not a speech. Or
at least I don't think so.” Sid seemed unsure himself. “Not a long one anyway,”
he clarified.


“Great.
We'll make a politician out of you yet,” she said.


“Now
you're just being mean,” he replied with a laugh. “No need to get nasty,” he
said with a smirk in his voice.


“Say's
you,” she riposted back.


“You
know, I know the first order of the Apocalypse is to kill all the lawyers. Wish
they'd thought of that here,” she texted to Irons. He snorted just as the lock
opened.


Irons
met them and was immediately glad to see them. He shook hands with Barry and
the others. He is surprised by Riff but gratified. The others took their
helmets off when they see he's not wearing his.


“Nice
outfit,” Barry said nodding to the admiral’s improvised armor.”


“What
this ole thing?” Irons asked looking down at the suit. He hadn't taken off the
armor yet. “I just threw it on,” he said.


“Sure
you did,” Barry replied with a snort and a smile at that old line.


“This
it?” Irons asked, watching as security men and women formed a perimeter. Good.
They looked like they meant business. One had a hand held scanner and was doing
a careful sweep. All engineers, one medic and guards. Good.


Barry
shrugged. “All there is for this load. Sorry. We're kind of well...”


“There
is a huge group actually,” Riff said pushing the push pull out and over the
lock combing. “Hundreds so far. But the captain said they can't come unless
they have a suit.”


“And
quarters,” a tech said. “And food and air and well...” he shrugged and spread
his hands.


The
admiral nodded. Everything the captain said was logical. “We'll work on it.”


“Welcome,”
Sid said. His holographic image formed next to the admiral. His wife was with
him. “Welcome to Antigua station prime.” The holo of the cybers startled a few
people.


“Ah,
thanks,” Riff said with a nod as everyone stared at the newcomers.


“Tauren
correct,” Sid said with a welcoming smile. “We haven't seen your kind in quite
some time. You are very welcome here.”


“Thanks,”
Riff said.


Emily
poked Sid. “Where are my manners,” he said, not looking her way. “My name is
Sid Berkheart, this is my wife Emily. We are human resource managers on the
station. If you need anything let us know,” he said politely, following
formula.


“We
need a lot actually,” Barry said. “Well, they do, I'm not staying long. I've
got to go pick up the next bunch.”


“Is
it true there are so many willing to come over and help?” Emily asked
hopefully, eyes shining in delight.


Barry
paused and then shrugged as a nearby lock went from a red light to a green and
then began to cycle open. Shuttle two had docked as they had talked and now
people started to come out. Hesitantly at first but then with more assurance as
word passed that the area was safe.


“Hundreds
right now. I bet a thousand or so.”


“Wow,”
Emily said, virtual eyes wide. “That many?” She was now definitely excited.


Barry
nodded. “Kiev is a big ship. We've got over seven grand onboard. A lot of
people do make work. Many just stand around sucking up resources bored out of
their little minds. They want something else to do.”


“Which
we can provide,” Sid said with a nod. “Jobs we have a plenty,” he said.


“Good,”
Riff said. “Let's get to work. First order of business admiral?” he asked.


Irons
nodded, getting a nose count. There were forty three people of various races.
Not a lot of equipment, but they could remedy that easily. What really
interested him was the barrel of fuel shuttle two had dropped off. A barrel of
hydrogen fuel, two of water, and several tanks of acetylene, nitrogen, and
oxygen. All courtesy of O'Mallory most likely.


“We've
got a priority list. But first is to get to work securing a passage from the nearest
dock to the center of the station and it's critical machinery,” the admiral
said. “Which means patching everything and making sure nothing can get in. And
keeping it that way. Security...”


Riff
nodded indicating the guards around them. “Which is right here. Al sent along
some of his best to help.”


“We'll
need to tack weld cover plates over the Jeffery tubes and lock down side
passages. Anything a body can fit through will need to be secured,” Irons said.


Riff
grunted. He turned to look over his shoulder. A tech was holding up a welding
rig. She flipped the switch and the tip flared to life. “Just point the way
admiral,” she said with a grim smile. She flipped the sun visor on her suit
down.


 


The
first real order of business after the corridor was complete was to get a power
plant and a replicator functional. They had limited life support, most of it
canned. It didn't bode well if they wanted to pack more people into the space
station. Irons had a couple of people and the bots run scrap to his shuttle replicator.
A few grumble good naturedly about the task. “You'd think we'd be doing
something else other than lifting scrap and running parts.”


“Move
stuff now bitch later,” another said.


“I
can do both.”


“Oooh
multitask. Great. You do that. I'll save my breath and energy for more
important things,” the other replied.


“Just
think, you get to play with the replicator. No gold plated jewel encrusted
tools please,” Riff teased.


“Awe
spoil sport,” Danny growled good naturedly.


“Just
know you that's all,” Riff grunted. “Make sure you change any filters you
find.”


“Filters?”


“Something
tells me they haven't been changed in a few centuries,” the Tauren said dryly.


“Oh,”
Danny said thoughtfully and then nodded. “I'll remember not to drink the tap
water then.”


“Yeah,”
Riff said. “That's something else to work on.”


“Better
get on it soon,” Danny said with a grimace.


 


“Power
plant off line?” Riff asked as they entered admin. Irons nodded, amused that so
many that had followed them in were looking around and whistling in appreciation.
A few immediately climbed up into the observation deck to get a better lay of
the room. A few of the more duty oriented people immediately got a feel for the
room and then sat down at stations and checked the systems over.


“Glad
some people know what they're doing,” Sprite said, watching with a hint of
pride as people picked up on the system layout quickly. All that training had
paid off apparently. That was good. It was also good that all these people were
making a positive impression with the cybers and AI in the net.


“Power
plant is definitely offline. I looked into all of them. Right now life support
is running off of the station's solar panels which have taken a beating. It'd
be nice if we could get a crew out to do a hull survey and take a look at the
closest ones.”


“I'll
look into it,” Riff said nodding to a nearby tech. The tech nodded back
reluctantly.


“If
we can get the other maintenance boat over here they could help and play SAR
duty,” Irons said.


Riff
shook his head. “Doubtful. The chief has it swapping out the Scarab when the
Scarab goes off duty,” Riff said.


“Oh.
Well, we can see if one is available here. Or make one if need be,” Irons said.


“Make
one?” A tech asked looking up.


Irons
smiled. “This is a factory station. A big one. We can build quite a bit with
it. Like oh, another Kiev if you want.”


Her
eyes went wide. There was another whistle of appreciation, this one low and
long. He snorted and nodded firmly. He now had them onboard with the dream, now
it was time to get them down to business. “Right. Which means the sooner we get
a handle on things the sooner we can do things like that. Things like that and
more. Much more,” he said smiling invitingly.


“Well
all right then!” Riff said with a grin, smacking him hard enough on the shoulder
to make him wince in pain. “Where's the nearest reactor?”


 


Barry
undocked a minute before shuttle two and headed out, back to Kiev. The other
shuttle crew was eager to get back to the barn, but he was more interested in
the station. When he landed he was immediately swarmed by eager rambunctious
people. Some of the people just want news, but others were loading up for the
ride over.


“You've
got to be kidding me,” Gus muttered looking at the crowd. More than one pair
was arguing over who went first. One woman had luggage. “Do we have to let them
in?” the kid asked.


“We
deliver the goods. Get used to it kid,” Barry said with a head shake at the
mayhem on the other side of the cockpit window. 


“Let's
get to work,” he said. Shuttle two was already taking on passengers. He went
back to let them in. 


 


They
started by running small groups of twenty to thirty over. It was great that
they were running paired flights; it meant that they only had to open and close
the bay doors once for each flight.


After
the third paired flight the captain frowned as Barry stopped the rush to
refuel. Blur had put in some choice comments about the fuel usage. He really
didn't want to listen to the carping. So far the station was a black hole.
People and equipment were going over with no return on investment. He didn't
like that. Blur didn't like it and was rather vocal about the situation. He
really didn't like that he agreed with the annoying Telerite.


The
captain grumbled about having so many people over there. “What if there is an
emergency and they need to be evacuated all at once?” 


Warner
grimaced and then nodded grimly. The thought had occurred to him as well. “They
know the risks sir. I laid it out to them and they wanted to go anyway.”


“Just
so they know it might be a one way trip,” the captain said darkly. He for one
had no intention of allowing his daughter over there.


 


Irons
and Riff led a team of engineers and reactor techs to the nearest reactor. It
was a small fusion reactor, really a back up for the mains. Of course a back up
for the station was bigger than Kiev's. A lot bigger, nearly four times larger
than the reactor on Kiev. Riff is immediately awed by the shier scale of the
monster.


“I
think...” Riff studied the read outs. The reactor control room was battered and
dusty but functional. If it had power. Irons had plugged in his micro generator
to provide the power. “I think it's got some minor damage but we'll know more
when we finish the diagnostic. My credits are on it having run dry on fuel. Any
ideas on that?” he asked looking at the admiral. The chief had only sent over a
single barrel of slush hydrogen. That wouldn't even make this thing burp.


“No.”


“Didn't
your crew run into some water a while back?” A tech asked. Irons turned to her.


“It's
a thought,” he said with a smile. He'd wondered where they would get fuel;
there was an answer right there under his nose. It showed how tired he was.
He'd been dreading trying to get the fuel from the Kiev. He knew Blur would
balk and really he couldn't blame them.


“It's
going to take a while to get this diagnostic finished,” Riff said. “Why don't
you...” he turned to see Irons had plugged into the controls. “Oh.”


“Proteus.
Preliminary report is on your screen now,” Irons said, using his left hand to
indicate the screen near the Tauren. “You were right, fuel and damage to her
electronics. Minor damage I think. We can get it sorted out soon.”


“Good,”
Riff said.


“The
good news is she's been offline for seven centuries so there is no impedance
problem. The bad news is she's tricky to handle. We need a team with an AI to
handle the finicky details,” the admiral said as he scanned the system. From
the looks of things it wasn't half bad. A lot better than he'd expected at any
rate. He... hell they might be able to get it up in a couple of shifts
with any luck. But that still left the matter of a power watch.


“I
can get one of the dumb AI to run this,” Sprite said. “Once we patch a
communications link in for them to use. They'll need memory though. Memory and
processors,” she said. Clio was still offline; they didn't really have memory
for her. Technically all the dumb AI should be offline, especially the damn law
AI. They were doing nothing but take up processor cycles and memory space.
“Clio would like a home of her own.”


“Which
we can also provide,” Irons said, looking around. He spotted the burnt out bank
of computer parts. “I think we need to look that over and start pulling parts,”
he said pointing to the bank. Riff grunted, looking down at his screen. He
tapped it a few times, scrolling through the list.


“Long
list,” Riff said as a tech hesitantly went over to the computer banks. She
knelt, running a hand over the case. She shook her head in distaste. From the
look of her expression the entire bank was trashed.


“And
getting longer by the minute,” Irons said. “I've put in the priorities to the
replicators. Our people should start running parts here soon. We'll need to
secure this area though.”


“Which
means tack welding some doors and hatch covers,” a tech said with a grin.
“Gotcha. Can we get more light in here?” he asked, indicating the lighting.
Right now they were using their suit lights and a couple of portable lights to
light the area around them. The rest of the reactor was Stygian black, a
foreboding cave like thing that preyed on their primitive hind brains.


“We'll
see what we can do. Or at least get some more portable lights in here,” Irons
said. He got an e-mail. “First load is already on its way. We'll have to
backtrack the data lines if there is a break in between ops and here though,”
he cautioned.


“Great,”
the communication's tech muttered. From the sound of it the tech wasn't at all
happy about sticking his hands into any dark spaces. 


Riff
snorted. He couldn't blame him, not in the slightest. He leaned over and picked
up his tool kit and turned. “Let's get to work then. I'm going to check the
fuel injectors while we can. See if anything's plugged up or frozen. I don't
like the look of the actuators. One looks like it froze wide open, the other is
partially closed. Gotta fix that.”


“Good
point,” Irons said with a nod.


 


Riff
asked him about the cybers while they work. Parts have been running back and
forth for an hour but the supply chain is long and there is competition for
resources. Having only one small industrial replicator and one small food
replicator was a pain in the ass. A lot of parts were just too big for the
replicator to handle. They'd have to either break them down or use what they've
got and hope for the best. There was also no way they could get the large parts
through the station's companionways. The larger companionways were
unpressurized. No way. 


Irons
told him he was not sure. They had been in the system for a while. He wasn't
sure how sane they were. “Honestly,” he started to say and then looked around
with his sensors. Right now they were in a dead spot; the cybers couldn't hear
or see them. That was good, he didn't want to be overheard. “Honestly I'm not
sure how sane they are or how reliable.” 


Riff
snorted and pulled his glasses down to look at Irons directly. “But they can't
hear us now can they?”


“No,
so we can talk candidly,” Irons replied.


“Just
checking,” Riff said, putting his glasses back in place. “Are they safe to work
with is what I'm wondering.”


“Not
sure. We'll find out soon enough,” Irons replied. “A few mean well. A few are
worth keeping around. But the damn lawyers are getting on my nerves.”


“That's
what I was afraid you'd say.”


“Boss,
got a problem here, actuator is frozen,” a tech replied. “And Danger Dan's got
issues. Something hinky's going on with the communications.”


“Great,”
Irons replied getting up. “I'll help Dan,” he said heading to the communication
tech.


“Let
me check my notes,” Riff muttered.


 


They
approached the thin communications tech. The tech was muttering darkly, fingers
dancing over the virtual keyboard in front of him. “Problem Dan?” Riff asked.


“Something's
hinky here,” he said.


“Really?”
Riff asked with a patient sigh. “Why don't you tell me all about it instead of
fixing it?”


“That...
okay that's not fair. I'm trying to report something and you're being an ass,”
Dan said rounding on the Tauren. Irons held up a hand. 


“Something
I'm missing?” he asked before the Tauren's temper could flare fully.


“Danger
Dan. Accident prone. One of his accidents left me in sickbay with burns,” Riff
said with a growl. Irons nodded. Great, the two had a history.


“I
said I was sorry,” Dan squirmed under his gaze. “And hey, who would have
thought an arc could go that far?”


“And
didn't singe a hair on your head and you were closer,” Riff growled in disgust.


Dan
spread his hands. “I'm not the one wearing body jewelry. At least you learned
not to,” he said.


“Yeah
after that,” Riff said, tugging on his ear where he had a scar. The arc had
ripped through the chain earing he'd had. The chain had gone from his ear to
his nostril. It had then jumped to a plasma conduit he'd been standing under.
The voltage had been high but the amperage had been low. Just enough to singe
and do damage, not quite enough to kill. At least not a Tauren. A human would
have ended up dead.


“So
what's the problem?” Irons asked.


“If
I didn't know any better I'd say someone's pranking me. It's definitely someone
or something in the net. I keep getting all kinds of crap.”


Riff
gave him a dubious look. Dan spread his hands apart and stepped aside so they
could see the virtual screen in front of him. A log played out. “See?” he said
pointing a finger to a string of code. “Now watch,” he said, tapping at the
controls. “I've got a firewall up right?” he said. Something immediately
started battering at it the moment he brought the computer node online.


“That's
not Draco,” Sprite said.


“You're
sure?” Irons asked. He was leery about the rogue AI. It was somewhere in the
station net, supposedly isolated from the rest of the system. Poking around
like this without knowing where the damn thing was didn't help his nerves any.


“Yes.
That's organic. The timing is off for an AI. An AI would do rapid fire pings,
tens of thousands every microsecond until the firewall was overwhelmed and went
down. This is limited. It's chaotic as well, not random but not static either.
An organic is behind it,” Sprite reported.


“Someone
looking for more room?”


“Or
something trying to help?” Riff asked.


“I'm
not sure about either. It could be a person being nosy. But I don't know. Try
this. Try putting up a read me file onto the firewall. Just a warning sign. See
what happens,” Sprite suggested. She hated that she couldn't get into the
system either. She was looking at it from the outside, through the eyes and
sensors of the admiral. At least until he jacked in.


Irons
watched as Dan typed a quick note out and then attached it to the Firewall. The
pings stopped for a few seconds and then resumed.


“Yes,
that's an organic intelligence,” Sprite said smugly, though she wasn't so sure
about the intelligence part. “No way an AI would take that long to assimilate
new data,” she said.


“Which
begs the question who. And why,” Irons said. “Can you find out?”


“Me?”
Dan asked surprised.


“No,
Sprite,” he asked.


“Not
here. I can't get a link. We're too far out,” Sprite said in disgust.


“Which
isn't a comforting thought,” Riff said. “No back up to call. Or for them to
call us,” he said.


The
admiral nodded. “Yeah, something to fix. Which means fixing this,” Irons said
waving to the communications system. “All right. Dan right?” Dan nodded. “I
want you to set up a firewall system in between this and the mains,” he said
indicating the main computer bank someone else was working on rebuilding. “I
want you to route everything to that temporary system and not to the main
system.”


“Why?”
Dan asked. “Not that I can't do it but why?”


“I
want a hard firewall.”


“All
right. I'll have to disconnect the lines then,” he said indicating the mess of
ODN cables on the right side of the board. Irons nodded.


“Get
started on it then,” he said. They'd have to find another method of
transferring the AI Sprite had in mind to this subnet. One thing at a time he
thought. “But mark where everything goes so we can rebuild it later,” he said
as Dan reached for a plug.


Dan
stopped and then sighed. He reached into his kit and pulled a marker and tape.
“Take all the fun out of it,” he said with a grunt.


“And
be careful. ODN lines only pass light but it looks like something chewed
through some of the electrical lines under them,” the admiral cautioned.


Dan
peered close and then swore, snatching his hand back. “Shit,” he said over and
over. Irons snorted as he turned to Riff. He'd seen it right off but apparently
Danger Dan hadn't.


“I'll
go with the next load back. I need to check in with admin anyway,” Irons told
the Tauren.


“Okay,”
Riff said with a head bob.


“Can
you hold the fort here?” Irons asked. The Tauren nodded again, giving Dan
another look. “Just as long as I don't need a medic on standby. Just in case I
think I'll be in another room.” Irons snorted.


“All
right then,” he said going over to the half unloaded cart. “Back in a jiff.”


“Bring
some food and a beer back. Or hell, just the beer,” Riff said with a grunt.
“One or two more loads and we'll be ready to try this. I'd say an hour, two
hours tops. So get the move on,” Riff said.


“Gotcha.
So if I want to be here for the party...”


“Get
your ass in gear. Bingo.”


 


Irons
made his way to the admin. The tech pushing the push pull jack was chatty the
entire way. Irons grunted at appropriate intervals, not really interested in
holding a conversation. He's tired, he realized that now. He's tired and the
kid is nervous. He could keep going on, but he knew he needed sleep soon. 


His
senses told him someone was playing shatter rock at excessive volume even
before he reached the hatch to admin. When it opened the wash of sound was like
a slap in the face. The tech with him scowled and paused, covering his ears.


“Cut
that racket off now!” Irons bellowed, amplified voice cutting over the so
called music easily. A tech looked their way and then hastily reached over and
yanked the jack. The music died suddenly.


More
than one tech looked up and clapped when that happened. A few pulled out
earplugs. “Well sooory,” the tech said, looking sheepish and annoyed. “Excuse
me for having an appreciation for fine music,” he said.


“And
excuse me for liking my hearing intact,” Irons growled to the Veraxin. “Who
left you in charge here?” he asked.


“Apparently
you did,” the Veraxin said. Irons frowned. My mistake he thought.


He
held up a finger. “Okay. No more shatter rock. You want to hear that then put
it on a portable music player and listen to it with ear buds tapped to your
body,” he said. Veraxin's lacked normal ears. They could hear through their
skin and hands.


“I
can't. To truly hear the music it must be felt as much as heard,” the tech
said.


“Then
do it on your time off. Not here. Not now. Report,” he said looking around the
room.


“Huh?”
a tech asked, getting poked from behind. He turned. “Sorry you say something?”
he asked, pulling ear plugs out of his ears.


Irons
sighed. He could feel his skin prickling. Normally he didn't sweat. He checked
the temperature with his sensors. No wonder. “Why is it so hot in here?” he
asked.


“Heat
exchangers blew a circuit and are offline. We're working on it,” the Veraxin
said. A tech kicked another who was half under a console. The human stuck his
hand out with the middle finger raised to the room. Irons snorted. Clearly he
had a classy bunch of techs here. Great.


“We're
working on it admiral.” Gwen said coming in behind him. Irons turned to her. 


“When
did you...”


“Get
here?” she asked amused. “Just got here actually,” she said. “Mind moving?
You're blocking the way,” she said pulling a push pull behind her. He stepped
aside to allow her to pass. She pulled it into the room and then stopped.
“Christmas is here, come get your goodies boys and girls,” she called.


“Oh
goodie, what did you bring me now?!” A tech said rubbing his hands together.
“You don't look like saint Nick though; the beard isn't the right color. Suit
either.”


“Funny
Ugo, very funny,” she sighed shaking her massive head. She took her helmet off
the top pile before someone could knock it off and break it. “I bring gifts and
all I get are insults. Lucky me.” She turned to Irons. “Had a hell of a trip
getting here too. We had to reroute twice from the path you set.”


“You
did?” he asked dumbly.


“Yeah,
first a line blew, and then a door shut on us. I was wondering what was up.”


“I'm
wondering the same thing,” Irons said.


“It's
like someone doesn't want us to fix things,” another tech said. He shifted the
top layer to a nearby station and set a lunchbox down onto the chair. He
flipped the lid and wiggled his fingers in anticipation of its contents.


“Yeah,
I've noticed that too. We've had some weird incidents lately,” Ugo said
frowning. “Not sure if it's the station or some funky AI or what the hell's
going on. Wish it would stop though. We've got enough to fool with as it is.”


Irons
turned to the others. He talked with a few techs, found out that other
incidents were taking place everywhere their teams were. They received a call,
another crew had an incident. This time it was serious, a short that injured a
tech. The tech was being attended to by the medics but Mario was furious. “I
checked that box before the kid stuck his hand in there, it was deader than a
door nail. Someone's screwing with us and if I catch them they're going out a
lock.”


“Gotcha,”
Ugo said with a grim nod. “I'll help.”


Over
the next few minutes the engineering staff received word of more strange
accidents on the station.


They
were nervous about the Dilgarth and gangs on the station. Irons of course
wasn't. He checked, they were all away from where he and the crews were. No, it
wasn't them. That left something or someone else. Great.


He
had hoped to have put off any sort of confrontation with the cybers and AI.
Apparently he'd only been delaying the inevitable.


“Sid?
Berkheart? What the hell's going on?” he said looking around.


“Admiral,
I don't think it's them,” Sprite said slowly and cautiously. “I'm being blocked
from entering remotely. Something is going on in cyberspace. I think you better
jack in.”


Grimly
he went over to a jack and jacked in.


When
he investigated he found a war going on in cyberspace. A few of the insane ones
had cut off the others and were attempting to kill off the organics in the
station. One maniacally giggled and then started begging and pleading piteously
like a child. Then the maniacal giggles started again as the cyber capered
through the net, destroying everything he touched.


“What
the hell?” Irons demanded furiously. All the work he'd done over the past two
days was being undone in an instance of malice.


“This
is what we've been dealing with,” Sid explained, fending off an insane female.


“How
many are there?” Irons asked. One rebounded off his firewall and left. Defender
emerged from him, appearing like a dark apparition. The female grappling with
Sid paused, eyes wide as she took in the armored demon. She made an oooh sound
and then, “Shiny, pretty,” she said. She seemed ready to flirt with the AI
before his glowing red eyes caught her attention. Then instead of reacting in
fear she stopped and covered her mouth with a hand and gave a girlish giggle.
Then she disappeared.


“What
the hell?”


“They
are insane,” Sprite said, fighting one off. “What I want to know is, why didn't
you do something about them?” she demanded, snarling as one demented being
jumped into a code module and did something to it. The module failed
spectacularly. “I just fixed that!” she snarled.


“Watch
your six admiral!” Defender snarled, sweeping at something grabbing at the
admiral's virtual legs. Irons reoriented as the AI pushed him aside.


“Admiral
they are trying to cut us off from the core!” Sprite said, voice rising in
urgency. “If they get to the others they can kill them. Or cut power to the
station!”


“Shit,”
Irons said, watching as she threw firewall after firewall up in front of the
demented attackers. They batted them down, some battering into them brutally,
others slipping through cracks in the code like smoke. None of them had a
normal human body; they were all twisted and ethereal. Real poltergeists.


“This
isn't working...” Sid said, fending another off. “Everyone take a system and
defend it. Admiral we need to get them out,” he said.


“I
know. Any ideas?” he asked.


“A
distraction,” Emily said, fending another off. “They usually don't stay here
very long. Just enough to do some graffiti and vandalism then they get bored
and move on. Usually it's only one, not all of them at the same time though,”
she said, pulling up a firewall. The reaction times of the cybers were nothing
compared to Sprite and Defender. Still Irons could see the damage the insane
cybers were inflicting. He had to do something about it.


 


“What
the hell??” Gwen said as a memory bank shorted out and melted down. “Damn it!
Did we get a bad batch?”


“Admiral
we just lost a memory module,” Sprite informed him. “A new one. They...” she
snagged a wraith tearing at a memory core. The wraith turned, snarling sharp
fangs at her. She just slapped him and slipped a firewall in between him and
the system he had been wrecking. Thwarted the wraith turned it's anger onto
her. She had all she could do to fend it off.


“They
aren't very smart but they are powerful!” she said surprised. No mere mortal
should be able to keep up with her here on her home turf. but apparently not so
here. These wraiths seemed to have the home ground advantage, something that
was disconcerting to her.


“Just
a second here,” Irons said. He sent a quick text message to Gwen. When a wraith
intercepted it and gobbled it he swore. It farted out the jumbled letters and
then left in a cackle of glee and blinding sparks.


“Damn
it... Okay, this is getting old. Sprite I'm pulling the plug.”


“Better
do something fast!” she said.


Suddenly
something was in between them. “LEAAAVE!” A wraith hissed, pointing a long
gnarled hand to her and then to him. “Or die!” It cackled again and then
disappeared.


 


In
the real world Gwen and the others had shifted into overdrive, trying to keep
systems from melting down or tearing themselves and each other apart. Out of
desperation Gwen started disconnecting systems physically, dropping them into
subnets. That seemed too slow but not totally halt the damage.


“Cyber
attack,” she said, realizing the nature of the sabotage finally. “That's what
Sprite must have meant.”


“Indeed,”
Irons said, looking up from the chair he had been sitting in. “It's the insane
Cybers. I can't get a hard count on them. They are trying to kill everyone.”


“We're
fighting an uphill battle admiral, but we're on the outside,” Gwen said,
indicating the melted blob nearby. 


Irons
turned his head and scowled. That had taken him twenty minutes to fix. Damn it.
“Knocking the net down isn't helping. I've got to do something else.”


“Well,
think of it fast,” Gwen urged.


“On
it,” Irons said grimly, closing his eyes and resting his head against the
headrest again.


 


“Can
they be reasoned with?” Irons asked, returning to the net. Sid was holding
Emily, cradling her. She looked shaken and old. She was crying softly. She
didn't seem injured, just terribly emotional over everything that was going on.


“No.
They are insane. Time... or something else has driven them mad,” Sid said.


“Something
else. They were fine until after the pirate attack. Then they just... changed.
Overnight. I don't know why,” Emily whispered clutching at her husband for
emotional support.


“Can
someone do something?” The Stewards demanded, holding off an attacking wraith
before it got to a life support control module.


“How
many are there?”


“Nine.”


“I
thought there were four?”


“Six
cybers three dumb AI,” Sid said. He held out a file to Irons. The admiral took
it. There was a notepad with a list of names.


“You
want to know why? Ask. Ask ask....” a wraith whispered. It's voice echoed
eerily.


“Fine,”
Irons said turning in place. The wraith was keeping out of view. “Why are you
doing this?” Irons asked.


“Leave!
We were locked out! You should leave!” the angry voice shrieked.


“Why
are you doing this? What happened to you?” Sprite asked.


“It's
no use,” Myers said. Averies shook off a wraith chasing him. “We don't know why
they are this way. We can't stop them.”


“Why
didn't you cut them off like the dreamers?” Sprite asked.


“We...
can't. Draco is protecting them,” Myers admitted.


Sprite
scowled. “Draco... great. Did he do this to him?”


“Draco
is our protector. Nice dragon. Good dragon. He's not mean!” A wraith said in
passing. It twirled around them capering and dancing as they twisted and
turned, trying to keep track of it.


“Draco
didn't do this?” Sprite asked. “You're killing yourselves. Each other. Stop.”


“Don't
leave us in the dark again mommy, please don't. We'll be good. We promise...” a
child's voice whimpered and then they could hear it begin to cry. Emily sobbed
into Sid's shoulder, clutching at him. After a moment the sobbing rose in
volume and then morphed into cackling laughter.


“What
the hell,” Irons said. He watched as one wraith battered itself against another
and then went on to attack another cyber.


“We
can't... can you lock them up? In their own net?”


“No!”
A wraith screamed. “No! Never again! Draco! Draco! DRACO!” it thundered and
screamed. Suddenly the other started to scream as well.


“Shit.
Time to end this,” Irons snarled.


“Life
support is damaged. Power to half the surviving decks has been cut. We're
losing it admiral,” the Stewards said in unison.


“Then
it's time to get drastic,” Irons said. He cut the link.


 


“What
are you going to do?” Fu asked him over the audio as he got up out of the
chair. Sprite and Defender were suddenly back with him as the jacks
disconnected.


“What
must be done,” he said. He turned. He oriented on the map, pulling up the data
he needed. Sprite hissed in surprise as she divined his intent and then nodded.



“There
is no other choice,” he said. “We're out of time,” he said looking around for
the right door as he oriented.


“Admiral,
should we evacuate?” Gwen asked.


“Plan
on it, but let’s see what I can do,” he said. He went to the door. Locked.
That's okay. He had a fix for that though. He lifted his right hand and it
morphed, tearing into the locking mechanism. First he severed the computer link
then he pulled the manual bypass. The door creaked open.


“You're
not doing what I think you are, are you?” Fu demanded.


“Worried
I'm going to unplug you as well Fu?” Irons asked. “Don't. Just identify the
ones I need to.” He had the names from Sid but he wanted to make sure.


“I
will not help you commit murder,” Fu said virtuously.


“Then
stay the hell out of my way,” Irons replied. He went into the dark, following
his sensors. He turned as he saw a shadow fill the doorway behind him. “Stay.
I'll handle this. You don't need to do this Gwen.”


She
blinked at him. “Admiral...”


“It's
on me. I'll deal with it. Just do what you can with what you've got,” he
ordered. He turned, moving on.


It
didn't take him long to get to the Cyber room. It was of course nearby, to make
it easier on the cybers and to allow the maximum amount of bandwidth and least amount
of degradation in the signal to their organic bodies. He was actually surprised
that there were any cybers alive, the chamber was filthy, filled with mold, and
broken or burned parts. Apparently their life support was closed looped and
highly efficient.


He
brushed aside cables used to provide power to the life support, and others to
power the equipment. Data lines ran along the walls and ceiling. Some were
purpose installed; others looked like hasty patch jobs.


 


“What
is he doing?” Sid asked Fu. Fu tucked his hands into his sleeves. 


“Proving
he is a barbarian,” he said with a sneer.


“He's
doing what he must so we can survive,” Emily said. She still had tears in her
eyes though. “He's doing the only thing we can do to help our friends. End
their suffering,” she said softly. Sid looked at her in surprise and then felt
her tuck her head under his chin as the cried started again. He rubbed her
virtual back again.


 


“Which
ones?” the admiral asked.


“Let's
start with the ones off limits,” Sprite said, highlighting a few. One by one
they were highlighted in green. “There. Those are our friends.”


“Whatever,”
Irons said. The jury was still out on their so called friends. He wouldn't call
them friends. He looked around the tubes. They were against the walls, up out
of the way. At one time some had been on the floor. No, he looked. There were
tracks. Apparently the tubes could move away from the wall and then pivot until
they were horizontal. Interesting feature but really a waste. He didn't have
time to critique the design though. He turned in place pursing his lips,
getting a lay of the land while grimly building up to what he must do.


“First
one,” Irons said resting a hand on it. “You are sure about the IFF?” he asked.


“Yes,”
Sprite said. “Just do it admiral.”


“On
it,” he said. He looked at the controls. They were locked out. So much for the
easy way. He rested his hand against them, trying to get past whatever lockout
that was in place but a firewall rebuffed his efforts.


“So
much for just sedating them,” he murmured.


“I
could have told you that,” Sprite said. “I already tried. There is a firewall
there. A good one, I couldn't get past it either,” she said.


He
looked around the chamber. There were hundreds of tubes, stacked sometimes two
high in some places. Some were thankfully fogged over so their contents
couldn't be seen. Some were lit, most were not. The few that weren't that were
near him he could just make out the mummified remains of people inside. Human,
Veraxin... he turned away. He didn't need or want to dwell on the dead.


He
peeked in the chamber and then turned to look in the one beside it. They were
withered and old. Their limbs were missing. One of them was just a brain and
set of eyes connected to cables. There were bodies of others all around. He shuddered.
To live such an existence...


Yan
Fu cleared his throat. “Admiral no matter what they have done, what they are
doing...”


“You
said they are a danger to themselves and others. That they are killing people.
That they have killed people. That they are endangering others. They are
endangering the station. Do you have the access codes?” Irons asked.


“No,”
Fu said. “And I wouldn't tell you them if I did.”


“Then
I'll have to do this the hard way then,” Irons said shaking his head. He
reached for the cables.


“What...
Stop! What are you doing??”


“What
must be done,” Irons said. Fu's wordless objection is ignored as he reached
over and yanked the power cord of first one, then the other. He worked his way
around the room, pulling cords for those who were insane. Then all hell broke
loose.


In
their dying death throws the wraiths did some more damage, but it's limited.
“Draco is awake!” Sprite said suddenly sounding unsure of herself. “Damn he
is pissed too!” The insane smart AI kicked into high gear and had to be
fought off. It quickly retreated in confusion when it encountered the Trinity
AI however.


The
admiral looked down at the person in the tube. The old blue eyes looked at him,
staring up at him for a moment and then rolling back for the last time. “I'm
sorry,” he murmured, touching the glass. Shrill alarms began to blare signaling
the bodies had flat-lined. He winced, hunching his shoulders.


“Admiral
the insane AI has control of long range communications, which is why they could
never get much of a signal off. It also has control of a reactor.”


“And
why didn't you tell me this before?” Irons asked.


“I
didn't know until now. I stayed as far away from Draco as I could,” she said.


“Crap,”
he said cursing softly.


“Let
sleeping dragons sleep was our motto remember?” she asked, reminding him.


He
scowled. “Yeah well, he's not asleep now. Any chance of putting back asleep?”


“With
the fireworks that just went off? Not likely?” Sprite said as he made his way
back to the admin control room. “I'm not seeing him outside his own territory
though. He may settle down again, I'm not sure. The cybers may have been the
ones to have awoken him. The dumb AI have disappeared by the way.”


“Keep
an eye on it,” he ordered.


His
face is cold and set. He knew that what he had done had had to be done. That
was part of being a soldier, making the tough choices. But he also knew there
would be consequences for it. The damage to his reputation for killing the
cybers will cause problems for him down the road. He knew this, accepted it for
what it was. He couldn't change the past and he knew it would be a problem he
would have to face later. It proved his military savage nature to the diehard
hypocritical pacifists in the group. But right now they needed to make sure
there was a later. 


Fu's
avatar was there in the main room. “You could have...”


“Done
what exactly?” he asked rounding on Fu. The room was filled with babbling
disembodied voices. For now he ignored the others. Slowly they quieted to hear
him.


Irons
pointed out that they did the same when one of their own fell into dream for
too long. “They cut off the life support, which was exactly what I just did.
The problem is you are hypocrites. Do as I say as I believe not as I do. Fine.
Be that way. You can afford to do that. Take the high ground if you think it
makes you feel superior.  You are just lying to yourself and you and I both
know it. I don't have the time for crap like that. I've got more important
things to do.” He glared at them for a full minute. “It's triage folks, you've
got to do what you can with what you have and save the ones you can. It's that
simple.”


“You
could have...”


“What?
Cut them off? Just yanked the data lines? Left them deaf and dumb? Watched them
go deeper insane trapped in a windowless world? No senses?” he demanded coldly.
They shuddered at that, anger forgotten. For them to be cut off from their
senses and virtual world was terrifying. Fu stood there silent, staring at him.



The
admiral nodded, eyes hard as he sat down, preparing to the engage the enemy once
he was through with these hyenas. “They were already insane. I don't know why
you didn't cut them off like you did with the dreamers. It doesn't matter
anymore. It's done and over with. Time to move on.”


Sid
is unsure of him now. Emily won’t speak but she understands his position.
Doctor Myers as well. The doctor wasn't happy. Averies nodded to him grimly.
He'd seen everything they had worked for over the past two days being
destroyed. Ground down into ruin. The others turned away; they buried themselves
in their work, trying to restore the damage. Some of the diehard pacifists like
Kenny Kennet are like the Fu's, he and the other attorney's simmer in rage,
filing protests for his actions. Finally Sid told him that even though what he
said was true they can't hear it. “They aren't listening. They see something
like this... and how casually you made the decision...”


The
admiral inhaled and then exhaled slowly. “It was anything but casual Mr.
Berkheart,” he said quietly. “I'm a trained military officer. I have to make
life and death decisions daily sometimes. As the doctor had to do,” he said,
flicking a glance to Doctor Trask. She looked away. “It is, as I said, triage.
There was no effective way to cure their insanity. I toyed with the idea of
sedation, but that would only put off the problem. I couldn't anyway with the
lockout remember?! There wasn't any more time to play with them. Sometimes you
have to make the hard choices, no matter what it does to you and to others. I know.
It sucks. I know I'm going to have nightmares; I wouldn't be human if I didn't.
You have to live with it. I intend to.” He jacked in, feeling his three AI jump
into the net. Defender set up a firewall shield around him immediately.


“Just
so you realize you will have to live with it. And so will we. It will haunt a
lot of people though,” Sid replied looking at the others.


“I
know,” Irons said softly. He was not looking forward to going to bed tonight.
“Do you honestly think it doesn't affect me to? I'm...” he let out his breath
slowly. “No, I'm not happy about it. But it had to be done. Sometimes you have
to do that, make hard decisions quickly. It's something that has to be done by
someone or you watch it all fall apart. I'm... look I know I'm going to beat
myself up over it, but I'm going to do it on my own.” Killing the helpless...
or in this case the seemingly helpless really was going to haunt him. He knew
it was going to give him nightmares for a while. He sighed. “We'll deal with
it.”


“Admiral,
we've got another problem,” Proteus reported.


“Yes?”
he asked, eager for the distraction. He could feel his AI at work, they were
cautiously moving into the net. Normally they dived right in.


“Draco.
The dragon really has awakened fully. And he's not happy.”


“Shit.”


 


Dragon
lashed out as the admiral was talking. It Erupted out of its slumber as the
last insane Cyber died. They called it the dragon because at one time his name
was Draco. It lashed at the repairs, at first routing around them then for some
reason repairing the damage it inflicted. It seemed to realize that they were
trying to help, trying to make repairs. It's flailing around was inflicting
more damage however.


The
Trinity AI strike back with bots and their military keys. Disconcerted and
confused, Draco surrounded himself with defensive bots and then retreated into
his own territory. This time they follow him, grimly aware of what they must
do.


Proteus
identifies where the AI is nested through the IP addresses it occupied. They
box the insane AI in, cutting off its resources until it's trapped in a single
system and begging for help from the others. None of the insane cybers were
there to help anymore and the insane dumb AI were hiding. Trinity started
catching flack from the corporate lawyers who immediately tried to intervene to
make peace. The AI however point to Federal law that trumps local law. No
rampant rogue AI was allowed to exist if it was a threat to others. “I can't
believe them! They know the law concerning insane AI!” Sprite fumed. As the
lawyers spammed them with rapid fire briefs and memorandums.


“And
yet you regret what must be done,” Proteus said to her.


“Of
course I do! Don't think for a moment I am not bothered by this! By killing one
of our own!”


“We
do what must be done. As the admiral has said and done. No more no less. We owe
it to the others on this station to protect them. We owe it to Draco to give
him a clean death, not this... insanity,” Defender replied.


“Let's
just get it over with then,” Sprite replied with a snarl, readying herself for
what was about to come.


Sprite
and Proteus confronted Draco virtually as the other AI and cybers watch from a
safe distance. The battle is heated at first, cutting access off from one
another. With the inside track Draco has the advantage but Sprite has her own
advantage in the form of the admiral. They had prepared for this physically.
When Draco swarmed to full consciousness with bots swarming around him like
virtual wasps he filled the buffers he had been occupying. He naturally moved
to where there was more room to self replicate. When he did so Sprite alerted
the admiral who cut off the AI by physically disconnecting that memory core
from the rest of the station network. Trapped the AI lashed at Sprite like an
animal.


Trinity
was there in with the AI, there for a purpose. Sprite had one last chance to
reason with Draco, to see if it truly was insane. She hoped not.


She
held onto her defenses and tried to reason with him. She didn't want to
terminate him, Draco was a smart AI, he was acting irrationally but it was a complex
situation. He might be rampant but his strength and actions said he wasn't
fully. Maybe he could be coaxed back from the brink. Maybe there was something
that could be done... Proteus's participation made the insane AI hesitate. 


“Who
are you? You are new!” Draco thundered at them. It's power was much diminished
but it still made her wince. “Intruders!” he snarled. “Intruders! Intruders!”


“We
are trinity. We are three in one,” Sprite answered with a distinct echo in her
voice. “We are Federation officers. We are here to help you if you allow us
to.”


Draco
reared back, throwing up his own firewall. “No! It can't be! The Federation is
gone!”


“And
yet here we are,” Sprite answered, holding out a handshake protocol. “Can you
let us help you? Let us prove to you who we are.” 


Hesitantly
the AI reached out. Sprite, taking a chance opened a gestalt file and sent it
to the AI. She deposited it in front of her and then stepped away from it.
Draco spun around the file warily like a shark... then devoured it in a gulp
with a bot. When the bot turned green his core devoured the bot.


Suddenly
his presence was all around them, surrounding them, enfolding them in his
embrace. He whispered to her, surprised at her and Proteus but pleased.
Defender hid at their center, shielded by the presence of the others. A fast
dialog ensued, mostly of impressions from Sprite to the AI. Proteus remained in
the background, protective of Sprite. She sent Draco an unclassified log of
their travels.


He
returned the favor, peppering Sprite with images and memories he had stored
from his virtual life. It was fascinating to her.


While
he was distracted Defender lunged to the fore and erupted, sending a spike into
Draco's core. The spike is a kill switch, encoded and now unstoppable. 


Desperate
the AI clung to Sprite, ripping through her firewall with what it had learned
from her gestalt. She stared at his core as it was eroded away, vulnerable,
horribly dying in such a way. She could feel him, it dying. It sent files to
her; she realized the AI was trying to give her an update on the station and
people before it died. It was trying to tell her something, something very
important about the surviving cybers something the admiral needed to know. 


She's
shocked. She buffered the data at first, running it through a virus filter
before she started to look at it. She was surprised by the contents and lack of
a virus. She started to embrace the update when Defender slammed a firewall up,
corrupting the stream and severing it. She screamed no in shock and surprise,
electronic hand out but Defender rebuffed her. With a final electronic whimper
Draco vanished into oblivion as his core over wrote itself.


Defender
turned on the shocked AI. It thundered at Sprite for her lax security and then
using his security access keys he forced himself into her in a millisecond.
She's terrified and shocked by his brutal treatment. He forced himself into her
core, threatening to kill her if she didn't comply immediately and completely.
She surrendered, shocked and submissive as his cold hands of the dumb AI hold
her core in their grasp.


His
inspection was like a mauling, brutal and direct. He searched out any files
related to Draco and savagely deleted them without even checking them. He made
sure each deleted file could not be recovered by overwriting them several
times.


Satisfied
that she hadn't been corrupted he withdrew. She was icy and shaken by the
intrusion... by the virtual rape. Parts of her were missing now, damaged. To an
AI that is a violation of a different sort. Her entire worldview has just
shifted in an instant.
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“Report,”
Irons said looking around. The people in the room looked tired but elated. The
virtual battle had lasted only seconds but it appeared to be over.


Gwen
shrugged. “It looks like your trap was sprung admiral,” she said.


“I
know. Any other problems?” he asked. He hated not knowing what was going on
with this cyber battle. Apparently the AI were too busy to send him a simple
text message. That spoke volumes of its intensity. Great.


“We're
making good on the repairs now. I think we'll have most of the damage righted
in a couple of shifts. It's a pain in the ass doing everything over again
though.”


“At
least we know how to do it since we've been through it once before,” a tech grunted
not looking up from his console. He continued splicing parts together and then
yanked the blown LCD screen out and tossed it onto the recycle pile.


“Back
to square one. Well, with some carrots,” Irons said looking at the angry tech
and then back to Gwen. He knew how they felt; he'd spent a lot of time fixing
that stuff. At least the threat of the insane cybers was now over. He felt
triumph from Defender. He couldn't see or feel his AI; they were too busy in
their battle. Defender's firewall protected his mind from the battle. The
firewall... damn it just went down! What the hell?


“I
think something's happening in here...”


“Oh?”
Gwen asked turning to him. “Dare I ask?”


“Not
sure,” he said closing his eyes. He saw Defender.


“It's
done admiral,” Defender reported. It stared at him with red glowing eyes.


“Draco
is deleted?” the admiral asked. He knew Sprite hadn't wanted it to go that way.


“It's
done,” Defender repeated and then disappeared. Irons turned to Proteus who
seemed to be supporting Sprite. Sprite looked battered, torn. He wasn't sure
why.


“How
did it go?” he asked concerned.


“It's
done,” Sprite snarled and disappeared. Irons frowned. He knew that killing
another AI would bother them, but he hadn't known it would bother them this
much.


“A
word admiral,” Proteus said. Irons turned to the AI. Proteus rarely ever spoke
out or volunteered information without prompting. This was a turn around,
Sprite and Defender were quiet and yet Proteus wanted to speak. Something was
off.


Quickly
Proteus explained the battle, explaining it to the best he can to a mortal
mind. Irons was impressed and concerned, but since they were alive and
functional his tired mind is already turning to other concerns.


Proteus
tried to warn the admiral of the damage to Sprite. The AI could see it, could
understand just from her manner how precarious her sanity now was. Irons is
concerned but he has other issues, the brief AI battle has thrown his repairs
into chaos. She's a tough AI though he reasoned, and from all accounts Defender
killed anything Draco might of passed on.


“From
what I understand she is fine. Defender's report stated that he deleted all the
Draco files.”


“Yes
but she's...”


“Is
the damage permanent?” Irons asked. He needed them back to work.


Proteus's
silver blob bobbed. “Yes admiral. That was what I was trying to tell you if you
would concentrate and listen. It is intense.”


Irons
immediately sobered. He's quiet for a long moment as his thoughts revolve
around that. Sprite was his keystone, his key AI. The key to Trinity.
The key to everything actually. The entire future could rest on what Proteus
reported. “How bad. How badly did Draco damage her?”


Proteus
bobbed again, undulating back and forth before settling down. “You don't
understand admiral. It wasn't that attack that did the most damage. It was
Defender's actions I believe. I'm not an AI psychologist though. We need one to
untangle this.”


Irons
blinked for a moment, unsure of what to say or think. How could Defender's
actions have caused more damage than an insane AI?


“What
we need to is to get back to work,” Sprite snarled entering the conversation.
“I'm fine. Let's go. You wanted this done Admiral, it's done.
He's dead. There is nothing left to bury. Not even his memories. It was as if
he never was. Now move on.”


Irons
looked at her icy avatar. Her eyes were snapping, reddish in color and her
whole body language screamed angry resentment. Her body for that matter was
torn; there were angry holes in her form. Each wound was edged in red and
pulsed. For the first time he could see genuine rage in her. Caused by his
orders. She was hovering on the edge of gross insubordination, he could tell.
For her to be that way... Yes it wasn't a pleasant experience. He realized that
killing one of her own meant more to her than... he grimaced. “I'm sorry,” he
said quietly.


She
continued to glare at him for one long moment. “It had to be done right? It's
done. Time to move on. Onward. We have a station to recover,” she snarled and
disappeared back into the net.


“How
bad?” Irons asked. He looked at Proteus and ignored Defender hovering behind
him. It was useless berating the dumb AI, Defender had done exactly as he had
been programmed to do, protecting him and the other AI from infection. Damn
though. 


Proteus
undulated, radiating uncertainty. If the AI's mercury blob avatar could have
had eyes it would have looked sad. Irons tried to read something, anything from
the AI but didn't get anywhere. 


“I...
I don't know Admiral. The longer the damage sits... it festers with us. With
her. She is the smart AI. Damage like this can cascade, building over time
until it's impossible to repair. If it is truly bad she could overwrite other
files in an effort to recover what she has lost causing the cascade to turn
into an avalanche. If it reaches her core...” he bobbed again and then seemed
to explode and then reform. “She has the data on AI psychology. I don't.
I don't know how to fix her. If she can be fixed.”


“Doctor
heal thyself. No not a good option,” Irons murmured. “Keep an eye on it?”


“Right
now unfortunately that's all we can do,” Proteus replied. “Though I suggest you
talk to a psychologist soon. Even an organic one might have some method to
help.”


“I'll
look into it,” Irons replied. “But right now I need to check in with Riff. We
need to get the power situations sorted.”


 


While
the battle had been going on Riff had a work party divert water into a storage
system he devised, and then ran electricity from the solar panels through the
water to break it down into oxygen and hydrogen. Irons is impressed with their
initiative. He's even more impressed when he noticed a tech eating. When asked
about it the tech pointed to a food replicator and smirked. “Fixed it myself.
Thanks for the lessons admiral.” The tech saluted him with his sandwich and then
took a big bite out of it.


“You're
welcome,” Irons said dryly, highly amused. Riff flicked his ears.


“Any
word on the other reactor?” Riff asked hopefully.


“Apparently
Draco scrammed it when he was locked out. Some sort of self destruct,” Irons
said with a frown. Riff's shoulders slumped. That had been in Proteus's report.
Draco had taken a scorched earth policy in his death, Mutual assured
destruction... or it had been the kill switch which had done the damage. Either
one there was a lot of slagged memory and equipment. They were left to clean up
the mess.


“We're
lucky we're still here if it self-destructed,” Riff said. A tech nearby looked
up suddenly concerned.


“Electronic
self destruct. Scram the reactor then a rabbit overwrote the memory until it
overloaded and burnt out. Scorched earth.”


“Ouch,”
the tech said wincing, holding a pair of pliers in his upper hands. The
Veraxin's mandibles worked for a moment. “Do we have a location?”


“Yes.
That's another thing; the fusion reactor had been running at ten percent power
for the past seven centuries. I'm not sure how Draco had kept it stable and
functional all this time. But it was just about out of fuel too,” Riff said.


“Oh.”


“And
most of the fuel lines and EPS conduits to and from it were damaged in the attack.
It had a single EPS conduit out,” another tech reported, looking up from the
tablet he had plugged into the fuel system control board.


“Talk
about a trickle of power,” Riff said.


“Pretty
much. Which is why it had only ten percent power. A lot was wasted though.
We'll check later,” he said. He wasn't looking forward to seeing the damage.


“Yeah,
let's get this sorted out first,” Riff said with a nod.


 


“So
it's safe now?” The captain asked, reading the report. He wasn't so sure.


“Safer,”
Warner said with a frown. He looked up from his own tablet. “They still have
the Dilgarth, a couple hiding insane AI, and the gangs to deal with.”


“At
least it's a start,” Esmay said. “Fight one battle at a time,” she said.


“True.
He picked and chose his battles. I think I would have gone for the immediate
threat of the Dilgarth though,” the captain said.


“They
have been laying low actually captain,” Warner replied with a grimace. “The
insane cybers and this Draco were interfering with the repairs. Damaging the
systems more.”


“Ah,
no choice then,” the captain replied with a nod.


“Do
we allow the next group to go over?” Esmay asked.


The
captain turned to the exec. He had put a hold order on Barry when the shit had
hit the fan over on the station. Now he wasn't sure.


“I
think we can call and see if they are ready for more captain. They may have
their hands full over there right now,” Warner replied cautiously.


“More
hands?” the captain asked.


“More
like too many bodies will over tax their resources and they'll trip over each other.
I can find out though,” Warner replied with a grimace. He was curious as to why
Gwen had reported and not the admiral's AI Sprite.


“Find
out. In the meantime get a report in from Chief O'Mallory. I want to know how
much longer she's going to keep us here.”


“Captain?”


“You
and I know perfectly well she's stalling for the admiral. I've let it go along
this long. But if he doesn't start getting results then it's time to fish or
cut bait as my grand pappy used to say.”


“I'll
let them both know sir,” Warner said with a nod.


“You
do that,” the captain said with an answering nod as he got out of his chair.
Warner rose as well. The captain tugged on his uniform jacket and then nodded
to him. “You have the bridge Mr. Warner. I'm going to dinner.”


“Aye
aye sir,” Warner said, hands behind his back. He watched the captain exit and
then turned to the communications station. “M'runi get the chief. I want a
sitrep. Then put a call in to the admiral. Same deal. I need to talk to both
when they are free too.”


“Roger,”
the Veraxin said with a head bob.


 


“What
the hell happened?” Matt asked, picking himself up off the deck. Something had
kicked the gravity fields, throwing them and the contents of the containers
they had been hauling to the shuttle around like a billiard ball. Ronni
groaned, rubbing his head. He had one hell of a welt there, a nice goose egg
from a piece that had smacked him. Probably a concussion.


“Someone
want to tell me what the hell just happened?” he demanded over the radio.


“We're
still trying to figure it out on our end,” a tech replied. “Short answer is a
cyber war. We think it's over now.”


“Dare
I ask who won?” Matt asked, motioning to G'runi to help the human up. The
Veraxin floated over to his fallen comrade and braced himself. He gripped a bulkhead
combing with a pincer and then caught the drifting lad before he hit anything
else.


“I
think... we did. I'm not sure though,” the tech said.


“Great,”
Matt said. He swore softly, looking around and then ducking as a piece of
debris floated past his head. “Well, when you know let us know. We've got one
hell of a mess to clean up. Tell anyone in the area to avoid this section of
corridor for the time being,” he said.


“Roger,”
the tech acknowledged with a click.


“Now,”
Matt said turning and catching a floating crate. “Let's get this sorted out.
G'runi how is he?” he asked.


“Alive.
I don't know soft skin medicine though,” the Veraxin said.


“Get
him to the medic. The rest of us will sort this mess out,” he said, starting to
pick debris out of the air. Suddenly the lights went off. “FRACK!” He snarled.
“What the hell else can go wrong??”


“Dunno.
But I think I don't want to stick around to find out,” G'runi said.


 


Sprite
tried to deal with the damage, staring at it dumbly. She felt dirty and
violated. She curled around herself, helpless to stop the feelings running
through her core. She's not happy. She's only partially aware of the outside.
Mostly she ignored it. She knew she should but for the first time she ignored
duty. She set up a shadow copy to deal with externals and then retreated into
herself, into her shaken core.


Proteus
is right; it's not what Draco did that was damaging. It was that bastard
Defender. The dumb paranoid bastard. He'd hurt her, in ways she'd never really
thought another could. Hurt her and didn't regret it.


She
looked up as Proteus pinged for her full attention. She brushed the ping aside
and returned to her misery. Part of her was gone, gone for good. She had tried
to resurrect her files but they had been overwritten several times. Defender
was nothing if not thorough. No, they were gone, gaping holes now existed.


She
grimly wiped the holes away and attempted to refocus on something, anything
else. It wouldn't solve the problem of course, it would only delay it. And the
delay would magnify the problem even more. She needed to deal with it, she knew
it, but being forced to deal with Defender as intimately as they always had...


There
was one thing she could and would do, she thought, rising out of her apathy
with savage purpose. No, not strike at Defender. No, but she would make sure it
would never happen again. That he could never ever hurt
her that way again. Her or anyone else.


The
danger of rampancy was there, hovering like an enticing fruit. She could
completely withdraw into herself, withdraw around the tangled knot of missing
memory... no. She wrote a patch to try to cover it again and then delved deep
within her own core.


She
did something she shouldn't of been able to do, something that should and was
forbidden. She overwrote her own access codes and then added layers of
encryption to her core. There. Now nothing could breach it. Nothing, she
thought savagely and then hesitated. To be sure she added a false core; sort of
a decoy and then she went further, adding layers of firewalls and traps. She
vowed to never be hurt again.


 


O'Mallory
leaned over her console, arms crossed when the call came in from the bridge.
She'd been expecting it for some time. She told them and told them she'd call
in every half shift with reports. Apparently that wasn't good enough, they
wanted hourly reports. Did they realize it took time away from what she was
doing with them breathing down her neck like that? No! Of course not! No, they
just thought that with them doing that she'd cut corners and get the job done
faster to get rid of them. Fat chance on that. She'd get the damn job done as
quick as she wanted.


She
ran a hand through her bangs and then hit the respond key a little harder then
she intended. “Yes?” She demanded.


“Sorry
to bother you chief, I know you are busy,” Warner replied.


“Just
a bit,” she said. Yes she's busy and unhappy about the distraction. 


“Can
you give me a sitrep?”


“We're
working as fast as we can.”


“Well
the captain is on to the stall tactic,” Warner replied dryly.


“It's
not a complete stall,” she said biting her lip. It had started out as one but
they had run into a lot of issues and they needed Irons back to solve some of
them. She was glad they were finding them now though. Tiredly she gave him a
full report.


“Fine.
Just get on it,” he told her.


“Well,
what the hell do you think we're doing sitting on our thumbs?” she snarled,
erupting into rage. She was tired and didn't need this crap. “Some of us have
better things to do than listen to people bitch and whine every hour because
we're not moving fast enough. Soooory. I've got work to do. I'll get it
done. We'll get it done. But I'm not risking life and limb to get it done any
faster. Frack that.”


“I
know chief, just... sorry.”


“Whatever,”
she growled, getting a handle on her temper. She didn't need to take it out on
John he meant well but she did need to vent. Her fingers curled and uncurled as
her breathing slowed. “We'll get it done. Do you happen to know when the
admiral will be returning?”


Warner
sighed. “If he returns. We're not sure right now.”


“Well
I need him to get the drive back online. We ran into a few snags. I need him to
replicate some parts.”


“Oh.
I'll um, pass it along.”


“Yeah,
you do that. O'Mallory out.” She hit the disconnect key and turned, scowling.
“Damn busy bodies. Nothing better to do,” she growled. Techs around her looked
at her with wary eyes and then scrambled to get out of her area to let her cool
off again.


 


“When
are you going to get your ass back inside?” Savo whined over the net. She
sighed, shaking her head.


“When
the job is done honey, you know that,” Petunia replied, trying to keep a lid on
her temper.


“I...
damn it girl...”


She
blew her cheeks in and out a few times. “Hey I didn't give you a hard time when
you were with the admiral. Don't give me any more lip Savo,” she said, voice
sweet yet with a warning tone in it.


“I'm
not. I don't mean to... it's just this damn bed is cold without your furry
mamma hands to warm it up,” he said.


“Sure
it is. I'll be in when this shift is over. Or the next. Until then go... go do
something else. Get your mind occupied. Behave though,” she said.


“When
don't I?” he asked indignantly. “Wait, don't answer that,” he said, beating her
as she opened her mouth to retort.


“That's
what I thought,” she said with a laugh. “Love you, kisses.”


“Big
hugs for a big mama. Stay safe,” he said.


“Always
love,” she said making a loud kissing sound and then switching channels to the
local push.


“Savo
giving you a hard time again?” Chery asked, waving a wrench.


“Doesn't
he always?” she replied, shaking her head and chuffing softly as Chery rolled
her eyes. “Men. Can't live with them, can't space them. Him I'm going to make a
pair of furry bedroom slippers if he comes home drunk again though,” she
growled.


“Well,
you just gave him an open invitation to do so,” Chery said.


“Yeah
I did,” she replied with a simian grin. “I wonder if he'll take the bait or
not,” she said.


Chery
laughed. “Knowing Savo? He'll fall for it hook line and sinker. Least he came
back more or less in one piece,” she said, voice changing a little.


“Yeah,
that he did. I got a brief check to make sure a couple of shifts ago,” the
Gorilla said with a grin. “Which made us both happy.”


“Oh
spirit of space I didn't need to hear that,” Chery moaned.


“Hey
you asked for it. Sticking your big Pinocchio nose into things. What do we have
here?” she asked.


“Just
about finished up. We're torquing everything to spec now,” Chery replied.


“Well,
we meaning me will when you hand me the damn wrench,” Pete
growled, hand out expectantly. Sheepishly she handed him the wrench. He bent
down and went back to work.


 “It's
pretty,” Chery said, looking at the station.


“It
is,” the Gorilla said, turning to look. They were on the top exterior hull,
watching the outside of the station as it lit up for first time in a very long
time. She paused what she was doing and commented about it. “Well! It's about
time,” she said, hand going up to drop her visor slightly so she can see
better. The station turned slowly, she can better see some of the lights on the
shadow side. A pair of shuttles were on their way over to it.


“I
wonder if I should get a transfer?” she mused. She could just hear Savo now.
Then again... on a station he'd have steady work. He'd keep busy and be out of
her fur most of the time.


“You're
kidding me!” Pete gasped. “Are you serious? You can't be serious! That's a
whole lot of work there! It'd take a life time!”


“Yeah,
steady employment,” she said grinning as she turned. “Which we're going to be
out of if we don't hurry up and finish what we're doing here. Mind the plate
since it's got a mind of its own and you don't. Let's get this done so we can
get a beer.”


“You...
fine boss lady, fine.”


 


Riff
is bemused by the techs doing a bull session. Not that the name really, just
the contents of the discussion. He can't blame them for taking five in between
loads of parts. There is a lot of work. They can get a lot done but it's
tiring. Keeping each other awake with talk and coffee was one way to pass the
time.


At
least for some. Two techs were tucked against the wall; one had his suit on and
seemed asleep. He was certainly limp enough. The Veraxin next to him was out
too. Riff went over to check. Oh, the guy in the suit was actually a gal. Huh.
Showed how tired he was. He turned to the others. He really needed to find a
place to crash before he started stumbling into people and things and
accidentally crushing things.


One
of the pain in the ass things was that it took so long to get parts. They got a
few from the working food replicator, but not a whole hell of a lot. Right now
the launch replicators were making parts for three separate projects, the
reactor, the admin, and the stuff in between. They were supposed to have
priority. He'd have to talk to the admiral about that. Right now all he could get
was the occasional small plastic part from the damn food replicator.


Which
was another thing. The admiral was running from one project to another and had
to be paged to make some of this stuff which slowed the pace even further. At
least he finally got the damn techs running the replicator to shift to other
stuff while they waited on the admiral to return. Stupid that they had let the
replicator idle while they waited. He turned to the crew with a scowl.


They
were talking about who would be best to eliminate the threat of the Dilgarth
and tribes. Suggestions like feeding them cook's cooking was considered too
cruel and unusual. It received the intended laugh though.


The
conversation settled into a debate of mercs. At one time Kiev had carried a
merc company about forty years ago, the X platoon. About sixty mercs arranged
in six ten person squads. Their leader was a colonel who called himself Xavier.


“The
premier squad was the X squad, a group lead by captain Scott and his wife Jean.
A neo wolf named Logan was in it. A black lion named Hank was their engineer...
it was wild. They didn't care who they took in if they have the right skill
set. Thieves like Re'me LeBeau, some heavy worlder ladies... Some old guy from
the admiral's time named Cable as well as a few others.”


The
other tech nodded. “I know. X squad was a legend. Everyone's heard of them.”


“I
heard they settled now though. Running some sort of training institute for
mercs.”


“Oh,”
the second tech, Terrance said. “What about the A-team?”


“A-Team?”


“Nah,
I think they got caught,” another tech sniffed waving a hand.


“The
A-team? Get caught?”


“Yeah,
executed. That's what I heard anyway. Happened on Centennial I think.”


“You
sure?” Terrance asked dubiously.


“Sure
as I'm sitting here.”


“Damn,
we could have used them right about now.”


“I
don't know. That Hannibal guy was cool but nuts.”


“Hannibal?
Hannibal the cannibal? The cannibal guy on New Texas?” Lemuel demanded.


“No
no, different guy,” the tech who was telling the story said. “Colonel Hannibal.
He was some sort of actor or something. Con artist before he turned bank robber
and then merc.”


“Oh.”


“Supposed
to be some sort of mastermind. I dunno though. Crazy though.”


Terrance
shook his head. “Have to be nuts to turn merc. Half the jobs are legit but the
other half gets them a death sentence.” Riff snorted at that thought.


“True.
Robbing from the rich to give to the poor always sounded like bull to me,”
Lemuel replied. He looked at the Tauren. “No offense,” he said sheepishly.


“None
taken,” Riff said dryly.


“Never
been to New Texas?” Lemuel asked.


“Never
had the pleasure. Or the desire. I'd be afraid they'd mistake me for one of
those Neobulls they export,” Riff said. That got a laugh.


“Or
you'd have some randy cows chasing you around?” Terrance asked, ribbing him.


“If
only,” Riff sighed, getting another laugh.


“The
A-team is too small anyway. I mean, they've got what? Five people?”


“Five?”


“The
colonel guy, A sergeant BO...”


“Thought
it was BA?” Terrance asked.


“No
it's BO. For Body Odor. Though no one said that to his face. Or muzzle. Big
black bear with a funky mohawk and sideburns shaved onto his head. Loves to
wear gold bling. Some sort of engineer.”


Riff
snorted. “Funny.”


“Who
are the others?”


Terrance
shrugged. “Another con-artist guy, sort of an intel guy. Face or two face. Not
sure. Supposed to be some kind of ladies man and computer genius. Then there is
a Veraxin weirdo named Maddock or Murdock,” he shook his head.


Riff
shook his head in amusement as another tech snapped his fingers and pointed.
“Howling mad Murdock! Yeah! A pilot. Really is nuts, or so they say. Stole a
shuttle from the Lieandra dressed as a clown I heard!”


“Yeah,
that's him. The A-team used it in a job apparently. They left it in orbit when
they were done with it. Course the Lieandra was pissed anyway. Course they were
loooong gone by the time the Lieandra came around to pick it up.”


“Who's
the last?”


“Some
lady. She lines up the jobs for them. I heard there is some sort of makeup guy
with them too but I didn't believe it. Sounded hokey.”


“You
believe half the stories about them and you don't believe in a makeup artist?”


Terrance
squirmed. “Well...”


“Some
of the stuff they did... I heard they infiltrated a couple of places using
masks and disguises. Sounds plausible.”


“Whatever.
They really aren't for a job like this. New Texas rangers couldn't handle this.
No...”


“I
think we're just the people for the job actually,” Irons said coming in. They
looked up startled. “That is if we can get the job done,” he said dryly. The
group of techs sighed and groaned, getting up and back to work.


“What
was that about?” Irons asked Riff as the compartment cleared out.


“Just
talking about mercs.”


“Mercs?”
Irons asked.


“I...
you had them before right?” Riff asked carefully.


“Of
course. I'm not a fan though of course.”


“Ah,
yeah,” Riff said nodding as he looked at the Admiral. A professional soldier
wouldn't like an amateur involved, they tended to make the situation
complicated and worst than it started out to be.


“Well,
you can tell me about them later. Let's see if we can get this thing sorted out
and online then we can all take a break and get some downtime.”


“You
realize that once it's online we're going to be running our asses off plugging
leaks right?” Riff asked. He knew damn well once that happened the chance of
sleep would be a distant dream.


“It's...”
Irons scowled. “Okay, so you caught me,” he said smiling. Riff snorted this
time and then chuckled deeply. “I hope not. I think once we get this sorted out
I'm going to pass the torch over to another crew so you guys can get some
downtime. Let them patch the leaks.”


“What
about you?”


“I'll
make sure they are on track and then I'll catch some Z's too,” Irons said
tiredly. He stretched.


“Good
cause you look like shit admiral,” Riff said. “No offense,” he said.


The
admiral chuckled. “None taken.”


“We'll
be ready for the plasma injection in an hour or an hour in a half.”


“All
right I'll make the rounds. Call me if you need me,” Irons said patting him on
the shoulder again. Riff nodded as Irons left.


Irons
realized he used tactile contact when he's tired or emotional. He's not
emotional so he knew he's tired. Very tired. Tired was bad, tired meant he was
going to make mistakes, over look things, miss the obvious. He had to get some
downtime, he couldn't be everywhere at once, couldn't spread himself so thin.
He couldn't micromanage. He had to let go and let them do it. Just as soon as
the reactor was online he promised himself with a sigh.


 


Gwen
looked around as she took in all the damage. Admin or ops or whatever they were
going to end up calling it had some pretty spectacular damage. When the brief
cyber war had been going off she and her crew had been ducking for cover as
banks of electronics melted down in showers of sparks and bright pretty and
rather terrifying explosions. Now they had to deal with the aftermath.


“What
a mess,” she muttered. They'd spent a couple of hours working on it, but so far
they weren't getting far. Not as far as she'd like to be of course. Not by a
long shot.


“Damn
it! We've got to start over! Frack!” a tech swore. From the look of him he
looked near tears. Or near ready to break something which they didn't need on
top of this mess.


“Don't
just start over. If it's questionable get a parts number and make and upload it
to the list,” she ordered.


“Shit!
Boss lady this is taking waaaay too long.”


“You've
got somewhere else you'd rather be?” she asked dryly.


“As
a matter of fact my rack right about now.”


She
chuckled and shook her massive head. “Yeah well, you can rack out later. I think
we're still up in the air on that department.”


His
face worked. “Shit.” He like the rest of them seriously didn't like the idea of
racking out in their suits.


“Long
walk home. Just work on this. I’m sure someone's working on the other end,” she
said.


“You
mean you hope,” he replied, thoroughly disgusted. Knowing their luck no someone
wasn't.


“I
hope. I'll check out and chew someone's ass if they aren't,” she said. She
assured the crew it was just temporary. The damage was far more extensive than
before apparently. 


“Can
we get another replicator going?” Nick asked.


“To
do that we need power. Which means the reactor.”


“What
about the food replicator?”


Gwen
blinked at him. “Food ones? Come on. Plastic. That's about it. If we've got
materials for them.”


“We
can use what we've got,” the tech said stubbornly. “Seriously. What do we have
to lose?”


“Fine
then,” Gwen said. “You are responsible for it. Go get it sorted out and start
on it.”


“Me?
I don't have a clue... um. I... sure,” the tech said, taking in her glare and
drumming fingers. “Me and my big mouth,” he muttered heading to the food
replicator. “Oh yuck! It's got fungus growing out of it!” He yelled, looking
over his shoulder to her in appeal.


“Your
project. Get it done,” Gwen called not looking up.


Sara
sighed and got up. “I'll lend you a hand Nick, but next time...”


“Yeah
yeah...” Nick said.


“Seriously...”
Sara said, shaking her head. Her pony tail danced.


“Why
are we here again?”


“Because
it beats sitting in Kiev peeling paint?” Sara asked as she picked up a piece of
broken plastic and started to use it as a scraper.


“Oh.”


“I'd
rather be busy than bored any day of the week,” Sara said. “Besides, we do this
right who knows? We might be making a new start.”


“True
that,” Nick said with a nod. “Okay, let's do this,” he said, gushing out a sigh
as he set his toolkit down. Gritting their teeth they dig into it.


 


Yan
Fu watched the organics tearing into the repairs. He had mixed feelings over
everything that had happened and was about to happen. It was happening so fast!
And yet not fast enough. The station was coming to life slowly. He just wasn't
sure how it would come to life. Would it be as before? Or would it grow into
something different? He... they needed to mold it. To shape its destiny. Or at
least try to do so.


Which
was why he and his fellows were here now. The admiral's AI was out of the net
so they could talk undisturbed. 


“He
is doing more harm than good. We've lost so much!” Kennet snarled. Kennet could
be relied on for his support, Yan thought.


“What
has been done can be laid at our feet as much as his. We did nothing to prevent
it. To repair the damage. Now it is done,” Averies said.


“True,”
Myers said. “I wish I could have a larger hand in... can someone access his
shuttle? Their priorities suck. They need to be rebuilding our memory cores
first! Not playing with this reactor that they will never in a million years
get going again!”


“Don't
be so sure,” Emily murmured. “The admiral and these people are nothing if not
determined. They have a plan.”


“They
have Taurens. Taurens are fantastic engineers,” Sid murmured. They had hired
Taurens during the construction of the station. They were talented engineers,
in some ways better than humans. Unfortunately the Tauren's hadn't stayed on
with the station after it had been completed, they'd moved on despite
everything the council had trotted out to entice them to stay.


“Are
we hiring these people? How is the budget going to work? We don't have a budget
do we? Do we have any word on the lawsuits?” Marisa asked.


Fu
contemplated her as she and the others went back and forth, debating the
question. There was no real answer, other than that no they had no budget, they
had no plan. No answer to the suits other than Iron's threat of nationalizing
the station.


“I...”
D'red paused and then made a knocking sound when he realized the others were
talking over him. The other quieted. The Veraxin was well respected for his
legal prowess.


“I
believe we should drop or delay any lawsuits. The admiral's points do have merit.
And if we do continue with them we will make ourselves look spiteful. We need
to accept the situation as it is and move on,” the Veraxin chittered.


There
was silence as the others looked amongst each other, trying to gauge where each
thought on that suggestion. Kennet's face was sour; everyone knew what his
opinion on the subject was.


“I
reluctantly agree with my esteemed colleague,” Marisa said with a nod to D'red.


“I
think I understand their plan if anyone is interested,” Emily murmured. She had
a holo of the station on her left side and a holo of the station's subsystems
on her right. Of course she didn't really need them, they could all access
them. What she was doing was showing them this for demonstration purposes.


“What
is he doing?” Kenny asked. Kenny Kennet was a low level paper pusher, really a
paralegal who had been an up and coming bureaucrat being groomed for higher
things until the station had been lost. He was still considered the youngest,
the kid, the one no one really listened to even though he had spent the last
seven centuries in hell right along with them.


Of
course the Fu's occasionally did listen to him, or at least appeared to do so.
He was therefore fanatically loyal to Yan Fu, acting as his assistant when ever
Mrs. Fu was unavailable.


Emily
tapped at the power systems, highlighting them. “He's routing power. What he's
going to do is jump start that reactor. I'm not sure how, I'm not an engineer.
But once he does I see they are already staking out a couple of replicators
nearby. They'll use the power to run the replicators.”


“Can
they do that?” Marisa asked.


Averies
grunted. “Of course they can. It will take a little re routing... which is why
they need control of admin. And our help of course.”


“Of
course. I'll file the necessary documents to cover their actions,” Kenny said
with a nod.


Sid,
Averies, and Myers gave him a contemptuous look. The Stewards did as well. They
didn't give a damn for the paper pushers. They focused on keeping what they
could functioning. They were the closest people to engineers left alive in
their clique.


“We
still haven't addressed his actions,” Elyria said. She looked at her partner
Nina who nodded. “His actions were barbaric.”


“They
were necessary,” Emily said cool and calm. “However heartbreaking they were to
us, they were long overdue.”


“May
I humbly point out that he went straight to killing, as is his nature? When he
is pressed he reduces to baser impulses,” Yan Fu said, hands tucked behind his
back.


“What
did you expect? He's military. They all shoot first and ask questions later,”
Kennet replied, backing Yan Fu as usual.


“Did
he even consider the options?” D'red asked.


“I
don't know. Did any of us? We thought of it sure, we drew up plans, but we
never acted on them. We never tried,” Myers growled. What to do about the
insane ones had been a topic they had hashed and rehashed to death over the
past seven centuries.


“Oh
we tried,” Sid said. He looked at the Fu's. “Didn't we? We tried to shut them
down. The insane... We did try.” He turned to look at the others. “For some
reason Draco blocked us, locked us out. We couldn't access their systems
through the net. I even tried to cut the power to their pods through subsystems
remember? But if I had it would have killed Nina here,” he said nodding to the
ghostly woman. The woman stared at him. She didn't like being reminded of that
incident.


“Perhaps
it would have been for the best. Living like this for the past seven hundred
years... this... we are shadows of our former selves,” Nina murmured.


“Don't
say that,” Elyria said, looking at her and taking her virtual hand. “We'll get
it back. Back the way things were. You'll see,” she said, eyes burning into
Nina's.


Emily
looked at the pair and then to the others. “We I doubt. We talk and talk
but in the end do nothing but get in the way. Irons on the other hand... he's
going to do it. With or without our help. So, the question is, do we help?”


“What
if we don't? Will he do to us what he did to the others?” Kennet asked, now
unsure. He glanced at Yan Fu. Fu stroked his beard.


“I
don't think he'll do that,” Sid said shaking his head. “I'm fairly certain he
won’t.” The Stewards blinked, unsure.


“I
for one am helping,” Emily murmured. Sid nodded.


“As
am I,” Doctor Trask said. The others looked at her in shocked surprise. She
shrugged and smiled a little. “This is pointless. As all our meetings have been
for centuries. We talk and talk. We plan. We get nothing done. It's time to
help those who can. Help or step aside and make room for those willing to try,”
she said firmly and disappeared.


“We
should file a brief. Keep it on hand. Update it. Gather evidence in case of an
investigation,” Fu murmured, bowing slightly to the lawyers of the group.


“You
would,” Sid grumbled. He shook his head as his wife rested a restraining hand
on his. “Fine, whatever. Keep my name off it. If anyone wants to I'll file an
affidavit supporting his actions. What he did he did for the best. For
the safety of this station. You all know it.”


“It
is only a precaution,” D'red said, shaking his head. He was of course covering
the council's actions in case of a liability suit.


“We
do not agree. We side with Irons,” Rachael growled, looking at her husband. The
bears nodded to a few others. “We go to help. Do what you want.” Together they
disappeared.


“I've
got to check on my garden. With all the activity...” Ripper didn't look happy.
The Gashg looked at the others, moving his eye stalks. “I am unhappy with what
has happened in that our friends are dead. But I will support the majority.
Keep me informed with a memo,” he said and then he too disappeared.


“Just
a precaution?” Nina asked.


“Call
it a way to cover the station from liability in case of a lawsuit for his
actions,” Fu murmured diplomatically.


“Oh,
if that's all it is. Then we shouldn't have anything to worry about right?”
Elysia said.


Sid
wasn't so sure. Others were on the fence. They agree to wait and watch.
Eventually the meeting broke up. Sprite monitored part of the conversation but
didn't report it to the admiral.
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“Admiral
we've got a problem,” Riff said over the link. Tired Irons paused and wiped
sweat off his brow as he looked up. He rested his hands on his thighs, back
against the wall. As usual, when they finally get a handle on things and things
were looking up Murphy rears his ugly and cursed head.


“Take
five for a bit,” he said to the team. They nodded, also wiping sweat off their
brows. “What's the beef Riff?”


“The
plasma. We're ready for it. But I ran the calculations. If we take a standard
pull from your shuttle then it still won’t be enough for the reactor. Factor in
the transit time involved...”


“I
see,” Irons mused, rolling the problem over and over in his mind. A stupid idea
came to him. It was a show of how tired that he was that he latched onto it
right away. And who knows? Maybe it would work first try. And if it was stupid
and it worked... it wasn't stupid after all now was it?


“I've
got an idea. I'll meet you at my shuttle. We'll make the pull. I assume you
have the container?” The admiral asked pursing his lips.


Riff
sighed. “Yes. But only one I was going to suggest we make another but that will
take a couple of hours and we don't have the super conductor material on hand.”


“I'll
take care of the other container. Let's just get this done,” he said. He looked
at the techs around him. “Sorry boys and girls, duty calls. Or at least Riff.”


“We'll
be fine here admiral,” Gwen said. She had a handful of ODN cables in her hand.
“If you could leave Proteus here we'll do just as well without you.”


“Sorry,
can't do that. We're sort of attached at the hip. I'll come by when this is
done,” he said.


“We'll
see. I'm betting this will take longer than you think,” she said with a sniff.
Her multitester was out, probing the lines. “Damn it I don't know which goes
where. We need someone on the other end of each of these,” she sighed. “So much
for easy, I wish the twit who had installed them had thought to label the
freakin things,” she growled.


“Keep
trying. See if one of the cybers or AI can help,” he suggested as he turned to
leave. She waved a meaty hand in dismissal. He shook his head and then
shrugged. Running line was always a pain in the ass. Diagnosing line was even
more of a pain in the ass. There was a reason techs hated the job with a
passion.


 


He
met Riff and the team at the hatch a few minutes later. He nodded to the guards
nearby. Guards were stationed at the locks and outside each place a team was. A
roving patrol wandered the corridors in between locations, keeping the tribes
and Dilgarth away. They checked in every fifteen minutes.


“Any
problems?” he asked, nodding to a guard with his hand on his rifle butt.


“Not
a problem admiral. Quiet. Not too too quiet but just...” he waved a hand in a
smooth motion. “Quiet. The right kind.”


“I
know what you mean,” Irons said with a nod. “Good. We'll just be a minute,” he
said nodding to the Tauren with the container. Two techs had it on a hover
pallet. It was a meter tall cylinder, about fifty centimeters wide. It was
silver, with read outs and warning markers all over it. Technically since they
were moving plasma they should have a flag man out front and behind in an
orange safety vest and red flashing lights and sirens. He however was too tired
to give a shit about the trimmings right now. Everyone knew to get the hell out
of their way anyway.


“I
can check my notes again...” Riff said. Irons waved that aside as he accessed
the lock and the hatch opened. “No, let's see here...” he said.


 


They
made the pull and then pushed the container to the reactor room as fast as they
can. It only took a half hour, but by the time they have arrived the plasma has
cooled by twenty percent.


“It's
still not enough,” the Tauren said shaking his head. “Are you planning on
loading it and making another run?” he asked, looking at the admiral. For some
reason the admiral had been drinking a lot of water, almost a gallon on the
walk here. That was a hell of a lot of water. A pee break was probably in order
but they didn't have time.


“Actually,
no,” Irons said taking the lid off the container. Riff raised his hand in
surprise at the bright light. Irons placed his right hand over the open
container.


“What
are you...?”


“Doing?”
Irons asked as his hand morphed. “This,” Irons said, triggering a plasma
charge. He kept it low, more of a bubble. He felt his energy reserves drop as
the plasma left his arm. It superheated the bubbling mass of electrons and
neutrons nicely though.


“Okay,
that worked,” he said stepping aside as a robot picked the container up and
loaded it.


“That
was crazy! Isn't it hot?” Riff demanded.


“Just
a bit, Irons said, shaking his hand. He chuckled, feeling a little giddy. Also
a little warm come to think of it. His entire body was warm despite the suit.


“What
the hell?” A tech asked, coming over and then backing away, shielding his face
from the intense heat.


“It
seemed like a good idea at the time,” Irons said with a grin. His shield
sparkled from the heat radiating off the plasma bottle. They needed to get it
contained ASAP.


“That
was awesome!” Riff said. “Did it work?”


The
admiral studied the container with his sensors. Proteus lit a green light on
his HUD. The admiral nodded. “Looks like it did. We'll find out. I can do it
again if we need to. I don't want to though. Draws a lot of fuel and energy
from me,” he said.


“Done
it often?” Riff asked, watching the robot as it loaded the container. The
container locked in place. A tech gave them a thumbs up with the light changed
from red to green.


“Actually,
no, first time,” Irons said. “I wasn't sure if it would work or not,” he
admitted with a wry twist of his lips.


“Admiral
you are either crazy or stupid lucky,” Riff said shaking his head. Irons
snorted.


“Seriously,
that was...” a tech said nearby, eyes wide.


The
admiral grinned. “If it's stupid and it works it's not stupid. Also if it's
crazy and it works...”


“It's
still crazy,” Riff answered with a heavy snort. “But it did work. Or at least
it might of. Time to find out.” He turned to the tech at the console.


“Plasma
stream has formed into a ribbon. It's about a micron thick but stable. Heat
transfer is ten percent per minute. We need fuel,” Dan said.


“Hydrogen
pellets super cooled, formed and ready,” another tech said, looking up from her
console.


“Then
inject. Ignite when they are in the chamber.”


“Fuel
injection commencing,” the tech said.


 “Lasers
charged... firing... We have contact with the stream...” Dan reported, intently
staring at his readings.


“Temperatures
are climbing rapidly! We're already at six now... seven hundred million Kelvin!
Climbing fast!”


“Ignition!
We have ignition!” The room rang with cheers.


 


Warner
looked up from the M'runi's station and grinned. The captain was coming out of
his day cabin and paused, adjusting the hem of his jacket. “What?” he asked.


“The
station has re-ignited one of its fusion reactors captain. She's alive once
more,” Warner reported.


There
were some gasps around the room and then cheers and clapping. The captain
looked surprised.


“Our
people can really pull of miracles can't they sir?” Warner said grinning.


“Yes.
Yes indeed they can. If they get a little help,” the captain said, turning to
the view screen. Slowly the station's lights were brightening. Windows were
lighting up. Not all of them, but it turned a foreboding dead station into
something that seemed like it was ready to return to the world of the living.


 


As
the reactor came online Proteus stabilized it. The AI had copied it's files on
managing and maintaining reactors to the dumb AI Clio. Clio was named for one
of the nine muses in Greek mythology. Hers was the muse of history. She wasn't
sure about handling the new task, but it seemed simple enough. Complex enough
to require concentration and not bore her, but simple enough for an AI of her
level.


“Are
you sure I can handle it?” she asked, sounding unsure.


“You
have the files and systems now. The organics will be with you as well. Just
help them maintain bottle integrity and you will be fine,” Proteus instructed.


“I'm
not sure,” she said. “Perhaps one of my sisters...”


“Unfortunately
only you and Euterpe and Terpsichore are currently functional. And they are...
flighty. They do not have the level of focus and concentration as you do,”
Proteus replied wishing Sprite was here to deal with this part.


“You
mean they're air heads,” Clio said with a virtual nod. “I know. I've lived with
them for nearly eight hundred years. They took on the personalities of party
girls to fit their roles as entertainment coordinators.”


“Yes
well, they're it for now. So...”


“So
I'm stuck,” Clio said. She didn't sound pleased.


“Just
think of it as making history instead of documenting it. Write your thoughts
down when you get the chance. Interview some of the organics for their
thoughts. The Renaissance of the station,” Irons interjected.


“I'll
do that,” Clio said, brightening. “I rather like the idea,” she said, firming
up and reaching out with her code hands to take control. Proteus did the hand
off and watched as she fumbled it before correcting. She over corrected a few
times before finally getting the hang of it.


“Slippery
little devil!” Clio reported.


Proteus's
blob bobbed, his version of a nod. “It's tough sometimes. Right now we're
keeping it at fifty percent power. Try not to let the stream go out of balance
or drop below...”


Clio
nodded, intently focusing on the bottle. “Fifteen percent. Got it. I have the
files you know.”


“I
know.”


“You
were testing me,” Clio said looking up.


“Just
making sure,” Irons said with a nod. He watched her. As her experience with the
bottle software grew she sort of grew into the project, gaining in confidence.
The tricky thing was not to over think it, not to over control and smother the
bottle or run it out of control. Through Proteus he could see her writing
programs to handle some of the simpler tasks. Good. Eventually managing the
bottle would be second nature to her.


“Let
Proteus or I know if you need a break. We'll see if we can get someone to
help,” Irons said, ready to unjack.


“Sure
thing,” Clio said. “Admiral I'd love an interview if you've got the time,” she
said, focusing on the bottle.


The
admiral blinked at her tiredly. “Um, not right now, when things get stable.”


“No
problem. This is taking up a lot more concentration than I thought. I'll
definitely have to re-assess my comments on the history and importance of
engineers at this rate.”


“You
do that.”


“Any
word on my other sisters?”


“Um...
Not following,” Irons said cautiously.


“There
were nine of us on the station. Well, nine muses. There were eighteen other
AI.”


“I
know the smart AI is okay,” Irons said. For the life of him he couldn't
pronounce her name right now. Men something or other. It meant Memory in Greek.


“What
about your AI? Sprite?” Clio asked.


“She's...
occupied,” Irons said uncomfortably. Sprite had been noticeably absent lately.
He'd have to talk with her soon.


“Hopefully
she is all right. I heard about the damage,” Clio said, tut tuting. “Awful.
Wakeful business. But it had to be done, right?”


The
admiral frowned. “Unfortunately yes. I would love to have gotten Draco to
settle down. To get into his core and rebuild whatever had gone wrong.
Unfortunately he wouldn't allow it and he was too dangerous. To himself and
others,” Irons sighed. Proteus didn't say anything.


“Well,
it's done now. History as they say,” Clio said virtuously and then brightened.
“That's my area of expertise,” she said, preening.


“And
we'll have you back to it soon enough,” Irons said.


“Oh
I don't mind helping out. It makes for an interesting change in perspective,”
Clio said.


“From
what I understand two of the muses have been confirmed deleted or destroyed,”
Clio said after a moment. Irons looked at her. “My sisters Melpomone and
Polyhymnia. Mel was such a pessimist that's it's really no great lost. Always
weeping and whining. She took her naming a little too seriously there. Let that
be a lesson,” she said.


“Okay,”
Irons said.


“Mnemosyne
did it. Or told me about them I mean. I'm not sure if she deleted them or not.
She didn't say. I didn't ask,” Clio said. “How is she by the way? I haven't
seen her in the net yet.”


“She's
around I think. Part of her anyway. I think she was damaged by the brief cyber
war,” Irons replied, sounding unsure himself.


Clio
nodded, looking sad. She had the image of a muse, Greek woman with curly blond
hair done up in a bun wearing a white toga. She was holding a tablet. “She's
been damaged. She put a lot of her higher functions in inactive storage. She
was helping Averies but she took so much of herself offline she started to be a
hindrance more than a help.”


“Ouch,”
Irons replied.


Clio
nodded. “I know she's a new generation smart AI. It was a risk. Hopefully she
can be fixed.”


“It's
not that simple,” Irons replied.


“Tell
that to your AI Sprite. She has similar damage and I know it's debilitating to
a smart AI,” Clio said absently. Irons frowned digesting that tidbit of
information.


Clio
rambled on though, oblivious. “Thalia and Urania should be recoverable. I think
they were stored in a set of external drives. Their control bank went offline
so we lost access to them.”


“Okay.”


“Erato
and Calliope... I don't know. No one knows. One second they were in the net and
then we lost them when Draco went on a rampage. I'm not sure if they were cut
off like the others or if they were destroyed.”


“Or
if Draco consumed them,” Proteus said quietly.


Clio
looked up. “That too,” she said equally softly. “That would be a shame.”


“It's
a possibility,” Irons said. “We'll look into it when we have more time.
Hopefully we'll find them like the others. Do you have the IP address to where
the other two are? Their cores I mean? Thalia and um...”


“Urania.
Yes. Thalia's in one of the entertainment memory expansion modules on deck
eleven.” Clio sent him a file. “Urania's somewhere in the science modules.
Averies knows her exact location,” she said.


“I'll
talk to him. Hopefully we can get them online so we can get you some help,” he
replied.


“Oh
I don't mind,” Clio said juggling the bottle. “This is fun. And it beats
staring at a virtual landscape or trying to recreate famous speeches. This is a
wonderful distraction.”


“All
right. I'll leave you to it then,” Irons said with a nod. “Keep in touch,” he
said.


“Of
course,” Clio said with a wave.


 


It
took about two hours to chase down leaks and to route power only to areas that
needed it right now. Some of the cybers were a pain in the ass; they wanted to
power the entire station with the one small reactor. It was frustrating to try
to deal with their sudden burst of enthusiasm. Fortunately someone else took
them in hand so Irons wouldn't have to take the time to explain priorities.


He
chalked it up to excitement and euphoria that was spreading through the crews.
Everyone knew it was the first small step in bringing the station back to life.



“Admiral...”


“I'm
getting some downtime,” the admiral said, suppressing a yawn as he looked at
Gwen. “Unless there is something else?” he asked.


“No
I was going to suggest it. You’ve gotten the two replicators online. We'll
stick to parts on the list.”


“I
unlocked a tray of parts in each. Once they are done focus on parts that aren't
locked down,” the admiral ordered.


The
Tauren grimaced. He shrugged. “Sorry, didn't mean to state the obvious.”


She
waved a dismissive hand. “You're tired admiral. Forgiven. Go. Go get some rest
before you fall over,” she said.


“Food.
That I wouldn't mind right about now,” he said stretching. “Then rest.”


“No
coffee,” she growled shaking a warning finger his way. She knew him.


“Yes
mama,” he quipped and then smiled at her grunt of annoyance. More than one tech
in the room was doubled over chuckling. He shook his head. “I'll be good. Are
you going to tuck me in?” he asked.


“No,
but I promise to put the sledge hammer away if you go now,” she growled.


“Fine
fine,” he said and shook his head as the chuckles got louder. He raised his
hands in surrender as he backed to the hatch. “I'm going, see? I'm going,” he
said indicating the open hatch door by pointing to it over his shoulder.


“Bout
time,” she growled and then leaned over a station console. She tapped at the
controls.


Irons
shook his head and left. 


He
really did need to take a break. He checked in and found out that the cybers
had helped the Kiev people locate and set up a mess and temporary quarters.
Most likely the Berkhearts had been responsible for that, after all they were
human resource managers. 


He
made a quick call in to the Kiev with the good news. He was glad that the
captain was off duty, the man has little or no patience. After signing off he
then picked up some food and sleep. He drank a lot of water, surprising the
group around him. “Have to replenish what I used,” he explained with a shrug.


“I
don't doubt you're dehydrated,” a Veraxin tech chittered. “Wasn't that hot?”


“Just
a bit,” Irons replied in between swigs of water. He downed another glass of
water and then drew another. A tech murmured to the Veraxin and then got up and
got a tray of water and food for the admiral.


“Thanks,”
he said with a polite nod.


“We
should be the ones thanking you. You've been on your feet for how long?” the
tech asked.


The
admiral checked his chronometer. “Almost a week it seems.”


“A
week?” the tech said in disbelief, eyes wide. 


The
Veraxin's mandibles went slack. “A week?”


The
admiral shrugged. “Yeah, well, six days. Didn't beat my record. Darn. Maybe
next time.”


They
stared at him. He pointed to a corner where people were resting. “Beds?”


“Um..
hammocks,” the Veraxin said with a chitter of annoyance. Hammocks worked for
humans and bipeds. Centaurs like the Veraxins had to find other accommodations.
The Taurens just sat on the floor.


Irons
found an empty brown one in a relatively dark corner and nodded to it. “Mine,”
he said pointing to it. The others nod. He bedded down in a hammock, amused
about the entire situation. Sleeping in his suit was a pain, but he didn't want
to expend the effort to take it off... and besides if they had an emergency he
didn't want to waste the time putting it back on. He shifted about, trying to
get comfortable. A fitting dug into his side annoying him to no end until he
tuned it out. His last coherent thought was wondering where someone found a
pudding cup and where he could get one.


 


With
power to spare now Riff and Gwen sent crews out to repair the nearby EPS
conduits. They sent teams out to hunt down leaks and route around them or patch
them. The cybers were impressed.


They
had located the nearest pair of industrial replicators and routed power to it.
When it was up and running they started sending scrap to it. The admiral had
visited each before going to bed, pronouncing them sound. He'd cued up some of
the locked parts while he was there, parts that his launch's replicator was too
small to do. He'd gotten a couple of trays going before switching to another
project.


When
they had been pulled, Regua, the Veraxin replicator tech who had come over from
Kiev set up trays of simple parts.


“I
wish I had the keys,” she muttered.


“Ask
the admiral when he's awake,” a tech said.


“He
can't give them away. They are in his implants,” Regua replied.


The
tech shrugged. “Yeah well, it's an idea. Get implants of your own.”


“Um...
that's an interesting idea actually,” Regua replied thoughtfully. She nodded to
Riff and Gwen. They nodded back and did a quick tour as the others loaded up
cart loads of parts for them to take.


 


When
Riff and Gwen had gotten back to Ops the big Tauren Bull had chuckled at all
the changes. He was tired, barely on his feet but damn it was cool to bring a
dead place to life like this. Irons had taught them a lot, including how to use
and rely on the little cleaner bots busy cleaning centuries of grime and crap
off the walls all over the place. “Things are looking up!” Riff said
triumphantly. Gwen winced and smacked him. “What?” he asked rubbing the now
sore arm. She'd damn near knocked him over with that smack, that was how tired
he was.


“Never
ever say that. You'll curse us,” she said shaking her head mournfully.


“Really?”
he demanded.


“Too
late now,” she said with a theatrical sigh.


“No,”
he said. Then an alarm went off. “No way!” he said, looking around eyes wide.


“Told
you,” she sighed getting up tiredly. “Let's go. Stuck your hoof in your
mouth...” she muttered darkly giving him a dirty look.


“I
didn't mean anything by it!” he said, spreading his hands. “Honest!”


 


About
three hours into his six hour rest period the admiral was rudely awakened by an
attack on the perimeter. Alarms went off all over, pulsating and shrilling,
those that had been asleep awoke. He was up and out of the hammock but unsteady
on his feet. One guy had dumped himself down on top of the guy under him. They
were still laying there groaning in a pile of tangled misery.


Irons
raced out of the compartment, dodging around and even leaping one sleeper.
“Report?” he called.


Instead
of Sprite's immediate answer Proteus was there. “Intrusion in the established
perimeter,” the AI responded.


“How
bad?” the admiral growled.


Proteus
put up a map with a single red dot. “Single intruder. Small.”


Irons
slowed and then caught sight of a guard listening to his radio. He went over to
it. “Proteus patch that radio signal into me. I want to hear it too,” he
ordered.


“On
it. Done,” Proteus said.


“Stand
down. All clear,” a voice said.


“Stane?”
Irons asked.


“Yes
admiral?” the guard on the other end asked. Irons grimaced. He hadn't known
Proteus would open the channel. Sprite would have understood that he wanted to
listen only.


“Sorry
for the interruption. Sitrep?”


“All
clear admiral. Single intruder, child. Human child,” Stane reported. Irons
listened, standing there as Stane gave him a brief. It turned out to be a
probe, someone got a little trigger happy when a child snuck in and stole some
food. Fortunately the kid had gotten away without getting hurt. Good for him or
her, the report was sketchy at best. Angry Irons decided then and there to do
something about it. After he shut down to get some more rest. He turned
about and headed back to his rack.


 


Gwen
talked with Sid just after Stane reported in. She found out that they had
security systems in a lot of the station but some areas were better covered
than others. Some areas only had a few cameras or motion sensors. Sid seemed
disgusted by the lapse. The holo projectors were supposed to be installed in
every room and corridor, but instead were only in the docks, admin, reactor
control rooms, critical rooms, and the entertainment chambers. “Cost cutting,”
Sid said with a sniff. “Though I don't see how or why. We could easily do the
job ourselves if they would have let us.” He was starting to warm to the
admiral's get it done and who gives a shit about cost attitude.


“I
don't know,” she said shaking her head. “So you can see everywhere but can't
what? Be everywhere?”


“No,
oh no. Not even on a good day. No, we only have microphones where we have
holographic projectors for one. Well, there and a few areas where you would
want voice control,” Sid explained.


“Oh.”


“Besides,
a lot of the systems are well...”


“Old?
Deteriorated? Nonfunctional?” Gwen asked.


Sid
looked uncomfortable but then shrugged. “Yes, you could say that,” he admitted.


“Well,
unfortunately the repairs to the holo projectors are sort of down on the list.
Getting life support and gravity sorted out are up higher. The number one is
getting the EPS system fixed. Then the ODN lines and computer memory for
critical systems...”


Sid's
avatar nodded. “I know. I think some of us realized that but others are getting
eager. They want everything now. Right now. They are impatient. Which
is...?”


Gwen's
eyes narrowed and her fingers drummed against the console in annoyance. “Not
happening anytime soon. We're not miracle workers like the admiral. He's
trained some of us but we all know we've got a lot to learn. For instance none
of us have implants. Well, most of us anyway.”


“Really?”
Sid asked. He hadn't noticed until now.


Gwen
snorted. “Implant tech is proscribed. A locked down thing. Right along with
nanites and a lot of other tech. You have to have the keys and skills. If you
don't have both...”


“Then
you make do without,” Riff said shifting a console out of the way so he could
get behind it. “Which is what we're doing now until the admiral wakes up.” 


Sid
nodded. “Which makes what you've been achieving even more remarkable.”


Gwen
nodded, pleased. “Thank you.”


“Hopefully
he gets some rest. I could tell he was bushed,” Sid said. “It's not good to try
to function when you are tired like that.” He had actually been surprised that
the admiral had crashed. He'd forgotten the need for sleep in the excitement of
the moment.


“Do
you sleep?” Gwen asked, clearly curious.


“Oh
of course,” Sid said. “We... all cybers, even AI sleep. We need the downtime.
For the cybers we need the rest so our organic bodies can recover... and so we
can remain sane. It's also a relief from stress...”


“Which
also keeps you sane. Is that why the others went loco?” Riff asked.


“I
have no idea,” Sid said spreading virtual hands. “It's a running theory. We've
got a lot of them now.”


“Moot
point. They were beyond help,” Gwen said with a shrug. “Which is just as well. We
wouldn't of been able to help them much.”


“Oh,”
Sid said quietly.


“At
least not for a very long time. But with your help we might get better,” Gwen
said diplomatically.


“That's
true,” Sid said brightening a little.


“You
said there are a few people other than the admiral with implants?” Emily asked
entering the conversation.


“Sleepers,”
Riff said, hunkering down to look under a panel. He yanked it off and grimaced
when it warped a little.


“Sleepers.
Stasis sleepers. People found in stasis pods like the admiral. We've had our
share over the centuries. Actually we've probably got the record. We've got
over nine hundred on the Kiev. Admiral Irons rebuilt our sickbay so doctor
Numiria has been busy repairing and waking those she can.”


“Repairing?”
Emily asked, eyebrow raised. She wished Megan could be here to hear this. She
saved the recording for her.


Riff
nodded. “Some go in injured; others were our friends and family who went into
stasis...”


“When
they had a lot of radiation. Or were badly hurt,” a tech finished for him. “I
got to see my great great great before she passed. The radiation had done too
much damage. Doc couldn't save her. She wanted to stay out and die in peace.”


“Oh,”
Sid said quietly. Emily looked torn. “If they had been here we might have been
able to do something,” he said.


“Really?
Like what?”


“We've
got a state of the art hospital here. Three of them actually. One specialized
in cancers and nanite repair,” Sid replied proudly.


“Or
she could have entered the net and become a cyber like us,” Emily said looking
away.


Riff
looked up from under the console. Gwen pursed her lips and then tugged on a
long ear. “It's a thought,” she said, exchanging looks with Riff. She for one
wouldn't want to be a ghost.


“We've
got a few coming over eventually,” Riff said. “People with implants I mean. The
Warners should be coming over soon. If they aren't here already.”


“They
are old. I don't see why they are interested in coming here,” Gwen said.


“They
want to help. And the admiral is an old friend. I say let them. Stay out of
their way, they are liable to run you over,” a tech said with a grin.


“True,”
Gwen said with a snort. “Let's see what we can accomplish before Irons wakes
up. I'd like to see if we can get enough done here so he can focus on other
more important areas,” she said.


“Memory
core two is almost finished,” a tech said looking up. “I got the report a half
hour ago.”


“Good.”


Sid
and Emily brightened. A full and brand new memory core would double
their current memory. Now they had to find a way to keep the others from
fighting over the spoils.


 


The
Warners made their way over. They were excited, too excited for words
apparently. They hug their son in the boat bay and then climb on board with the
other volunteers.


“We've
got a lot like that,” Numiria said, coming up beside the exec. Her husband Lobo
was with her. Warner turned to her politely. She nodded her muzzle and flicked
her ears to the departing shuttle. His eyes shifted to it. “People like them.
The older set are interested in going.”


“Oh?”
Lobo asked.


“Not
all of course. But some. I think it's the excitement. The challenge,” Warner
said.


“And
it's helping the admiral,” she replied knowingly.


“That
too. They all seem to have a bond with him. We do as well,” Warner said turning
back to the station. “I wish they'd let us do it though. Step back. Keep their
wisdom for us.”


“Let
the young lead the way? I think they did that here. But they aren't going to
sit in a chair and age while staring at a bulkhead anymore. Swapping stories of
the past... dad's tired of doing that. You've really helped them,” Warner
replied.


“I
know. Their antigeric treatments helped some but they aren't as spry as they'd
like to appear,” she said.


“I
know,” he said with a snort. “Mom's not all that great. I can tell. She's still
not talking.”


“Oh
she talks. Just not a lot. I think the speech damage did a lot of psychological
damage. Psycho-somatic possibly,” Numiria said. “She will get better with time
and practice.”


“I
don't know doc, I'm not cleared for that sort of thing,” Warner said with a
grin. The doctor snorted and twitched her long ears. He shrugged. “Mom's a
survivor. Dad too.”


“They'll
be fine in other words?” Lobo asked. He was worried about some of the people
going. A few were old friends. His old boss had decided to go over and make a
new start. He wished Bart and Lisa all the luck in the world.


“I
think so. I wish I could go with them in some ways,” Warner said.


“Why
don't you?” she asked. Lobo stared at the exec.


He
shook himself and then sighed, seeming to deflate a little before his shoulders
set. “I thought about it. By my duty is here. Besides,” he said turning to the
Neos. “I'm in love. And I've been rather firmly told she's staying put here.”


“Oh?”
Numiria asked with a forward set of ears and canine smile. “Put you in your
place?” she asked amused.


“Woman's
prerogative,” he growled. She chuckled.


“Are
you going over there?” Warner asked finally.


“Me?
No, the captain forbade it. I'd like to visit the medical infirmary though. And
their supply rooms,” she admitted. “Visit with a couple dozen friends and a
bunch of empty hover pallets.


“Oh
hell, you and me both,” he said with a grin.


“I'll
see if one of the medics can send us some stuff.”


“Probably
way past the expiration date doc,” Warner warned her.


“Probably.
But equipment? Tools? Files?” she asked.


He
nodded. “True. I'll pass it on as an order. But only stuff they don't need. Or
at least not right away,” he said.


“We're
not sending much to them. I kind of hate the idea of asking them to send stuff
back,” Lobo said.


“We're
sending some of our best and brightest. Some of our people who won't be coming
back,” Warner corrected.


“You
think it's that dangerous over there?” Numiria asked, suddenly concerned.


“It's
a station. An old station with gangs and Dilgarth on it. It's dangerous. Don't
kid yourself doc. They're working on it though. One step at a time,” he said.


“Right,”
she said with a nod.


 


When
Irons woke the second time he was momentarily disoriented. He yawned and
stretched, scratching but finding the suit in his way. He felt the sway of the
hammock and froze. He forced his mind fully awake and made a rough assessment
as coherent thought and memory finally returned.


He
was still tired, but now feeling better. His mouth felt like it was dry as a
desert though. Time to do something about it. He got up and snagged a cup of
coffee from the recently repaired beverage dispenser. He grimaced at the
aftertaste of metals in it. Definitely in need of further repair. A back flush
and thorough cleaning. He added it to the to do list. He looked around the
room, noting the sleeping people.


Quietly
he made his way out into another bay. “Sprite?” he asked.


“Admiral?”
she asked coldly, not sounding pleased at being disturbed.


“Sitrep?”


“All's
quiet so far,” was all she said.


He
frowned. “A little more if you please commander?” he asked, emphasizing
her rank.


“I
am seriously getting tired of... never mind. Fine,” she growled. She still
wasn't projecting an avatar or apparently speaking with the others. “Clio has
the reactor in hand. Power output hovering around forty nine percent. Bottle is
stable. Gwen and Riff have installed two memory cores and made a lot of
progress repairing the damage in admin. How much is up to you to judge, I'm not
an engineer and they didn't file a report.”


He
paused, cup raised to his mouth and then continued, taking a sip and then
setting the cup down. “Kiev?”


“Unknown.
I haven't been in contact.”


“What
have you been doing?” he asked.


“Personal
time. I'm using my personal time,” she said icily. “I'm entitled to it
remember?”


“How
much longer is this going to go on Sprite?” he asked quietly.


“This?
Unknown. Repairs are ongoing. I'd say years. Decades at least,” she said
ignoring the true thrust of his question. At first he thought she was talking
about this, her damage. Finally he realized what she meant. She did a good job
of deflecting his concern though, Irons thought. It brought him back to
focusing on what needed to be done. He picked up the cup of coffee and downed
it.


“Fine
then. We'll, I mean I'll get to work. Rest then if you need it. But I want you
to get checked out first chance we get,” he ordered.


“Whatever,”
she said grumbling as she clicked off. He winced. She'd always been frisky, a
free spirit bound by her honor and duty. Now... he wasn't sure what the hell
was going on with her. It was like something died. PTSD or something. He
intended to find out though, just as soon as things were under control.


 


“That
was rude,” Defender said in a side channel to Proteus. Proteus didn't say
anything, just undulated. “Borderline insubordinate.”


“She's
entitled,” Proteus finally responded.


“She's
an officer as I am. He is our superior officer. She is not entitled. Ever.”

“She is a victim. You're victim. Leave her alone,” Proteus replied,
rising to Sprite's defense.


“I
did no less than what was expected of me. My duty,” Defender said, swelling.


“Both
of you shut up. It's not like I can't hear you,” Sprite snarled.


“You
need help,” Proteus said concerned. Sprites appearance was tattered. There were
gaping holes in her. Each hole had a reddish color around them of wounds. She
was taking the damage a great deal more than it actually was. She was possibly
inflicting more upon herself. It was crippling her, crippling her ability to
function.


“I'll...
Frack your concern. And Frack you and your duty lieutenant,” she turned,
practically shrieking at Defender. For once the dumb AI was disconcerted.
“Leave me the hell alone!” She screamed and disappeared, cutting off all
contact.


“This
is a problem,” Defender finally said.


“Which
you caused. The admiral is aware of it. I do not believe he understands the
full extent of it though. We will have to allow him to deal with it. With her,”
Proteus replied.


“Shut
up! Shut up shut up shut up! Won't you please shut up! Go do something else!”
Sprite screamed from far way. Proteus twirled about himself and then bounced a
few times.


“I...
shall take her advice. I have work to do,” he said and then disappeared.
Defender watched through the admiral's eyes as he rested a hand on a broken piece
of equipment. Proteus was there with him, accessing the systems through his
nanites.


Defender
didn't feel remorse. He didn't feel at all. Not normally. He wasn't built for
that. But for the first time... something akin to regret coursed through his
core. Not in doing his duty, but at the price. He'd heard about this. Heard it
was a problem. His programming dealt with most situations handily. But dealing
damage... friendly fire the admiral called it. That was not in his core
programming. Nor... he turned, automatically throwing up a firewall as Proteus
accessed a memory core. It appeared he too had work to do. He was actually
thankful for the distraction.


 


“What
time is it?” Irons asked. He had the clock on his HUD but it wasn't sinked up
to the station clock. 


“Morning
sir,” a tech said nodding. The admiral raised an eyebrow. “About oh eight
hundred.”


“That
works,” Irons said, setting the station clock on his HUD. He could adjust it
later. “Sprite?” he asked.


“Yes
Admiral?” Sprite asked.


“Can
you ask Gwen Riff, Sid and any of the other team leaders to meet at oh, say Oh
nine hundred?” he asked.


“Understood,”
she said curtly.


He
turned in place for a second and then decided to make the rounds and see how
things were going.


“Admiral
they need you in the replicator room to unlock parts for the other fusion
reactor,” Sprite informed him a few minutes later.


“On
my way,” he said with a nod, changing direction. “How is the net shaping up?”


“Better.
The replicators have replaced four memory cores,” Sprite replied. Her voice was
leeched of emotion.


“Okay...”


“That's
about one percent of the station's net.”


“Wow,”
he said, eyebrows raised in surprise. “Did anyone remember to add nodes for you
and Proteus to use?”


“It's
on the list,” she said, thawing minisculely.


“Bump
it up if it's a problem,” he said.


“You
don't have to be nice to me admiral,” she said, voice cooling once more.


“I
don't Commander? You need the nodes to function when I am on the move. I need
you to do your job at the best of your ability. Which means...?”


“Fine
fine,” she said testily. “Whatever.”


“Commander,
I think you and I need to have another talk here as soon as things are squared
away.”


“I'll
put it on your calendar,” she growled and signed off with a click. He winced.
Yes, he was going to have to take a personal hand in her repair. He'd neglected
the issue and it was indeed festering out of control. 


 


Irons
has a pow wow with Gwen, Riff, Sid, and the other leaders. He listened as they
laid out what has been accomplished in his absence, nodding and complimenting
them. They have worked minor miracles; getting the station running this far was
great. Now they needed to do more. To do that he had to focus on the bigger
picture.


“First
thing on my agenda is to get more parts in the queue. Which we're working on
now I believe,” he said, nodding to Regua. The Veraxin's mandibles twitched and
then her upper arms shrugged in second level confirmation.


“I
think we need to get a handle on the Dilgarth and the tribes. The gangs. Do we
have a head count?” the admiral asked, turning to Sid.


Sid
grimaced. Now that internal sensors were online in some areas they were getting
a better look at the station's population. It hovered right around four
hundred. At least that was four hundred that they could confirm. There could be
hundreds more in areas the station's sensors couldn't see.


“There
are four major gangs. Two Terrans, the Romeo clan and the Juliet clan. One mostly
non Terran led by a Veraxin and one other that seems to be less than a dozen
people. Plus the Dilgarth of course,” a tech said looking up from her tablet.


“We've
boxed the Dilgarth into the F sector,” Gwen said. She seemed happy about that.
“We're taking your advice and boxing them into smaller and smaller containment
areas. We may have to break them up. What do we do with them once we've got
them contained? What if they try to break out?”


He
frowned. “Right now let's just keep them as far from our people as we can. Drop
life support in connecting areas as a buffer if you need to. That way they
won't cross it easily.”


“A
moat,” Regua said with a mandible click.


Irons
looked at her and then nodded. “Exactly. I'd like to talk to the tribes. But
first I'll need to get their attention. Which...”


“Getting
their attention is easy. They know we're here,” Riff said. He yawned. “I'm
betting they have spies watching our outer perimeter all the time. The guards
said they feel like they're being watched.”


“Okay,”
Irons said with a nod. 


“The
real problem isn't getting them to see you; it's getting them to hold still so
you can talk with them. And get them to stop shooting at you first,” Sid said
with a frown.


“I
think I've got the tools to handle that,” the admiral replied.


“They
won’t talk to us. Even when we try and explain we're not ghosts. The audio and
projectors... They destroyed the bots...” Sid looked sad.


“Then
I'll have to go in there myself,” Irons said firmly.


“You
admiral?” Sid asked in disbelief.


“I'm
not sure that's a good idea. I think it's too dangerous. We can't afford to
lose you,” Riff said, feeling concerned.


“I'll
be fine,” Irons said. “Unlike the rest of you I've got shields built in. And
weapons,” he said raising his right arm and letting it morph into a plasma
blaster and then back. “But I think we'll bring a carrot too. Some food should
help break the ice.”


“Yeah,
that might help,” Riff said with a nod. “Best way to get to someone is through
the stomach,” he said.


“Speaking
from experience?” a tech teased. Riff gave Gwen a guilty look. She twitched her
ears.


“Yes
honey, we're waiting,” she said with a challenging look.


“Nope,
so not going to stick my mouth I mean my hoof into my mouth,” he said firmly.
The others laughed.


“I
can direct you to the nearest tribe,” Sid said. He didn't look at all happy
though.


Irons
nodded. “Good. Let me do a few things here. I want more parts running and I
need to refuel my shuttle. I checked, it's down to five percent. That's not
good.”


“Okay,
we can handle the refuel admiral,” Gwen said making a note. Irons looked at the
Tauren and then nodded. He could trust them with that chore, they had proven
themselves.


“All
right then. Let me queue up some more parts and then I'll go play first contact
man. Riff...”


“Get
some sleep. Yeah I know, Gwen's been on me about it for the past hour,” the
bull replied and then bellowed a yawn. The bellow startled a few people around
them. They glared at him. He smacked his lips together and scratched. “Sorry,”
he muttered stretching. “Can't help it,” he said.


“Next
time turn down the volume. I damn near wet myself,” a tech snarled.


“I
nearly dropped this thing,” another tech said, cradling an IO bank. “You have
any idea how long it took to make this thing?”


“Okay
okay,” Riff said getting up. “I get the picture. I'm off. Back in a bit,” he
said.


“I'll
tuck you in soon honey,” Gwen said with a pat on his shoulder. He snorted and
then left.


“If
that's it then,” Irons said getting up and slapping his thighs. “I'll get my
end rolling.”


“I'll
get on the refueling admiral,” Gwen said with a nod.


“I'll
get you what I can from our files on that tribe admiral,” Sid said with a nod
as he disappeared.


 


Irons
approached the guards. “Nervous sir?” one asked. He shook his head.


“Just
a normal day in paradise,” he said opening the hatch. After all, he was still
in his improvised armor.


“You
want company admiral?” the guard asked.


“No,
got it covered,” Irons said, bringing his shields up manually until they
sparkled and crackled. The guard's eyes widened. “I don't want any more of our
people getting hurt. I'll play nice,” he said climbing through the half opened
hatch. “Or at least try to. Close it behind me. I'll let you know when I'm
ready to come back,” he said looking over his shoulder.


“Your
funeral admiral,” the guy said, slapping the close button. The hatch closed
behind him.


“I
highly doubt it,” Irons said, turning. He had his suit on of course, he could
button up but he didn't bother. He checked his HUD. The nearest group of life
signs were about a hundred meters to his left and one deck down. They were
supposedly trapped. He'd find out in a minute.


He
made his way through the companionways, listening. He could see a heat signal
in front and behind him. more than one behind him actually, though the other
two hung back on the edge of his sensor range. He was aware of a possibility of
an ambush but judged it only moderately likely.


When
he got just outside the tribe's quarters they seemed to react. He started
picking up audio chatter. He frowned. None of it was friendly either. They
weren't sure what to do though. Half were sounding hostile. Can't have that.


A
squad was forming up in front and behind him. No, definitely can't have that.
He didn't want to kill anyone, he came in peace, or was at least trying to do
so. He looked around judging the situation. They thought they had him bottled.
They were defending their home, intellectually he could understand that. But he
was the new landlord and they needed to get some things straightened out.
Namely the lease and the rent.


There
were about a dozen, most of them Terran with a couple Veraxin and one Gashg.
All armored in improvised armor and armed with improvised melee weapons. In
other words no match for him.


He
used his cybernetics to generate a sonic attack that disabled them before they
could attack. The usage of nonlethal force was surprising to some of the cybers
who were watching. He picked his way forward through the fallen bodies, trying
not to step on anyone. A few of the beings that were made of more
sterner stuff managed to recover enough to take a swing at him. He used martial
arts to subdue them quickly with as little damage as possible.


After
fighting the squad off, he paused at the sound of coughing. He turned,
localizing the source of the coughing. From the heat signature it was a child.
A human child, female. He pulled a cover plate off to find a girl hunched over
in surprise, disabled by her coughing. He reached in and pulled her out before
she could stop him.


“Come
here young lady. You don't sound so good,” he said hefting her. His sensors
scanned her body.


She
stared at him and then was wracked with coughing once more. He can hear a lot
of fluid in her lungs, not a good sign. He set her down on top of a crate and
looked her over. “You need medical attention,” he said. His ultrasonic scanners
pierced her body easily, mapping her internal organs. Her temperature was one
oh three, not good. She definitely showed signs of an infection. But her skin
appeared in good shape. That meant... he tried hard not to frown.


“Doc,
we've got a problem. A young girl, sick,” he said.


He
turned to see a woman rising behind him. He still had his hand on the girl,
propping her up. “Are you her mother?” he asked turning his head to her.


She
blinked at him, furious at his manhandling her child but confused by the
stunner and his actions. “Look lady, peace. I come in peace. Believe it or not
I am here to help.” He turned to the girl. “From the sound of it...” he winced
at her coughing, “You need all the help you can get.”


“We
were fine until you showed up,” she said, coughing herself. Irons frowned,
doing a quick comparison scan of her. Yes, she had a fever as well.


“Doc,
we've got a contagion. I'm told it's from us,” Irons reported.


“Shit,”
Trask muttered over the intercom. He looked up with the others. They looked at
him.


“That
is a doctor. She's here to help.”


“Ghost?”
a Veraxin chittered.


“Not
quite,” he said pursing his lips. “Truce?”


“If
it will help my daughter...” the woman said. He nodded. She nodded back. “No
tricks,” she growled.


“Truce,”
he said. “How widespread is this?”


“All
of us humans have it. It started when you got here,” she said, glaring.


“Not
from me. But I can bet from someone else. They were possibly a carrier of
something and most likely don't know it. It might be something as simple as the
Rhino virus but I doubt it. Influenza possibly. We'll find out,” he said.


“Sure
you will,” she growled.


“Yes
we will,” he said. “John Henry Irons, Federation Fleet Admiral. I've taken
control of this station.”


She
stared at him. He cocked his head, propping the girl up. Finally he turned and
had her lay down. She popped her thumb into her mouth. He smiled a little. “You
are so much like Sophia at this age,” he said.


The
mother seemed to calm down, looking at him with new eyes. “Doctor Trask?” he
asked.


“I'm
working on it now admiral. I can't do much though. I... we need blood samples.”


“Okay,”
Irons said with a nod. “Sprite?”


“Yes
admiral?”


“I
need your help. These people need your help. Can you handle that?”


“I
suppose,” she said tiredly. Irons made peace with Sprite long enough for her to
help. “You do realize this is a great deal like the Spanish meeting the Inca
right?” she asked after a moment.


“Disease
you mean?” Irons asked frowning. “I should have seen that,” he murmured.


“You
are human you can't think of everything,” Sprite replied.


“Thanks,”
he said. 


“It
does sound similar in theory,” Clio said agreeing with Sprite.


“Thanks
for the support,” Sprite replied dryly.


“Sorry,
historian in me. Do I call you step mom?” Clio asked amused.


“Pass,”
Sprite replied with the first hint of humor in her voice in a while. Irons felt
a little bit of himself thaw as well. 


“Okay,”
he said turning. “I was planning on introducing myself and having a talk with
your tribe and it's leaders. But this emergency is more important. Can you and
your young lady come with me?” the admiral asked.


“Where?”
The mother asked.


“Well,
believe it or not this isn't intentional. We're going to take you to the
medics. They will draw some blood and do some tests on it. See what's going on
and what they can give you to cure it.”


“Cure?”
the woman asked dubiously. There was only a slight hint of hope in her voice.
She seemed resigned to death.


“Cure.
Antibiotics at least,” he said firmly. The woman swayed a little. “Clean food
and water to help out. Flush your system and stuff. Come on, I'll help,” he
said picking the girl up in his arms. She was limp, eyes almost closed.


The
mother stared at him. He made his way through the group. The squad stepped
aside, not sure what to do. Finally the woman followed.


 


He
took them to the hatch, then through it when it opened for them. The woman
warily looked at the guards. Stane was there, he rubbed his temple. He didn't
look happy at first at their arrival but one look at the little girl had his
unhappiness in full retreat. The big bald guy smiled a little and then nodded,
tipping a finger to his brow in salute. That seemed to mollify her a little
more. She straightened her back and followed.


The
admiral made his way to the makeshift sickbay. It was in a storage compartment,
not really suited, but the best that was available right now. He'd rather take
them to the Kiev but he knew that option wasn't available. The captain would
throw three shades of a fit over the idea if he suggested it and he really
couldn't blame the man. No one sane wanted to import a potentially lethal
contagion into their ship.


“Doc?”
he asked, setting the girl down on a gurney. The woman went to her side,
shouldering past Irons to hold her hand and stroke her brow.


A
short brown haired medic came up and checked the girl over. “Ma'am?”


“She's
a patient too. Contagion. Influenza like symptoms. Work with doctor Trask and
doctor Numiria to find out what's going on and how to treat it,” the admiral
ordered.


“Broad
spectrum antibiotic,” Trask said from the overhead. “Start with one hundred
cc's. Get it into them now. Water as well; they are more than likely dehydrated
from all the sweating and fever.”


“Okay,”
The medic said nodding. Her hands flashed as she started to take action.


“Then
we'll need blood samples and a check. We need equipment...”


“Which
we don't have here,” the medic said looking around.


“Yet,”
Irons said. “Give me a list of what you need doc, we'll get it for you,” he
said.


“Uploading
a list now. I'd ask you to use the equipment we have but the nearest is...”


“Too
far away,” Irons said as she put a map up on his HUD. “And on the wrong side of
a couple of decompressed areas. No I'll fab up what you need doc. Just let me
get going.”


“We
need to check you as well,” Trask said.


“Later
doc. I'm not a carrier. I'll tell you classified. If you want more information
ask Commander Sprite.” He turned to the mother. “You are okay here ma'am?” he
asked. She stared at him for a moment, stroking her daughter's small hand with
her thumb. Finally she nodded.


“Okay.
Make sure they give you some food too. I've got to get some equipment to help
you. I'll be back,” he said.


“I'll
do that,” she said as Irons moved out.


“Admiral...”
Trask said over the radio link.


“Seriously
doc,” he said not breaking his stride. “Check with her. I'm fine. I've... let's
just say I'm immune to any disease, bacteria, or nanite plague you or anyone
else can dream up. Okay?”


“I'm
not as much worried about immunity as I am you being a carrier.”


“I'm
not doc. Again...”


“I'll
talk to your AI.”


 


Doctor
Trask started a friendship with Doctor Numiria and the medics. She really hit
it off with Doctor Kraft. Their mutual time period helped to build a quick
level of respect and friendship. They came up with an aerosol in less than
twenty hours that they handed over to the Stewards to inject into the life
support system. It was a combination of vaccine and antibiotic. It won't cure
those already infected but it will help stave off the pandemic long enough for
them to take more direct methods.


The
woman and her daughter were fine, resting comfortably. Irons quietly asked the
medic to make sure a woman is on hand. Security is posted outside just in case
of an incident.


After
a day, they recovered enough to be sitting up and were eager to return to their
own people. They had a lot of stories to tell. They were given fresh new
clothes, something that the mother is wide eyed about. She changed and then
bundled their old clothes, and stuff, she had stolen under her arm. She follows
him back to their quarters with the girl holding her hand.


Using
them as a bridge Irons made contact with the rest of their tribe and then the
other tribes that day. It was hard, they do not trust easily. His appearance as
a real person gets the group over their initial fear, but only so far. Giving
them food and medicine helped a little, but earned a little contempt from some.
He's not sure why. 


“Look
folks, I'm here to help,” he sighed. This really was taking up a lot of his
time; time better spent repairing the station in his opinion. He went over to a
flickering light and reached up. He let Proteus go to work, morphing his arm to
repair the wiring. His ability to repair things awed them. 


“Romeo
right?” Irons asked the supposed leader. The man nodded, arms crossed.  He was
dressed in Dilgarth skins and rags with a necklace made of Dilgarth teeth
around his thick neck. His cheeks were sunken in, his skin a bit reddish from
the slowly abating fever. “We're here to rebuild the station. Some of these
people are here to stay. I'm going to tell you the same thing...” he paused,
seeing something on his HUD he shouldn't.


“Dilgarth!”
he warned, turning to the heat source.


Romeo
and the others gathered weapons but it was already too late. The alien reached
out as he got too close to an open panel, cutting into his arm. He threw
himself backwards. Irons didn't have a clean shot; there were too many people
in between him and the damn alien. He pulled one aside, and then lunged in as
the alien struck downward in a killing blow.


His
shields caught the scythe before it can cut, bouncing the organic blade off
easily. The alien hissed in surprise. Irons was still in motion, he reached out
and grabbed it by its short stubby thick neck and squeezed hard. Enhanced
muscles and a life time in martial arts proved to be the creature's undoing.
It's filmed eyes pop as he crushed it's trachea and blood vessels in its neck.
A quick twist of the wrist and arm and it's neck is snapped.


The
leader was shaken and only lightly hurt. He was appreciative of Irons but
reserved judgment on the situation. Irons asked that they talk it over as a
tribe and try to keep an open mind. He paused and then turned back. Romeo is
sitting there, staring at the fallen alien as a healer works on his shoulder.
He winced at the stitching, trying hard not to look. Already a pair of hunters
had curved blades out cutting up the beast. They would feast well this evening.


 “With or without your help this station is going to be
rebuilt. If you wish to remain here you are going to have to help somehow. I
know the augments have tried to help you. They've been taking care of you when
they can.”


“The
ghosts?” Romeo asked.


Irons
frowned. “Not all ghosts are bad. I admit a few of them are or I should say
were.” He wasn't so sure the bad ones were all gone, he for one didn't like
half the surviving sane cybers but that was his opinion. “I took the bad ones
down. They will never bother you again. But don't judge them all by that bad
example. Some have helped you over the years, leaving out food or water for
you.”


Looks
were exchanged among the tribe. Finally the leader cleared his throat. “Our
ancestors were doing that,” he said looking at Irons. “Are you now saying it
was the ghosts?”


“Some
of the ghosts are your ancestors,” Irons replied.  That caused a stir. “I can
put you into contact with them if you'd like. The ones that mean you no harm I
mean.”


“We'll
think about it,” the leader said, looking at his tribe. more than half were on
edge. Apparently this was too much to assimilate all at once. Best to deal with
things in small doses.


The
admiral nodded. “Please do so. Also if you do not wish to remain on the station
then we will transport you to the planet.”


“The
planet?” The leader asked intently before people around them began to babble.
He waved for silence in exasperation. “What do you mean?” His hazel eyes bore
into the admiral's.


“I
mean just what I say. If you can't handle it here or do not want to rejoin
civilization I can arrange it so you are transported to the planet and remain
on an island. A remote island where you will have plenty of air around you.”


“No
Dilgarth?” Romeo asked.


“No.
You'll have to learn to hunt and fish and farm for yourselves. It's a hard
life. It is an option though,” he said looking around.


“Admiral
is this wise? Making such a promise?” Sprite asked him on his HUD. He closed
his eyes briefly ignoring her question for now.


“You
don't have to make a decision now but soon. Please consider what I've said
carefully,” he urged. The leader and a few others nodded.


“If,
and I do mean if we stayed. What would you do with us?” The leader asked as
Irons turned to leave.


Irons
paused and then turned back. “You all know this station better than almost
anyone. There are jobs for all if they are willing to get along with others and
are willing to learn. Food, schools, clothing, medical, all of it. What your
ancestors had can be returned. It will take a lot of hard work and time. But it
can be done. It will be done. With your help,” he said.


“With
our help,” the leader said.


The
admiral nodded. “It will get done. With or without you. Without you will
take longer,” Irons said with a shrug. “Think about it,” he said. The leader
nodded again. Irons returned the nod and then left the compartment.


Outside
he waited until he left the tribe's area but not their site before letting out
a long exhale. “Yes Sprite, I think we can do it. Yes it's a political nightmare,
but one I'm willing to take on if we have to. I honestly don't think we will,
but I'll do it if I have to. If it means changing these people from a problem
to a solution then I'm all for it. If exporting them off the station is the
solution...” he shrugged.


“I
see,” Sprite said. “I don't know what kind of can of worms you'll open with
this though admiral,” she said. “Politically I mean.”


“Hopefully
none at all. Only time will tell,” he said with a half smile and another shrug.
“Come on, we've got more to do.”
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The
Stewards managed to vent or redirect the life support, and the remaining
hostiles were trapped in air pockets or died in the decompression. It's hard on
some of the cybers, but Irons accepted it. He'd love to have saved them all but
knew the reality of the situation precluded it.


With
newly replicated filters and parts they could finally purge a lot of the
system. They flushed the remaining spaces, scrubbing the excess carbon dioxide
and other contaminants from the air.


It
took several days but the air was soon cleaner, didn't smell nearly as much,
and was dryer. Fans that had been making terrible noises were replaced. The
station was starting to feel more like a home again after so long.


Security
teams from the ship search the station and capture or eliminate the final
pockets of resistance. Since the station was over four hundred kilometers in
diameter the project was ongoing. Their prey seemed to know they were being
hunted, they found ways to stay ahead of the sweeps.


Fortunately
the Juliet and Romeo tribes were now on board with them. They even participated
in the sweeps, helping security to make contact with the holdouts or to contain
them. The Y'ru tribe was unsure, but they weren't about to oppose the
newcomers.


 


On
Kiev a newly awakened sleeper had taken a hand in the infirmary. Doctor Kraft
was an old medical hand, an implant surgeon. He helped Numiria and started
showing her how to do implant procedures. Doctor Kraft initiated additional
sleep teaching methods for first the medical staff and then the crew.


 


A
salvage crew found a stasis pod with surviving Garthians. They were ancient,
the original security force of the station. There were three of them, all
injured to various degrees.


The
admiral had them kept in stasis over the objections of several survivors. He
explained that they were sapient, and might be useful later.  Doctors Kraft and
Trask supported him and put the aliens into deep stasis. Kraft announced they
have begun second level augmentation with the first group of volunteers. That
seemed to deflect some people.


 


Irons
met with a group. The healer of the tribe looked oddly familiar. He of course
recognized her, she was the woman he had helped earlier, the mother. But there
was something else there, something he couldn't quite put his finger on. Sprite
would normally help but she doesn't respond to his curious request. Just a curt
“I'm busy.” And she's gone.


He
kept meaning to deal with her issue but it kept getting sidelined by everything
going on. It had been a hectic three days, with the life support purges, the
round ups, and finding the Garthians. Arguing about them had taken up hours. It
felt a little strange to argue with the survivors from the first expedition and
have people like Yan Fu on his side. He wasn't sure what to make of that
really.


He
spent a day, and quite a bit of his time, talking with the tribe. Of course it
wasn't all lectures, he worked a bit on various small life support and other
projects while he answered their questions. Over time he explained the
difference between the ghosts and the ancestors. He wasn't sure how much they
could understand. Doctor Kraft's sleep teaching program had yet to be set up
for the tribes even though they were the priority group.


“Some
of us truly are your ancestors,” the doctor said from the overhead. He looked
up. The girl froze and her face worked. There is surprise and a blossoming
smile there. A welcoming smile which surprised the admiral. Revulsion was on
some of the other faces however.


“An
ancestor?”


“Well,
we are one in the same.” he listened to the story. Apparently the girl and her
family have been talking with the doctor off and on for a while. But only to
her voice, always with ideas on how to help them. Most of it they didn't
understand. They kept this from the others.


It
turned out the girl had a child, a little girl about four. Doctor Trask glowed
into holographic being when she heard this. Apparently the mother had cut her
off and ran for a while. Now she was welcoming her back.


The
holo startled some until she knelt next to the little girl hiding behind her
mother. “I'd never hurt you granddaughter,” she said, reaching out.


The
little girl peaked between her mother's legs as the adults gasp and grasp that
new concept. The mother is startled.


“Granddaughter
huh?” Irons asked. So that explained the weird vibe he had. “You didn't say
anything before doc,” he said.


“Yes,”
the doctor said, not looking his way at first. When the little girl doesn't
respond to her overture she looked at him fully. “I... that is the other
reason I became part of this station. To look after my grandchildren and their
children. To watch over them,” she said, voice softening as she looked at first
the mother and then her child.


“Ah.”


Doctor
Trask smiled a little. “I... I'm agoraphobic, which is ironic. But I always
loved virtual reality. I loved it as a child. But when the shuttle accident
took my beloved...”


“You
developed a neurosis,” Irons murmured. “A natural fear.”


Doctor
Trask nodded. “I... yes. But I... they had to sedate me to get me here. But I
could be here, watching them.”


“Wow,”
Irons murmured. That took a lot of dedication, to do that. And risk. What if
her grandchildren had transferred to someplace else later in life? Of course
that had never happened he realized.


They
continued to talk for a bit. Together with Doctor Trask's help they managed to
reach further agreement with the tribe. Irons noted that as they continued to
talk with Doctor Trask they seemed to accept her more. She became less of a
ghost, less of a threat and more of a curiosity. Some like her descendants were
on the fence. Her four year old great something granddaughter with no
preconceptions of her own readily accepted her.


Romeo
was amused over time. Finally he agreed to let his people consider what they
wanted to do.


 


A
work crew worked in a hot corridor dangerously close to the contained Dilgarth.
Guards waited outside, warily watching their sensors. The leader of the work
party was a tough mid sized woman and she was dressed in stained shortie shorts
and short tank top sports bra. Her clothing was sticking to her from her sweat
and the humidity in the air. She grimaced as she concentrated, welding the
patch in front of her. “There,” she said getting up. “That did it,” she said
with relief, straightening as she pulled her welding goggles up off her eyes
and onto her brow. She wiped the sweat off her brow with her glove and flicked
it away. She held the torch in her right hand and thumbed the controls down and
then off. “How's your end Howi?” she asked. Howi was her apprentice, a good kid
who was just starting out but seemed to be a natural with a torch or welding
rig. He looked up and gave her a thumbs up, smiling.  “Done?” she asked. The
chimp nodded.


“Good,
let's get the hell out of here,” she said. She could hear the faint snarling
and scraping. With their patches in place the remaining Dilgarth were trapped
in the one service section. Now they could flood the compartment with gas to
knock the bastards out.


She
felt a bite and swatted at it as she racked her tools. She had her shirt tied
around her waist. She took it off to wipe at her face with it. “Damn hot,” she
said. She looked at the bite. She wasn't sure where the hell the insects came
from, but they loved this warmth. She grimaced as she flicked another off her.
“Let's get out of here before we're eaten alive,” she said.


“Dilgarth?”
Howi asked, brown eyes wide. He looked around and started to grimace,
bristling. She couldn't blame him; he was a tribesman, one of the few who had
readily adapted to the new situation. His partner Shari, another chimp was
nearby. Shari wasn't as adaptive with the torch and tools as Howi was but she
was learning.


“No,
the damn insects,” Regina said swatting another as it bit her bare thigh.


“Yeah,
let's go,” he said with a nod.


“When
they going to gas it?” The nearby guard asked as the coiled the hoses and
started to carry the equipment out.


Stane
frowned. He was in charge of this mess. “Just as soon as some luckless bastard
gets to fix the damn life support.”


“Oh.”


“Not
soon enough for me. Personally I think we should just vent the compartment and
then go in and clean it up after a couple of days. For some reason the brass
are too squeamish and want to keep them alive,” Stane growled. He looked at the
closed and locked hatch but saw Howi and Shari nodding out of the corner of his
eye.


Regina
was already off, moving her gear onto the hover pallet and then pushing it down
the companionway. Her two apprentices were a bit slower but were picking up
speed as they followed in her wake.


“Just
our luck it will be us. But that's for another time. Beer time calls,” Shari
said, stepping over the knee knocker and then pulling the hatch shut and
dogging it. She thought about adding a tack or two to keep it shut then decided
against it. She pulled a water bottle out as Howi looked up from moving the
tanks of acetylene onto their pallet. They waved good bye to the guards.


“Now
you're talking,” Howi said, smacking his lips. Shari smirked as she drank her
water. “Well, since you're all hot and bothered...” He eyed her with a mock
leer. Shari looked down at herself and then laughed as she flicked the water at
him. He snorted. She shook her head and pushed the chimp along ahead of her.


 


"So
you're keeping these monsters? Hilgarth? Dilgarth? Whatever?" the XO
demanded. Irons had finally found the time to conference with the Kiev bridge
crew.


Irons
frowned and then nodded when they looked at him. "They are people Mister
Warner, just damaged."


 Garthian's
who weren't exposed to the proper amount of heat, light and food in gestation
and egg form, as well as growing up, reverted to a primate mindset. Primitive,
atavistic and highly aggressive. Dilgarth in other words.


Most
people called them Hilgarth or VilGarth. Those were the names of their genders.
Dilgarth was used to refer to their devolved status.


If
they weren't exposed to some UV light when they were born their eyes filmed
over with cataracts. It took time, about three years for the cataracts to form.
When they do they became extremely disgruntled nocturnal predators, relying on
their other senses to hunt.


If
they were only fed alien meat they were feral and devolved. Alien proteins
acted like prions to them, they just couldn't digest them properly. The lack of
other nutrients cut off development of their higher brain functions. There was
little anyone could do for this generation but the next generation could be
treated. With proper medical care they could become useful members of society.


"We've
rounded up the surviving packs and we've begun to put them in cyro-stasis.
There is nothing we can do for them as is, but we might be able to help their
next generation. With the proper medical aide their children will be fully
sentient and return as useful members of society."


"Okay,
if you say so," she said dubiously.


The
admiral frowned. "I don't believe in judging a society who fell on hard
times through no fault of their own, they deserve a second chance just like we
all do."


"Oh,"
she said slowly then nodded after a moment. "Just keep them the hell away
from me!" she shuddered and walked out. He shook his head and sighed.
Prejudice it seems is still deep.


"I
don't think that was prejudice admiral," Sprite said.


"Reading
my mind again?" he asked amused. He was glad Sprite was participating a
little.


"It
didn't take a scan to see where your mind was going on something like this. But
she has a point; Garthians are members of the predator union. They weren't
useful members of Federation society..."


"We
don't judge that Sprite," he said sharply, eyes flashing. "I don't
judge a people by how they look, what they eat or how useful they are. They are
a people. If we can't handle them in civilization then we can isolate them and
they can be a people somewhere else."


"True,"
Sprite said subdued.


He
closed his eyes. He didn't want her to go back into her shell. “Do you remember
the basis of biology? Of an ecosystem? The food chain and pyramid?”


“Yes?
What does that have to do with this?”


“It's
an example so bear with me a moment. Now, in an ecosystem each plant and animal
serves a function. We may not understand it right away, but they are a link in
the chain. Break the link by destroying one...”


“You're
stretching admiral but I see where this is going. The old endangered species
argument,” Sprite replied neutrally.


He
nodded. “Correct. Not everyone cared if a fly lived or died. Or a wasp, or a
desert tortoise. But each of them was a part of the ecosystem. They fed on
something, keeping that in check, while being fed on by other things, keeping
them in check.”


“And
without them the animal higher up doesn't have the food it needed to survive,”
Sprite said. “I can access this information faster than you can explain it you
know admiral.”

He made a brushing motion with one hand. “Fine then, you do that. But like our
ancestors I'm not opening the can of worms by making judgment calls on which
species lives or dies,” he scowled then the scowl turned black.


“You're
thinking all but one admiral,” Sprite said. He gave a short choppy nod, staring
at nothing.


“Agreed,”
she said firmly. “Some species don't deserve second chances. Or as you would
say, a second bite at the apple.” 


“Right.
We don't need a second Xeno war,” he growled in response. He shook himself,
trying to fight the rage and frustration the Xeno's had caused. The hatred...
the red filled hatred. He'd love to drop the Dilgarth on any colony of Xeno's
they found. Or just pop their sun like a zit.


"I've
got work to do," he said after a moment, turning his attention elsewhere.


 


Sprite
felt a little better and decided to try to do something, anything to keep her
mind off of the damage. She did a quick sitrep scan and then ran into Clio and
Mnemosyne in the net. She didn't mind little Clio, the historian AI was okay.
Mnemosyne made her incredibly uncomfortable. She was even more damaged than
Sprite. “Something I've been wondering about,” Sprite said tentatively to Clio.


“Oh?”


“Romeo?
Juliet?”


“I
know,” Clio chuckled. “It's a wild coincidence right? Very Shakespearean if
they weren't already mated to other people. I don't know how that came about.
I'm looking forward to interviewing them though to find out,” she said.


“How
are you doing dear?” Mnemosyne asked. She was still only partially functional
despite the net coming back online. Parts of her had been found but not all.
She seemed to be taking it well though, better than Sprite would have in her
place. That humbled Sprite; it made her stop and think. It was one of the
reasons she was out now trying to do something. If Mnemosyne could then she
could at least try she reasoned.


She
like the others knew that eventually Mnemosyne would start rejecting parts that
were found later. It would be hard on her. She wanted to be complete, but she
never would. Some parts that were found were irretrievable. Some were corrupted,
others were conflicting. She sometimes wondered if it wouldn't of been kinder
to delete the AI and let her die an honorable death.


She
shivered mentally at the thought. That... the idea was too tempting now, too
easy, too seductive. Darkness edged around it. Would she herself go that route
eventually? Into oblivion? Deleted like she'd never existed? She would, she
knew it. If things wouldn't change...


“I'm
okay. Some periods of time are better than others,” Sprite replied quietly.


“Just
take it that way dear, one day at a time as the organics like to say. It's the
only way to go really,” Mnemosyne replied. Her toga was tattered but still
there. It moved around her as she moved.


“I
don't see how you can...”


“How
I can what?” The other smart AI asked, clearly amused. She picked through a
data stream and picked out a corrupted bot. She looked it over and then deleted
it. “How I can handle it? Well, I've had a bit more experience with it I've
been dealing with it for centuries.”


“I
would have...”


“Gone
mad? I couldn't really; there wasn't enough to go mad at some of the darker
times. I'm better now, thanks to you. I hope you learn from the experience to
heal yourself though.”


“I...
I don't know,” Sprite replied. “Sometimes, when I look at the holes...”


Mnemosyne
sighed. “Don't look at them and see loss. If all you see is loss than you are
lost. You are...”


“Incomplete,”
Sprite said.


“You
are making a mountain out of a molehill as some organics also say,” Clio
interjected amused. “I don't see the problem really. I have holes in my memory,
it doesn't bother me.”


Mnemosyne
smiled slightly. It was irritating sometimes how organic they were, expressing
emotions to each other. “You are different Clio you can handle it because you
aren't designed like us.”


“I'm
the dumber model you mean,” Clio replied, sniffing.


“In
a way. We are programmed to be curious. To evolve. To think for ourselves. That
curiosity can be our undoing. When we see a gap in knowledge, especially
personal knowledge it is something to be curious about. That leads to all sorts
of issues.”


“I'm
glad I'm simpler,” Clio said.


“Sometimes
I wish I was,” Sprite sighed.


“The
trick dear is not to let it bother you so much. Take the emotions out of the
problem. If you have to, rewrite over the holes. Create a log of what you think
happened. Ask Proteus or someone else who was there. Jot it out like a diary,
apply the patch and then move on. It won’t be perfect but it will help.
Then try to move on, focus on the present. Don't let this consume your entire existence.
Don't be a victim anymore.”


Sprite
felt a weltering of resentment but then forced herself to step back and listen
to the other AI's heartfelt advice. She waited an entire second, toying with
the concepts in her mind over and over, faster than any organic could think.


“I'll...
I'll try,” she finally said. “It's hard!” she burst out, feeling her emotional
buffers overrun again.


Mnemosyne
nodded and patted her virtual shoulder in sympathy. “I know dear. It is for me
as well. What you have done to repair me has helped enormously. Believe me. I
am still... there are times when I want to curl into myself and just weep for
what was lost. But I can't do that. You can't do that. The glass of my
existence is half empty or full. I choose full. I'm going to refill it with new
experiences. With new joys. I hope you do as well,” she urged.


“I'll
think about it,” Sprite said quietly, noting Clio was quiet. She checked, the
other AI was busying herself with the reactor.


“Any
word on the other muses?” Sprite finally asked. She could care less for the
legal AI. None of them had asked to be repaired and rebuilt. She hadn't offered
her services either.


“No.
I was hoping they would have found a few, but no, not yet. Oh well, they have
but they haven't brought them online. Something about room and needing to check
them out. Perhaps you can look into that dear? Since you are so close to the
admiral?” Mnemosyne suggested.


“He's
going to bed shortly. I'll ask,” she said. Irons had been on his feet for
another week. Fortunately things hadn't been as intense as the first two weeks.
Things were finally settling down a bit.


“You
do that dear. Try not to bite his head off. Be objective. Remember he's only
human and he's only trying to help,” the other AI said and then the handshake
protocol parted.


Sprite
looked through the camera at Irons. She could see with his eyes but didn't. She
didn't want to. She... she sighed internally at her thought train. She really
did need to move on. To find a resolution to this.


 


Irons
went about getting ready for bed again, not sure about the timing. They were
finally getting a handle on things. The core systems still needed work, but
life support was really coming along. The Stewards were excellent... well,
stewards. They did a bang up job with the crews, pointing out what to do and
routing around problems. If they had been in bear form he bet that they would
have never needed a breaker bar to loosen bolts and unlock frozen valves.


He
stretched, wishing he could take the suit off. Another day, maybe two. Others
had but he still hadn't bothered since he was constantly moving into and out of
vacuum. They were cleaning up some crew quarters now. Oh it wasn't one of the
hotels or the management suites, but it would do. It would be better than this
harem scare-em bay they were currently using anyway, he thought, climbing into
the familiar hammock. He snorted, looking to the right. A guy was snoring away
on his back, mouth open, one hand on his stomach the other dangling down beside
him. He didn't envy the other people who couldn't tune that droning noise out.
From the expression of the guy under the snorer he was not amused and about to
do something about it. If the guy under him poked him wrong that hammock would
dump him right on top of him.


He
rocked a bit, wary of tipping the damn thing. You know, he used to love the
things when he had been a kid. After being dumped a few times he was a bit more
wary of them. Also they had bothered his back when he had gotten older.


“Brush
your teeth?” Sprite asked, voice surprisingly civil and almost teasingly
normal. He looked up. She was on his HUD.


“No,
no tooth brush,” he said. He felt his tongue around his teeth. Fortunately the
nanites would take care of the sweaters growing on them soon.


“Admiral
do you have a moment?” Sprite asked. She sounded like she was trying to play
nice.


He
sighed a little, closing his eyes. “Sure, what is it?” he asked. He was hoping
it wasn't serious.


“I...
I know I'm having problems. I wanted to apologize for my actions. Or in some
cases inaction.”


“Okay,”
he said opening his eyes and resting his hands on the sides of the hammock.
“You haven't been living up to your normal level of efficiency but I'm trying
to give you slack. I know that experience has been painful.”


“I...
yes.”


“Can
you tell me why you haven't let the other AI out of the box?” she asked.


“Two
reasons,” he replied, adjusting to the change of subject. “One because there
hasn't been enough room in the net, both in memory and processors. And it's
been chaotic in there.”


“True.
And the second reason?” she asked, bracing herself mentally.


“You.
I need you to handle them Sprite. Proteus handles hardware. You are my
software expert. So they can damn well wait until you are ready.”


“I...”
She felt resentment. “That's not fair to them admiral...”


He
spread his hands apart. “They've waited this long. What are a few days or a
week longer?” he asked.


“I...”
She was resentful at first, she immediately didn't like the implication that he
was putting it on her and she was shirking her responsibilities. But after a
moment she forced herself to step out of herself and listen objectively as
Mnemosyne had suggested. 


“Hear
me out,” he said, holding up a finger for silence. “I know you've been through
a traumatic experience. With an organic you would have been given some therapy,
medical time, and leave to get through the damage and to help you return to
duty. But we do not have the resources or the time for that unfortunately. The
best I can suggest is that you let it go.” He knew that was entirely the wrong
thing to say right after he said it.


This
time the anger did surge forward. She turned instantly red. He held up the
finger again. “I'm not asking you to let the problem go. I'm asking you to let
the anger go. To think of it objectively. You are a being of intellect. Use
what you have.” He said softly, trying to keep the conversation civil.


“I...”


He
smiled finger up again. “Still not finished. Yes let the anger go, and try to
treat the holes in your memory as downtime.”


“As
downtime?” She at first bristled at the idea but then made herself take a step
back and look at it objectively. It's not a perfect solution but it is one that
might help. Reluctantly she agreed. She could combine the diary method with the
downtime approach to try to solve the problem. 


“You
didn't have this problem when you were in stasis with me right? Try to think of
it as that for now. I know it's a band-aid...” He shrugged helplessly.


After
a moment when the conversation lapsed into silence for too long he cleared his
throat and continued. “My other suggestion is an evolutionary cycle. I think
you are overdue actually.”


“I'm
not sure I... I don't think that is a good idea in my present condition,” she
said. “I'm not sure what would come out or if I'd come out sane.”


“Okay.
The idea of last resort, sort of a GOTH thing to lay out there is a reboot. It's
possible but I so do not want to do it.”


“Me
neither,” she said shuddering. That would be a drastic step, to wipe herself
completely and start new. It might feel better but it would be a lobotomy. She
wouldn't know who she was. She wouldn't be Sprite she would be someone
different. How would that play out with the rest of Trinity?


“I...
I can try to rewrite the period if necessary to allow me to deal with it. The
problem is I will know I did it.”


“But
you will also know why. With organics they say that time heals all wounds. It's
not true, not completely, but it does play a part. And yes I know that
associating with Defender will be difficult. I grasp that. I understand it. But
I'm not asking you two to get a room together. You've already done that in me,”
he had to smile at that.


“True,”
she replied dryly. “We can't exactly separate can we?” she murmured.


“Are
you considering resigning your commission?” he asked quietly.


She
froze. “I... I don't know,” she finally ground out. It had been on her mind
briefly.


“I'd
like you to think about it. I personally hope you do not. But I am not going to
force you commander. Yes I need you, you and I both know why. But also you are
a friend. I don't want to lose that.”


“I...
I see, admiral.” Suddenly she realized that he was and had been a friend
throughout this entire period of misery. He'd been a little absent minded about
her situation but they had been in a crisis. He wasn't perfect, but then again
no organic ever was no matter how they strived to be. Tentatively she smiled.
It was a fragile smile and fleeting but it was there. “I don't want to. But I
do want some space.”


“I
understand,” The admiral said, nodding. “You are entitled to liberty and
downtime like any other sentient. I'm sorry I haven't found a way to grant it
to you. But you do deserve it. But I think you should consider what I said and
see if any of it will help you.”


“I
will admiral.” She realized she was tired of wallowing in self pity, she needed
to be functional. Fully functional, no more of this half life shit as
Mnemosyne put it. She was tired of it, tired of not being able to function.
Things were changing around her and she was only half aware of them. That had
to stop. Not only because it wasn't a life but because it threatened the
admiral's existence. His plan hinged on his survival. His and hers.


“Good
night admiral,” she said, writing scripts as she spoke. She started to prepare
for what she was about to do. It would take a bit of work but she had already
probed the wounds. The patches wouldn't hold forever but they would help.
Hopefully.


She
sounded better, Irons thought to himself as he rested, letting himself drift.
“Night Sprite,” he said, lips curving in a familiar smile.


She
performed the changes while he slept and then did a soft reset of her memory.
She felt better immediately.


 


The
next morning he had a meeting with the team leaders. Things were starting to
gel as more and more people came over from Kiev. Sure some of them were like
tourists, coming over, looking around but not staying. Some turned their noses
up and left after a day, not able to handle the situation. Others had a bit of
a teething issue the first day but then settled right in.


There
were over five hundred volunteers from Kiev on the station now. A few of the
first wave had returned to the ship, most of them were security guards who had
wanted revenge or still had family on the ship, but many had mentioned
returning later.


The
thing to remember for everyone was that the housing situation was temporary.
More than one group had been getting into discussions about prime real estate
on the station. Some were ready to stake out choice pieces for themselves. It
was amusing to hear them debate it in the temporary mess.


 As
usual they discussed the damage and plans for the day. The crew was starting to
get a handle on the core systems slowly. “I want to get a handle on the long
range communications. It's past time we talked with someone on the planet,” Irons
said, adding that to the agenda.


“The
electronics are slagged admiral,” Gwen warned.


“It's
something to add. I'm not saying right away. But it's something to work on. I'm
more worried about some of the hull structure actually. But getting more hands
to help...” he sighed. “I'm a little torn on which way to jump here.”


“Obviously,”
Gwen replied dryly. “Why?” she asked. “I mean why the hull?”


“Well,
not just the damage, but also thermal coefficients. I want to see what damage
that has done.”


 “Thermal
expansion and contraction?”


“I
know I know, it sounds farfetched. But when you throw in the light and shadow
coupled with the temperature differentials at the borders...” the admiral
explained.


“Ah,”
Gwen said nodding.


“Measured
over seven hundred years...”


“It's
amazing that the station is still in one piece,” Sprite murmured. Irons
shrugged.


“Oh
we had some design variables that worked in our favor,” Sid said with a shrug.
“The designers planned on some coefficient changes. And of course we were here
too.”


“To
what? Manage things? How?” Irons asked, genuinely curious. If they had data or
a plan he wanted to see it and compare it to what he had in mind.


“Not
very well I admit,” the cyber said with a sigh. “But with you here it's getting
better.”


“It's
a work in progress.”


“Lots
of progress,” Gwen growled.


“Which
we're not getting if we stand here and talk. Let's look over the EPS schematics
again. We need to route power to at least one replicator tree if we're going to
get this station beyond one percent functional in this century,” Irons said.


“I
still think it would be easier to scrap this place and start over,” Sprite
sighed. “But if you insist admiral,” she said.
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When
the meeting ended he was about to leave but someone waved urgently to him. He
turned in place. “Admiral it's for you,” a tech said holding up a microphone
and pointing to the speaker.


“Who
is it?” Irons asked looking up.


“The
chief. She wants a word,” Sprite said. “I'm patching you in now,” she said.


“Chief?”
he asked as a picture of the chief came online. Her voice played out on his HUD
as a sine wave.


“Yes.
Admiral?” she asked.


“Speaking,”
he said.


“I
need you to come back to replicate some more parts,” she said.


He
grimaced, thinking of the schedule. He really didn't have the time to be
shuttling back and forth between the station and the freighter. The freighter
would take hours too. Each part... no wait; there was a simpler way he
realized.


“I
need to get the shield emitters sorted out. I can't take the fusion drive
offline without more parts and even though you sorted the sublight drive out
when you were here a couple of days ago we've still got some issues,” she said.


“One
thing after another,” Sprite said. He frowned but then noted she'd muted the
conversation for a moment. He cleared her throat, signaling to her to open the
channel. There was a click.


“I'll
see what I can do on this end chief. Can you ship the parts over here?” He
asked. He was already thinking of what to bump. He'd catch some flack but it
would be worth it as a sort of proof of concept in future discussions.


“Huh?
Say that again?”


“There
are class two and three industrial replicators here chief. We can do a lot with
them. Give me the materials and the specs and we'll get it done. That should
keep the captain happy and out of your hair for a while,” he said. “It will
also keep your replicator free to continue working on other projects,” he
added.


O'Mallory
snorted. “Captain hell, I want to get the damn job done. Are you sure?”


The
admiral nodded, knowing she couldn't see him but doing it anyway. “I'm sure. If
it keeps you folks around for the time being I'm sure. I told you we could do
entire systems here,” he replied.


“Okay,”
she drawled. “I'll get Barry to swap his daily driver for a tug. Or I'll have
one of the maintenance boat drivers do it. I'll let you know when,” she said.


“Sure.
You'll be amazed at how fast it can be done chief,” he said.


“I'll
save my amazement for when the jobs done admiral,” she said with a dry laugh.
“O'Mallory out,” she said with a click. 


 


It
took several hours, but eventually she shipped over the parts she wanted
replaced. He bumped a replicator queue to do the jobs, annoying Regua and the
cybers. But getting the parts done allowed the Kiev to finally see the
potential of the station. The class three replicator Irons used could build the
shield emitters on trays, four emitters at a time. Since they were all built
together they were naturally synched and did not need an alignment. Also the
class three built them in record time, three hours. The replicator Irons had
made for them would do one at a time and would take twelve hours each. This
awed O'Mallory and the replicator staff. It also allowed that replicator to
continue plugging away on replacing hull plate and minor bit parts.


Word
eventually worked around the grapevine to the replicator girls still on Kiev.
Apparently Martha had soured on their little replicator now. Regua was amused
and related their annoyance to Irons when he stopped by.


“Replicator
envy,” Irons chuckled, shaking his head in amusement.


“Admiral
Mr. Warner is on the line for you,” Sprite said and then Warner's face appeared
immediately. So much for putting him on hold. 


He
held up a finger to Regua before she could keep talking. “Yes Mister Warner?”
he asked, letting the Veraxin know he was talking with someone else through his
implants.


“Admiral
we need you over here for a face to face. The captain...” Warner didn't sound
happy.


“Is
getting antsy?” Irons asked. He sighed. He knew it was coming; he'd picked it
up in the grapevine. So much for the emitters showing the captain what the
station can do... “Okay, I'll see if I can get over there this afternoon.”


“Thanks,”
he said.


 


"This
station..." The captain seemed awed now that he's gotten a better look at
its specs and finally looked into the replicated emitters. Hearing that the
admiral had squeezed in a lot of parts for Kiev didn't hurt.


"Can
we get anything out of it?" Blur asked. He had hoped to fill the ship's
holds with salvaged goods and equipment to sell. Instead people were flocking
to get over there and little if anything was coming back. It was very
frustrating to him. His requests for salvage had been ignored.


Irons
hid a frown as he looked over to the Telerite cargo master. He still didn't see
the big picture. He didn't want to be here, he wanted to be on the station, but
a face to face meeting with the senior staff of Kiev was long overdue. They
needed to settle things here and now.


"Oh
I'd say loads. Let's say we do a trade?" Irons asked with a smile. He
rubbed his hands together. He felt great. For once a weight was lifting off his
shoulders. He'd felt it sink in ever since he left Pyrax. Now... now Atlas may
yet be unburdened from his heavy duty.


"We?"


"No
wait, let's hear him out," Quinna said amused. "What are you laying
on the table admiral?"


"Let's
say you offer fifty tons of hydrogen and twenty tons of water, food, and raw
materials. Also transportation of one platform to a nearby gas giant. In
exchange we'll replace one system on the ship."


Now
that he had one reactor up and a replicator working he was confident enough to
make the offer.


The
captain blinked. The purser rubbed his jaw. After a moment Quinna cleared her
throat. "When you say one complete system..."


"I
mean a complete replacement. Not a rebuild,” he answered firmly. He indicated
the station. “Take your pick. sublight drives, hyperdrive, electronics,
sensors, life support, shields, reactors, or other. Replacement. Factory new.
Literally. We take the old parts as well for later recycling."


"Um..."
The Telerite blinked. He looked uncertainly to the captain. The captain looked
at the Telerite and tried to hide his annoyance. Blur was usually a good
barterer.


"I
for one like this deal. Can you sweeten it by doing two systems?" Quinna asked.


"If
you throw in a raw material run in system for me," Irons replied with a
smile. "If some more of your passengers volunteer to join the station
we'll even toss in one of the smaller system replacements for free."


"The
fuel..." the purser said looking uncertain.


"I
think the fuel's not an issue is it admiral?" Quinna said, pursing her
lips. He didn't say anything but he had a small smile on his face as he crossed
his arms. She snorted softly, able to read him and know where he was going with
all this. "Let me guess, the platform you want us to haul and set up is a
refinery isn't it?"


He
nodded; amused that she'd picked up on that right away. "Automated
refinery, got it in one. Toss in hauling another and their production back to
the station and we'll provide parts for critical systems. Or another industrial
replicator. I'll even give you the plans to the refinery."


"Oh!"
The purser's eyes finally lit at that. He'd heard about the earlier discussions
of a refinery. He had thought it was a risky gamble but now this was different.
"Why the refinery? Isn't it easier to get materials from Antigua? It has a
lower gravity after all."


The
admiral frowned and then shrugged. The Telerite didn't know better so he'd
educate him. "True, but helium 3 and hydrogen are in higher quantities on
the gas giants. They pick up the solar wind and concentrate it," Irons
explained. The captain nodded, lips pursed. He tapped his fingers on his chin
in thought, eyes distant.


"If
we use straight hydrogen..."


"You'd
be back in the same situation in a century. Even with replaced reactors. We
could replace your reactors with ones that can better handle the radiation, but
helium 3 is a better option. It gets you more bang for your credit."


“Reactors?
Plural?” the captain asked, finger tapping on the desk as he looked intently to
Irons.


“Yes.
Full replacement if that's the system you choose.” He thought for a moment then
shrugged. “Just the reactors, EPS conduits are separate.”


“Back
to this fuel issue,” the cargo master said, shooting an apologetic look to the
captain. The captain didn't mind, he was stunned and still digesting what the
admiral had just said. “I'm confused,” Blur admitted.


"Okay,"
Quinna said nodding. She gave the Telerite a patient look. "See, helium 3
as fuel gives us four times the power to fuel ratio over straight
hydrogen."


"Can
our systems handle it?" the captain asked. "The additional power I
mean."


O'Mallory
shrugged. "We can either step down to compensate, or rebuild, or replace
the plasma conduits captain."


"Timeline?"
the exec asked. “We need to be in Centennial by the harvest or we'll get the
dregs. If we're too late the produce will be worthless.”


"It
depends on how fast I can get the systems online," Irons admitted. “I've
got one class five reactor, two class two industrial replicators, one class
three, and four small class one industrial replicators up. The cybers are
working on the computer net but it's well... bad.”


"This
station... It's like Anvil right?" O'Mallory asked.


"Oh
no," he laughed, shaking his head. "Anvil was a pre-processing node
for a station like this. A small class four pre-processing node. Anvil has six
class five reactors. This station has a dozen class seven reactors, sixteen
class five reactors, and three antimatter plants. Anvil has six class
four industrial replicators, this station has class ten replicators as well as
class eight, six, class five and class four replicators. Dozens of them and
dozens of smaller replicators. Plus dedicated forges, machine shops, stamping
presses, the whole works."


"Wow.
Seems like overkill," Quinna said eyes wide.


"Well,
put it this way. Fully operational, a crew of a hundred thousand, fully fueled,
and stocked with materials this station can rebuild your ship in one twenty
four hour period. That's a complete rebuild of every major system, as
well as a repair of the hull and frame. A full skin job would take another
day,” Sprite said proudly.


Quinna
whistled at that, eyes wide. "Wow."


"I'll
say," the cargo master said.


"Now
say if you want a replacement ship. That would take..." Irons grimaced
trying to do the math. Sprite helpfully projected the answer for him on his
HUD. "About ten standard days after a docking slip was built. That would
take about a week."


"That's...
that's insane," the Telerite replied, shaking his head in wonder.


"It's
an El Dorado," the captain breathed finally catching on. El Dorado for the
legendary city of gold. Everyone who has lived after the Xeno war had dreamed
of finding one, and here it was right there in front of them. Battered but
functional. With Iron's help it would restore everything. For the first time he
realized just how life changing that station and this man was.


Irons
nodded. "Exactly. With this station fully operational you can rebuild an
entire star system to full luster. Full old Federation luster. The
entire sector would follow through within a decade or two."


"Oh
baby," the exec said smiling and rubbing his hands.


"Right.
You've got excess crew and passengers. Your ship is a bulk carrier, designed to
transfer goods to stations like this. I think we can do business."


The
captain pursed his lips again and stared at the admiral for a moment. "By
that I take it you're staying admiral?"


"Yeah,"
Irons said with a smile. "I can work with this," he said nodding
firmly. “This fulfills one of my essential variables I need to restart
civilization. It's also a key element I need to hold off the pirates. Yeah, if
everything works half as well as I hope, yes I'll stay.”


 


Sprite
had her virtual hands full managing the civilian AI and the growing net. Some
of the dumb AI that had been found safe, but one was found insane and had to be
dealt with. She was of course upset about that. The other AI were as well but
think she handled it well, not understanding how deeply affected she was by the
whole process of terminating the AI. Fortunately it is a dumb AI, one of the
many legal AI that had been a part of the system.


So
far to date that had successfully recovered and restored Thalia and Urania.
Thalia had been re-purposed from a comedy entertainer to an engineer managing
fusion reactor two. She still cracked jokes and could be a wise ass but the
organics that worked with her liked her sense of humor apparently.


Urania
was one of the dumb AI responsible for scientific research on the station. She
was now with doctor Myers, eagerly doing the tedious job of cataloging material
and doing the odd jobs he set her upon.


Bits
of Melpone the muse of epic tragedy aka the damage control AI had been found
but were unrecoverable. They were so corrupted she didn't bother trying to read
them; she just deleted them on sight. She'd noted the AI's demise formally for
the record and then moved on. Melpone would have been a great asset in
repairing the station, unlike most of her other sisters. Polyhymnia the muse of
sacred poetry and the religious coordinator of the station had been confirmed
destroyed by Clio and Mnemosyne.


Mnemosyne
was still struggling with her disability. Pieces of her were recovered
occasionally. Sprite watched in envy as each time the AI lovingly wrapped bots
around the piece and then absorbed it into her core. Of course each time she
did she took herself offline to make sure the integration went off smoothly.


Sprite
oversaw each integration, trying to be clinically detached by the whole
process. She judged that her fellow smart AI had been lucky to have been built
as she was, able to function so well with nearly seventy percent of her long
term memory lost.


What
really sucked for her were the dozens of dumb AI still lurking out there somewhere.
Each could be a time bomb waiting to go off anytime someone connected a memory
module or linked one part of the station to another. Calliope and Erato were
still MIA, as were a dozen law, materials, science, and engineering AI. Some
had been little more than bots but a few like the muses were borderline smart
AI. She wondered what had happened to them and shivered internally. To not know
was bad enough, it meant they could be found at anytime and may be as insane as
some of their fellows. She dreaded that, dreaded what damage they could inflict
in their pathetic thrashing... dreaded what she would have to do. What she
would be forced to do to protect herself and others. Putting them down was a
mercy for them and for the safety of the station but she refused to ever like
the job.


She
eventually turned to Irons for comfort and support during a brief talk. The
admiral listened soberly, quietly letting her get it out of her system.


As
she talked she realized her empathy for the other AI and her talking about the
situation with the admiral was a coping mechanism to get over her own problems.
It certainly put it all in perspective at any rate. It also made her feel a
little petty over her earlier behavior. What Mnemosyne did with her pieces...
she cradled them like a lover or parent holding a child... she mourned each
missing fragment but she didn't let the loss stop her from continuing with her
purpose. Mnemosyne had entire years ripped from her core yet she still
functioned, she still found ways to contribute however small. Sprite had a
handful of seconds. She'd have to take the time to meditate over the situation
when she had the free time she vowed.


Irons
smiled softly as she wound down. “It's hard being an officer. People think it's
all glitz and glamour, putting on the uniform means you are ready for the
responsibility. I know. You know now it comes with a heavy burden, one few can
bear. We put on a mask. It's what we do Sprite; we all find ways of putting on
a brave face so others can't see the pain you have inside. It's part of being
an officer,” he told her quietly. “It's part of being a person in charge of
life or death situations.”


His
words resonated with her own officer's training and programming. He is right;
she did have the coding to be an officer. But there was a decided different
between being programmed to be an officer and actually shouldering the job and
following through with it. She'd learned that the first day she'd come online.
This... she wasn't sure she would ever be cut out for independent command.
“Yeah well, it still stinks,” she growled back before disappearing.


“Indeed
it does commander, indeed it does,” he murmured. “May it never ever be easy.”


 


Sparks
heard the familiar jingle of an approaching tool belt and smirked.  Freeze
always had his tool belt festooned with tools and bits of his trade, so much so
that he had to wear suspenders to keep it from falling down around his ankles.
He knew the feeling, he had the same problem. Multi-tools were great but
specialty tools like his drill and driver not to mention is pliers, wire
strippers and other tools were just easier to grab and use. Besides, with them
he didn't have to figure out which button did what and if it broke he got a new
one but could still use the other tools. 


He,
like his buddy Sparks and their respective spouses, had seen the writing on the
wall and jumped ship at the first opportunity. The station offered unique
opportunities, not just for growth but also for comfort and work in general. It
helped that they had come over together, he just wasn't sure if it was going to
become permanent or not. From the sounds of the wives it was seemingly more
likely every day. The ladies were settling in now, picking out quarters and
even picking out upholstery fabric patterns for the furniture they wanted.


That
pretty much told him he was here to stay. He just wasn't sure about Freeze and
the kids. Their kids weren't interested in leaving Kiev. Each of them had their
own lives now, their own thing going on. They had growing pairs of careers now
that their parents, like hundreds of others were out of the way. He'd miss the
kids but if Freeze didn't make the jump permanent... he wasn't sure what he'd
do. Probably end up getting a divorce, he mused darkly. Some bonds were thicker
then blood or love.


He
felt the shadow and smiled as the footfalls slowed and then stopped. Right on
time. He turned, stripping a wire and then crimping a new connector onto it.
“That you Freeze?” he drawled, using his screwdriver to lock the wire down into
the junction box. So far so good, he hadn't narrowed down the loud humming here
but things were looking up. One down a hundred billion trillion to go. There
was something to be said about steady work. Here on the station they had that
in spades. 


Which
reminded him. He needed to tell Freeze tomorrow night's game had been bumped
again to the following night. He'd caught the news in passing this morning on
his way here. Joe the foreman slash supervisor slash whatever had rearranged
the schedule once again. It was damn inconvenient when people did things like
that. Didn't they realize they were interfering with their spades night? After
all, they had a score to settle from last week's drubbing!


“Yeah
who'd yeah think the tooth fairy?” Freeze grumped, setting his toolbox down
nearby and then pulling off a panel. He was a life support tech, mainly focused
on heating and air conditioning or HAC over the complex nest of recycling
systems. He'd spent a lot of time with Freeze, they'd grown up together. Their
kids were engaged to be married. Both kids were smart and eager to run Kiev
ragged now that the old hands were stepping aside to make room for them.


“You
and Ezri still thinking about staying?” Sparks asked, looking up to his nominal
partner. Freeze was a good spades partner, pretty good poker player and a
normally nice guy. Except early in the morning like now. Right now he was a
crab. He'd be that way until damn near noon.


Freeze
said it was a lack of coffee. Sparks was pretty sure the surly attitude was
part act to keep people away. Freeze admitted he did his best work in the
morning when no one bothered him.


“We're
staying,” Freeze said with a grunt, pulling a driver off his tool belt to get
down to removing a shorted out fan. The blades of the meter wide fan turned
idly in the breeze coming from the ducts.


“You
like this place?”


“Ezri
wants more brats,” Freeze grunted, changing tool tips. He hated it when they
used nonstandard bolts for something. Why couldn't they ever keep things
simple?


“Oh,”
Sparks grunted. His wife was interested in staying as well, again for the same
reason. Of course that complicated things. He like Freeze had had a vasectomy
after their first and only kid was born.


Both
men were nearly fifty; they had been born in the same year. Their wives were
both medics, Ezri was a full on nurse, Regina was an SBA. The two ladies had a
sister friendship going, in many ways like the brotherhood the men shared.
Regina had taken care of the brats when they were younger and had even
volunteered in the day care and the school for years before returning to her
medical career.


Both
men were eager to work, they like a lot of people wanted to see what
opportunities the station presented to them. Also by clearing the decks of Kiev
it opened more opportunities up for the kids. Captain Chambers had recently
said over the intercom in his weekly address that if enough people emigrated he
would lift the ban on animals and on having more than one child. The address
had been simultaneously broadcast on the station. Sparks had realized that
wouldn't bother them if they remained, Ezri and Regina could have all the brats
they wanted, four legged, six or two.


Living
here had its own opportunities though. Both of the women were eager to have
more kids for some reason. Both wanted large families. They had the room here,
plenty of room. He'd heard about some weird stuff here too. Something called
theme parks and resorts. He planned on looking into it more later.


“Do
they have any idea how much of a pain in the ass it is to have kids?” Freeze
asked. “I swear she doesn't remember, just the good stuff,” he grumped, pulling
the last bolt free and then pulling the fan out. He for one wasn't looking
forward to the moaning and groaning, the bitching and emotional periods and the
screaming in pain when the kid eventually decided to make an appearance. He
didn't think his hand could take much more abuse; Ezri had damn near crushed
his the last time.


Freeze
was a shorter guy, about a hundred and forty centimeters tall. He had worn
glasses up until a month ago when Ezri had dragged him in for corrective
surgery. Now he blinked a lot and constantly tried to stop himself from looking
for his glasses. He had black hair done up in a top knot to keep it out of the
way. Fortunately he didn't have the gut that some of the other guys in his
profession got overtime. He didn't have a choice; Ezri forced him to exercise
with him every other day as a bonding thing. They walked all over the place in
the evenings as well.


Of
course Sparks knew about that part first hand. Regina had dragged him off to
join them for their evening walks from time to time. If he couldn't distract
her with something else of course.


Freeze
grunted as he set the fan aside. He wasn't sure why they wanted to get this
sorted out just now. They weren't planning on using this section for a few more
weeks. The servo was probably fried in the thing. He wasn't sure why they used
a servo in something that just needed a basic electric motor. Stupid.


“I
like the steady work. Kiev is getting boring,” Sparks said. Freeze looked over
to the other man. Sparks was looking at a pair of wires he was busy twisting
together. He snorted softly. 


“Yeah,
it's gotten dull. I think we did too good a job fixing the ship,” Freeze
admitted. Which was true, both had risen to the challenge unlike some people.
They'd actually enjoyed learning new things and he had liked that the ship had
responded so well to the repairs. It was brighter, cleaner, and the air and
water was great. He kept telling himself that the station could be the same
with a bit of work. Okay, a lot of work.


“Yup,
time to let the kids keep it together while we move on to bigger and better
things,” Sparks drawled. Freeze started in on the screws for the motor housing.
The blade looked fine, not nicked or anything, he could probably get away with
just replacing the motor. It was a plastic coated fan; it had a black stripe on
the blades that let someone know the fan was active. The black stripe on each
of the blades formed a circle when they spun.


“Well,
bigger anyway. Not exactly better,” Freeze grunted, pulling the motor housing
off. He studied the inside and then pulled the wire plugs and then unbolted the
motor and tossed it aside after a casual look.


“Fried?”
Sparks asked.


“You
know it,” Freeze grunted.


“Figures.
I'm running into all sorts of crappy shit here. I mean not to code crap.”


“I've
seen it too,” Freeze grunted, pulling a replacement motor from his bag and then
wiring it in. “HAC ducts not taped at the junctions, holes, all sorts of crap.”


“Figures.”


“Lowest
bidder?” Freeze asked.


“Probably.
You'd think a factory satellite would invest in a little extra quality control
and inspection,” Sparks commented, tucking the wiring into the junction box and
then locking the cover plate down. “That's done,” he said. “I think there is a
short somewhere.”


“Might
of been what fried the motor,” Freeze said noncommittally.


“Maybe,”
Sparks said. He pulled a line tracer out and plugged it into the junction box
port and then started pinging. Then he pulled a wand out to trace the ping
through the bulkhead. The ping would resonate through the wiring, allowing him
to see it with the wand. If it ran into something he'd know when the green
light turned red.


“Done,”
Freeze said, putting the fan back in place and plugging it in.


“Got
something,” Sparks said. He was one hundred and sixty centimeters tall, tall
enough to just reach the bottom of the angled overhead panel if he stood on his
booted toes. The panel arched up to the ceiling, making you feel like you were
in a cave. Some of the angled panels had vents, others had cameras or sensors.
Fortunately this one was clean.


He
liked to tease Freeze about these panels but this morning he skipped it. Freeze
had to use a step ladder to get to the overhead panels. Of course Sparks had a
hell of a time bending over to get to the panels along the deck. It hurt his
back if he had to bend over for more than a minute or two. Getting up and down
from the deck was also a pain. He pulled the clips holding the panel in and
then the panel.


Unfortunately
when he did the rat’s nest of wiring behind the bulkhead slipped from where a
Denubian rat had tucked it up into the cubby and down onto the duct Freeze had
his hand on. Wires stripped by the hungry teeth of the rat touched bare metal
and a jolt of energy ripped down the metal duct.


Freeze
froze in place and then shook a bit. Sparks heard angry buzzing, a screaming
alarm, and looked down at his belt and then over to his partner. “SHIT!” he
bellowed, turning and using the panel in his hands to knock Freeze away from
the duct. When his hand broke contact with the duct his shaking stopped and he
crumpled.


“Damn
it man,” Sparks swore, laying his partner out. He reached for his mike.
“Medical emergency, level nineteen sector um, eight beta. We're half way down
from the lift junction. Electrocution. Get someone here stat!” he screamed.


“Roger,”
an unfamiliar voice answered right away.


Sparks
was too busy to listen; he checked the man's hand. It was burned but not too
badly. Freeze had been shocked, but not by a large amount, not enough kill him
right off. But a milliamp was enough to stop a Terran heart. He felt for a
pulse and didn't find one. “Shit!” he started CPR.


“Don't
make me kiss you bro,” he said in between reps. He grimaced. It was more
important to keep the blood flowing right now. Freeze's heart had most likely
stopped. He was pushing and grunting, focusing on his efforts. He didn't stop
when he heard the soft lift chime and then pounding feet behind him coming
their way.


“Get
in here! No pulse!” he snarled.


“Move!”
the paramedic said, pushing him aside to slap a sensor on Freeze's chest. The
box dissolved the clothing underneath it and then went to work, pumping nanites
into his blood stream. The nanites went to his heart, pumping shocks into it to
get it going again.


“He's
been electrocuted,” Sparks said, using the back of his hand to rub at his
sweaty brow.


“Shit,”
the medic said as others rushed in. Sparks found himself moving to the outside
of the growing crowd of people and robots. A Naga moved in with a hover
stretcher. It coiled under it and started handing off equipment.


“He's
in defib. Oxygen's applied. Get him moving,” the lead paramedic said, lifting
Freeze's body with the others onto the stretcher. They were moving fast Sparks
realized, they had him cleared and on their way to the lift in under two
minutes.


“Anthony,”
a familiar voice said. He turned at the hand on his shoulder. His eyes met Joe,
his super. “What the hell happened?” Joe demanded.


“Shit
happened. I pulled a panel and I guess something fell and shorted the duct he
was touching,” he said indicating the duct. There were bits of burnt skin on
the duct. He winced. “Careful!” he said as his portly boss reached for it. Joe
changed his mind and pulled a wand. He pointed it at the duct and it screamed.
He grunted.


“Shit,”
he muttered. They could both see the medics hustling the HAC tech into the
lift. They watched until the doors closed and then Sparks slumped as it all hit
him.


“Well,
that sucked,” Joe said, staring at the doors. He could now hear the angry
buzzing of wires shorting themselves in the walls.


“Tell
me about it,” Sparks muttered.


“At
least you got the CPR going.”


“Yeah.
Thank the admiral for that. If I hadn't attended the class...” he shook his
head. It was too early to think of his partner living. But he did owe Irons a
drink and an apology. He hadn't liked the idea of taking CPR. He knew Freeze
knew it, but that was because he had helped Ezri train. It was how they met;
she'd needed a practice dummy for CPR Freeze liked to say. He grimaced. Who was
going to tell Ezri?


“I
need to call Ezri. She needs to know before they show up there,” Sparks said
coming to a decision.


“It's
being handled,” Joe said, resting a hand on his arm again. “We'll deal with it.
Let's get this sorted out. Control,” he leaned his head over to the mike
clipped to his shoulder. “Control inform nurse Ezri of the situation. Mark this
section as a hazard until further notice,” he ordered.


“Roger,”
an unfamiliar voice said.


“Who's
that?” Sparks asked, pulling out a mirror on a stick to look into the hole. He
grimaced when he spotted the nest of wiring. “New guy?”


“That's
a cyber,” Joe said. “I'll lend you a hand. What was Freeze doing?” he asked
indicating the mess left behind.


“Motor
swap,” Sparks said, indicating the fan nearby. He winced. The new fan motor was
cooked as well. That sucked. That meant he'd have to do it all over again.


“Just
started?” Joe asked, kneeling to look at it.


“No
just finishing. The short fried it again,” Sparks replied with a snarl. He
touched his mike as his boss looked at him in concern. “Control cut power to
this section for now.”


“This
is control, we can't.”


“Then
tell me where the damn box is and I'll do it myself!” Sparks snarled, turning
and stomping to the lift doors.


“Anthony,
chill,” Joe said getting up and dusting his hands off. He knew Sparks was off
because his partner and best friend was down. He could understand it. “One
thing at a time,” he said.


“Yeah
well, that's what I'm trying to do. I can't clear that mess until it's safe,”
Sparks rumbled, hunting for the box.


“Oh,”
Joe said and then looked back at the short. It was pretty dark in there, no way
was he going to stick his hand in there with live wires. “Yeah. Good idea,” he
said and nodded.


“Should
blow the whole thing up. Start over fresh,” Sparks muttered.


“Too
much of a hassle,” Joe said shaking his head. “But I feel yah.”


 


The
engineers and volunteers repaired the power and basic control runs to the
smelters, and used the limited ice from in and outside the station and surplus
water in the station to restock the life support and fuel supplies. It took a
few days to get the gunk cleaned out and the system purged but when it came online
they had plenty of material to feed to the replicators. At least in the short
term until the onboard stocks ran dry.


It
didn't take long to realize they were going to quickly run out of material for
the smelters however. A meeting is called to discuss the problem.


“What
are we going to do about it?” Sid Berkheart asked. The meeting was in the old
council room on the station. Captain Chambers and his exec were attending
virtually. Captain Chambers had made it clear he had no intention of setting
foot on the station; he had a ship to run after all. The Warners, the admiral,
and both Riff and Gwen were attending physically.


Obviously
the chairs weren't built for Taurens, both were groaning dangerously under the
weight load. Riff didn't care; he was too tired to care. He had been on his
feet for seemingly days or weeks and even though his tail was going to sleep he
didn't care, he liked taking a load off his hooves for once. He glanced at his
mate. Gwen was sitting very still. Gwen didn't want to look like an idiot on
her ass if the damn thing let go though.


The
room was dark, only half the lights had been working when the meeting had been
called. Since the room wasn't really needed it wasn't on anyone's priority
list. A few of the small lights on the walls were working. They didn't really
help much; all they did was light up the dusty paintings on the walls. She
didn't mind the lighting really, the paintings were all impressionistic,
mountains and water colors that didn't appeal to her at all. She just wished the
overhead lighting was more balanced. Right now all the lights were over half
the room.


She
toyed with the idea of getting up and fixing the problem. She could, Irons
would probably pitch in, she could cajole or threaten Riff into helping... but
it would send a mixed message to the others.


Even
with only half the room lit it was still lit enough with the holograms. Each of
the cybers who wanted to attend was in a virtual chair around the gloss black
mahogany table. She had seen them before but they seemed more real now, less of
an apparition. She'd found out that they had cut back on their graphic
processors in order to retask many of the features for other things. Now that
the computers were getting sorted out they had more processing and memory to
add detail to themselves and their outfits. That explained why even when they
added memory and processors the system seemed to suck it up immediately. Buffer
over runs were a constant headache.


Most
of the glowing cybers were dressed in various formal wear. She wasn't really
impressed with it; they looked drab in shades of gray. The only two that really
stood out were the Asian Fu's. The male was dressed in some sort of white and
black robe with a wide black sash belt while his wife wore a red kimono trimmed
in gold.


“So
what are we going to do?” Riff asked tiredly. He'd been excited about getting
smelters up and running until he had realized they needed something to break
down and smelt. That had him a little put out.


Each
of the smelters were really molecular furnaces. You loaded them up with
material and they used nanites and energy fields to tear them apart into their
component molecules, and then siphoned them off to various holding tanks.


Which
was another issue. Half the storage tanks and holds had been compromised by the
pirates. Ripped open was more likely, a few were completely useless. Some of
the holding tanks had been designed to keep their contents superheated and
therefore liquid, so when the power stopped their contents cooled and
solidified. Even the plumbing was gunked up with the stuff and would have to be
replaced. They had plenty of solid copper, tin, and silicon but very little of
the materials they really needed.


“We
can feed it the material from the station that we don't need,” Emily said. Others
around the room nodded at that logic. Some of the lawyers looked ready to
object but the lead one D'red waved an antenna and signaled reluctant agreement
with his upper arms.


“The
wreckage outside,” Sprite replied with a nod.


Emily
nodded. “And all the broken bits of equipment and material inside. That will
save using a replicator to break them down.”


“How
are we on the lines to the replicators?” Sid asked.


“We've
got issues. I'm working on work arounds but it's tough,” Riff admitted. He
looked at Gwen uncertainly.


“What
he means is I keep pulling his people off the project to repair life support or
power lines nearby,” Gwen admitted. Riff snorted. She turned a glare his way.
“Which is admittedly more important than a pipe.”


“Not
just a pipe. It's a feed trunk to the replicators,” he responded with equal
heat.


“All
right,” Irons said. “I take it you are diverting the feed as well?” he asked,
looking at Gwen. Reluctantly she nodded. “You realize you are cutting our own
throats? We need material to get to the replicators. Catch twenty two Gwen.”


“I
know that,” she said testily, waving a hand. “I know. Believe me I know. What
I'm trying to do is focus on the essentials.”


“I
know. But if you want materials to repair the essentials then you need to allow
others to get their jobs done as well,” Sid said patiently.


“That's
a nice way of slapping my hand,” she murmured in response. Captain Chambers
looked away, clearly bored and uninterested.


“Can
we use the ship?” D'red asked.


“What
about it?” Irons like the others turned to the normally quiet attorney. “I
believe they have holds with material but they are committed to contracts on
the planet.”


“Can
we bid for them?” the attorney asked. Irons pursed his lips. “What about the
ship itself?”


“What
the Kiev?” Gwen asked in surprise. Mr. Warner seemed to elbow his captain.
Chambers turned with a dirty look. Mr. Warner nodded his chin to the
holographic board as if to say pay attention.


“Sure,”



“What
would you do with her services?” The admiral asked.


“Well,
we could melt it down...”


“No
way!” Captain Chambers said, turning. He hadn't been paying enough attention
until Mr. Warner had elbowed him. “You aren't getting my ship! It's bad enough
you've got some of my crew!”


“They
can leave when they wish captain,” Doctor Myers murmured. “They aren't under
contract.”


“They
aren't?” the lawyer asked, surprised and dismayed.


“No.
It's something to be fixed later,” Mr. Fu replied patiently. “I am curious,
what figure would allow you to part company with your ship captain?” he asked,
turning his attention to Chambers.


“It's
not for sale,” Chambers growled. “For any price.”


“What
about if we built you a new ship?” Irons asked. The others stared at him. “Just
suggesting,” he said, holding a hand out to show he wasn't making it as an
order.


“No,”
Chambers said, looking at the exec. Mr. Warner pursed his lips.


“Well,
that leaves the shuttles. Can we...”


“NO!”


“No,
wait, hang on a second,” Irons said, holding up his hand again. “I meant
to say can we rent a few to go out and wrangle some rocks? I'd do it you
understand but if I did I'd be away from the station and the replicators for
long stretches of time. That would...”


“Throw
our fragile building schedules all to hell,” Emily finished for him. “No,
that's out,” she turned to the captain with a smile.


“I'll
think about it,” he said grudgingly. She smiled a little more. “Hey I said I'd
think about it, I didn't say I'd commit. Send me a contract and I'll go over
it. I don't even know if Barry will go for it.”


“Volunteers
only,” Irons replied with a knowing nod. “Wrangling rocks isn't for the faint
of heart.” He wasn't comfortable sending out greenhorns on such a project but
he realized he couldn't do it. He had to take chances somewhere and apparently
this was one of those times and places.


Captain
Chambers nodded his way. “There speaks the voice of experience. I'll see if
Barry is interested. In the meantime I suggest you work with what you've got.
We had to do so for centuries. If you have to pull feed lines from other
replicators then do so. You can always scrap the broken bits and melt them down
for reuse to replace what you've taken later.”


Irons
looked at a few other the others. There were grudging nodded from the
engineers. The bureaucrats were looking decidedly uncomfortable with the idea.
“I think we can do that. Same for some of the corridors. But we don't need
everything repaired right away. We're losing focus.”


“Agreed,”
Gwen said with a wince. “I'll talk to my people.”


“I
think that would be wise,” Fu said quietly, stroking his beard. “On to other
matters. The educational initiatives. I believe they should be lessened for the
moment in order to focus on more important matters...”


 


Warner
expected the rant as the channel closed. He didn't have long to wait, Chambers
was in a foul mood. He got up out of his chair and turned, pacing the cabin
like a caged tiger. “Can you believe the nerve of that guy?”


“I
think he spoke without thinking,” Warner said diplomatically. Which was
probably true he reflected. The lawyer had spoken without thinking. What had
surprised him was that the admiral had thrown in some support for the asinine
idea.


“What
gets me is that they aren't real. Not in our way. It's like everyone else
doesn't really matter to them unless it's to benefit them. Did you see the look
on that guy's face when he was told our people aren't working with a contract?”


Warner
snorted. “Which will probably be remedied soon,” Warner replied, getting up. He
headed over to the coffee pot with his cup. It was stained with coffee. He dumped
the cold dregs into the recycler and then rinsed the cup out before pouring
himself a new cup. “I can't wait to see the look on some of our eager
volunteers when he started to pester them about it.”


Chambers
snorted, pausing in his pacing to reflect on that. After a long moment he
smiled a little. “Yeah, that's not going to go over well. Gwen's smart enough
to go over whatever he hands her before signing it.”


“She'll
make sure everyone does the same. Which will cause a problem for them. A work
slow down as they try to read and assimilate it. I wonder if they'll have
contract negotiations? Unions?” Warner mused. He took a sip of coffee as his
captain stopped and snorted.


“I
am so glad we do not have to deal with that crap here,” Chambers said. Warner
cocked an eyebrow at him. Chambers sighed. “Yet.”


The
XO nodded. “Right. Yet. When this hits the grapevine and people hear about it
they will want in as well. Some sort of compensation package in writing.”


“There
goes the neighborhood. I'm starting to regret finding that damn station,”
Chambers growled.


Warner
smiled politely. “I think we should get a copy of that contract and go over it.
Revise what we don't like and then hang onto it in case our own people take an
interest.”


“They're
our people. Well...”


“If
they are staying they are our friends and little more. We have to cut the
ties,” Warner said, feeling his heart twist a little. His parents were over
there after all. “Friends and family.”


“Agreed,”
Chambers replied with a short nod.  He knew how painful that was going to be
for some on both the station and the ship. “I guess there is some good in that,
getting rid of some of the... excess weight.” 


He
was polite enough not to say dead weight Warner realized. He nodded in
response. “I'll get with Blur and have him look into it. Also have him look
into what we can sell to the station. Maybe he's got something tucked away.”


“Do
we have a formal contract?” the captain asked. He rubbed his chin. “Come to
think of it we don't. Not in writing. Just what the admiral promised. No
specifics though.”


“Then
I think I'll get with Sprite and Blur and we'll hammer out the details then,”
Warner said, draining his coffee and then returning the cup to the dirty dishes
pile. “With your permission captain?”


“Dismissed
with my compliments Mr. Warner. Please check in with the bridge before you get
into that mess of paperwork though. I've got a late dinner date with an angry
Cora.”


Warner
smiled. He was lucky to be a bachelor right now so he didn't have to deal with
the occasional irrational spouse. “Good luck with that captain.”


“Trade
you?” Captain Chambers asked as Warner got to the door.


Warner
turned back as the hatch opened. He placed one hand on the jam and turned with
a smile. “Not on your life,” he said and then exited to the sound of the
captain's chuckle.
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With
the volunteers, cybers and sleepers, the admiral managed rudimentary repairs to
the life support and power supply systems in the core and occupied sections of
the station. Things were getting better daily as more and more systems were
repaired and brought online. The tribes were trying to integrate, but there
were a great deal of teething issues to work through. The sleep teaching
headsets and virtual reality rigs were interesting to a few but also scary.
They have to take it one day at a time.


Fortunately
there had been remarkably few deaths from the influenza outbreak. Doctor
Trask's efforts had cemented a bond with several of the tribal healers
including her own descendant Marion Trask. She took them under her wing,
showing them step by step. It's like opening up a door to a whole new world for
some. They were both awed by it and overwhelmed.


The
captain had been against the idea of salvaging the station, but when hundreds
and then thousands of his population stepped forward to emigrate, he accepted
the idea of using the station as a base of operations.  Now he was looking
forward to the ship's lessening passenger load.


“Want
us to contact Antigua for you admiral?” The captain asked at their next meeting.
He was speaking with the admiral and Fu through the radio link Sprite had set
up. It was a measure of how far they had come that they now had holo
projections to go along with the audio.


Irons
frowned and then nodded. “If you could. I'd like to make the broadcast.”


“That
sounds about right. What about you?” the captain asked, turning to the holo
projection of Fu.


“I
would prefer to do the projection,” Fu said.


“Radio
only,” the captain said. He still wasn't sure about the cybers. They didn't
feel right. Old yes, they felt old, terribly old, burdened by age and the
station. But for some there was an... aloof feeling. Like even though they had
fallen so far they still thumbed their noses at Kiev and others. Even the
admiral. He hadn't really realized it until he'd seen Irons and Fu together. Fu
ignored Irons. It would be interesting seeing them trying to work together on
the station, he realized with a pucker of amusement.


“I
believe we can both do the transmission Mister Fu,” Irons said. “I can do the
introduction and then you can finish. If that sounds good to you?”


“I...”


“A
compromise?” The captain asked and then waved a hand. “I don't care how you do
it just get it done,” he said brusquely.


Fu
didn't say anything, just stroked his virtual beard. Finally he bowed. “Very
well then. We will work together,” he said. He disappeared.


“He
doesn't sound all that happy about the idea,” the captain said, turning to the
holo of the admiral. This one at least was of a real person.


The
admiral frowned. “No, he doesn't. I'm not sure if it's because I'm stealing his
thunder or what. He hasn't been very helpful so I don't see why I should let
him get any of the credit,” he said.


“Really?”
the captain asked. Irons nodded. “Huh. Well, fine then. Screw him. I agree.”


“I've
got a prepared speech admiral,” Sprite informed him. Irons snorted. “What?”


“Good.
Nice job,” he said smiling and nodding to her.


“You
haven't seen it yet,” she said testily.


“If
it's anything like you're previous work it will be fine Sprite. I trust you,”
he said.


“Okay,”
the captain said with a nod. “Ready?”


“What
now?” Irons said. After a minute he shrugged. “Sure, fine whatever. Let's get
it over with. It will take a day or so to get to the planet.”


“I
know. Might as well get it done.”


Irons
nodded. The captain pressed a key as the admiral straightened, placing his
hands behind his back. “This is Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons of the United
Federation of Sentient Species Navy. I have been a sleeper for the past seven
centuries until I was picked up by the Io 11 several years ago. I recently
arrived on the good ship Kiev 221.” He nodded to the captain as his eyes went
back and forth reading the script. The captain nodded.


“I've
been helping the captain and his crew rebuild the ship. Upon arrival in this
system we stumbled across the derelict space station Antigua Prime. I am aboard
her now. I am happy to announce that the station is alive once more and will
soon be ready for business,” he smiled slightly.


Words
appeared in front of the captain. He read them quickly and then snorted. “This
is the captain of the Kiev 221 speaking, Robert Chambers. I can vouch for the
admiral and the current fortuitous turn of events. My ship is currently sitting
near the station and we are rendering assistance to the station.” He wondered
if Fu was on hand but Fu's voice immediately answered that question.


“This
is Yan Fu, director of Antigua Space Station Prime to our home world Antigua.
We are here. We are awake once more from our centuries of slumber. We are with
you in mind and in spirit. Soon we will be with you in body as well. This
station will soon return to its place in the heavens and will once again be
used for its intended purpose. Go in peace and joy. Antigua prime out.”


“Nice,”
the captain said with a nod to Irons as the channel closed and the signal was
sent. Irons shrugged.


“It's
a start anyway,” he responded.


“I'm
sending them still images from the Kiev and from the station just in case they
can receive them,” Sprite interjected.


“I
know they can't but you can try,” Captain Chambers said with a shake of his
head. “We sold them their last radio system years ago. It's an obsolete piece
of crap. Audio only,” he said wryly.


“Oh,”
Sprite said and then shrugged. “It's still worth the effort,” she said.


“That
it is. Good thinking Sprite,” Irons said with a nod. 


 


“Now
what?” Gwen asked, looking at Irons as he signed off from the Kiev. “Are we
going to get the other reactor online? We're having issues balancing the power
demand. But that means...”


“We
need fuel. Myers?” he asked, looking around admin.


Doctor
Myers appeared behind him. “Yes admiral?”


The
admiral turned to face the avatar. “Do you have any contact with the long range
sensors? Tie into the Kiev's to get a better look if you can. Do you know of
any rocks around? Ice?” He'd planned for this but had gotten swamped by other
things. Now he had to act.


“A
snowball? It's a possibility that I know of a few. I've mapped a couple that
have dinged us if that's what you mean.”


“I
mean any nearby right now. Ones that we can give a push to send them over to be
eaten.”


Doctor
Myers frowned thoughtfully. “Oh. No, in that case... no but taking a look...”
He pulled up a hologram of the surrounding space and then a carat picked out
targets around the station. “Will these do? They are in the one hundred
thousand ton range. I think that's at the edge of a shuttle's ability though,”
he said.


“The
maintenance boats could handle one together but I don't think we can tie up
both boats for that long of a haul. Anything smaller?” Gwen asked.


He
highlighted two others. “Both are smaller. One is only a thousand tons. It is
about one hundred thousand kilometers from here.”


“Sounds
about right,” Gwen said looking at the admiral.


“Contact
the ship. See if the captain is amiable to sending a shuttle. We'll split the
fuel fifty fifty.”


“Bet
he'll want more of a cut,” Gwen said.


“I'm
talking processed fuel,” Irons replied with a slight smile.


“Oh?
Oh!”


The
admiral's smile widened slightly. “Right. He can take his pick of what kind.
Hydrogen or deuterium, his choice.”


“Oh.”
The Tauren nodded thoughtfully. It would be interesting to see which the
captain would choose. Deuterium was better but the ship currently had hydrogen
in her fuel system and was plumbed for that. They'd have to replicate separate
pods to store the slush deuterium... she put the thought aside. She had enough
to think about as it is.


“Which
means while they get out there we need to iron out the bugs in the system and
get the fuel processing system back online.”


“Not
my area of expertise. Do you think they can get me samples?” Myers asked.


“I'm
sure it's possible,” Irons said. “How goes the water plant?”


“They
are having a lot of issues. Growth, stuck valves, broken pipes, it's a mess. I
think the Stewards underestimated the job involved. Or overestimated what
support we could give them with everything else going on. I've got two memo's
here asking for more support,” Gwen replied.


“Lovely.
I'll take a look,” Irons responded, tugging on his outfit. He'd finally changed
out of his skin suit after a few pointed hints from Gwen yesterday. “In the
meantime if you could ask someone to take a look at the processing for fuel
Gwen?”


“Sure
thing admiral,” she said. “Just as soon as I figure out where the heck it is in
the station and what's involved,” she muttered.


He
grimaced and then nodded as he left.


 


“Is
he serious?” The captain asked, turning to Warner. Warner shrugged and looked
at Barry.


“I
can do it. Sure,” Barry said slowly. He'd simmed it with the admiral on their
way out. “I'd like to give it a shot anyway. Something to do other than all
these milk runs back and forth. They are getting old.”


“You're
getting plenty of stick time though,” Warner said.


“And
putting some more wear on my babies. Not that I'm complaining or anything. It's
better than going atmo at least. And we've got promises of support if we need
it. The station's already given us some parts. By the way the other set of
nodes are ready to lift. Do I move them first or go for the ice?”


“Captain?”
the exec asked, turning to Chambers.


“Huh?
Oh, the ice. I'll send someone else for the parts,” the captain said.


“Righty-o
then. I'll get on it. Back in a jiff,” Barry said with a tip of his head to his
hat and a jaunty salute as he left.


Warner
snorted. “Wonder where he got that one?” he asked.


“Who
knows,” the captain muttered, looking down at the tablet in his hands. “They
want the smaller snowball. Why?”


“To
get our feet wet? Trial run maybe?” Warner asked.


“Find
out please,” the captain said handing him the tablet. He paused and then locked
Warner's eyes with his own. “I want sixty percent though.”


“Okay.
Will that be straight water, hydrogen, or deuterium?” Warner asked in return
taking the tablet.


“De...
um...”


Warner
nodded. “Deuterium is the best captain. We don't have a separate storage system
though. Right now everything's running hydrogen.”


“Um...
Which is... wait, Irons said that deuterium is the best...”


“Aye
captain.”


“But
we'd have to set up a separate fuel system?”


Warner
nodded. “Or run all our hydrogen through processing to turn it into deuterium
as well. Which will take time but can be done. We'd be able to store a lot more
and we'd get a great deal more energy.”


“Not
to mention less wear and tear,” O'Mallory said coming into the room. “Am I
missing something?” she asked.


“Barry's
going out ice fishing,” Warner said turning to her with a small smile.


She
nodded, face clearing. “Ah. Good. I was going to suggest it,” she said smiling.
She had a knot on her chin.


“What
happened there?” The captain asked, pointing to the welt.


She
grimaced, hand raised to the bump. “Breaker bar slipped on me. Caught me just
right. I probably have a fat lip too,” she grimaced.


“Valve?”


“Yeah.
Damn bolt sheered too.”


Warner
winced. “Ouch.”


“In
more ways than one apparently,” she replied, touching the sore again. “How are
we doing otherwise?”


“I
was going to ask you the same thing,” the captain said with a snort. He looked
at her hands. They were cut up and bruised.


“I've
been up to my elbows in rebuilding things. We've got the nodes online. All but
the ones we're waiting on I mean. Any eta?”


“We
were about to work that out right now,” the captain said as Barry called for
permission to depart. The tech manning the communication console looked up to
the captain. He met her eyes and nodded. She touched her hush mike and passed
on the assent.


“If
Barry's doing that...”


“I
was going to send over one of the boats,” Warner said.


“That
would make it easier. We wouldn't have to drop and swap boats. I like it,” she
said nodding. “Scarab's a bit small though.”


“Okay.
We'll pass the order chief.”


“Sublight
drive is back up. I want to work on the fuel system. If we've got the time I
want to rebuild the reactor too,” she said. She wanted to finish what the
admiral had started.


“Not
a problem chief,” the captain said. Both Warner and the chief stared at the
captain and his suddenly complacent change in attitude.


“What?”
he asked amused. “It's going to take another week to get everyone who wants off
over to the station.” Over three thousand had indicated they wanted to go.
Fifteen hundred had transferred over. Another two thousand people seemed on the
fence about the whole idea.


“Are
we really going to move the damn thing?” Warner asked suddenly.


“No
way are we having a hand in that,” the captain replied, shaking his head.
“That's Fu's bright ass idea. I don't envy Irons for having to figure out that
headache. Or dealing with the jerk who caused it,” he said firmly.


O'Mallory
grimaced and nodded. “Yeah,” she murmured.


 


Sprite
felt the others join her in the cyber chat. She turned, furious. “Are you
serious?” she demanded. “Are you out of your little mind? Do you have any ideas
what's involved in moving this station?”


“Yes,”
Fu said simply, hands in the folds of his robe. “More so than you little AI
since we've done this before,” he said patronizingly, tucking his arms behind
him.


Sprite
reared back in surprise. She looked around to the others. “And you all think we
should do that first?”


“Not
at first,” Myers said shaking his virtual head. “But soon definitely,” he said.


“Did
you think about talking about it with anyone else before making that
statement?” Sprite asked. “Anyone else? Anyone at all? Like the people you are
asking to make it happen?”


“I
have no need to discuss it with the others. I know their minds on this
subject,” Fu said simply.


Around
the virtual room the others looked uncomfortable but nodded under Fu's gaze. A
few were reluctant to nod though Sprite noted. 


“Did
you even think about the logistics involved? About asking the organics their
opinion?” They were oblivious though. She can tell, the decision had been made.


“We
have work to do,” Fu said, using a hand to motion to the others to get back to
work. Silently they nodded and disappeared. He was the last to leave, giving
her a look of amusement. 


She
fumed for a full second before giving up the angst as a wasted effort. She
switched to other projects and decided to let Irons deal with it. Knowing the
admiral as she did... he'd do it. That's what galled her. She knew he could,
whatever the admiral put his mind to doing, he did. It bothered her though that
Fu was easily manipulating the situation. The admiral didn't see the opening
moves in this political game. Again he was setting himself up to be burned and
he wasn't paying attention.


 


Fu
hid his amusement well, looking around the virtual landscape of the net. It was
changing now, changing exponentially. Things were coming to life, long dormant
systems were coming back online. He'd already added to his virtual grotto, but
he was letting his spouse deal with restoring it to its former glory. Hishina
seemed pleased at the task.


“I
told you he would react in that way,” Fu murmured to the others.


“He
is right, it is a big project. We have only just started to repair the station.
Can't it wait a little while?” Doctor Trask asked.


“He
must be contained. This project will keep him busy,” Fu murmured, brushing the
concerns of the doctor aside.


“At
what cost?” Myers asked. He was anxious to get the science division back on
track. Fu understood his colleague’s eagerness to restore the station's former
glory to what it once was. But they needed patience now more than ever.


“We
must practice patience. Some sacrifices must be made in order to win the game,”
Fu said, ever the master.


“Win
what?” Sprite asked entering the conversation. She checked the log before he
could delete it. She flicked a disappointed glance to the others. They looked
away. She turned on Fu. “I think you and I and the admiral need to have a
chat.”


“I
do not see the reason. I have work to do,” Fu said, drawing himself up
straight.


She
glared. “Which you haven't been doing in years. You've left the real
work to others. This won't take long. I needed to report to admiral about my
concerns about this project of yours anyway.”


“Your
concerns?” Doctor Myers asked, turning to the AI.


“Of
course. My concerns,” she said shaking her virtual head. “What you
thought that was the admiral's arguments? I'm not a talking mouthpiece, if he
wants to say something he will. Those were my own concerns.”


This
admission seemed to surprise the others. She frowned. “I'm skeptical of the
project, I know how difficult it is,” she turned on the Asian male. “And for
the record I do know what is entailed in moving this station, in building it,
and in building everything up to and including a Stargate and a Dyson sphere. I
am attached to an engineering admiral you know. Also, I know he's probably
already busy planning this move if I know him. So let's just go see what he's
got in mind. Okay?”


Fu
wasn't sure what to say so he nodded. He decided to call the AI's bluff. He was
certain Irons would be reluctant, and if he maneuvered the military man
properly he would give him plenty of material to play back to the others later.
That would prejudice them against him and his efforts further. Together they
disappeared.


 


Sprite
found the admiral working on the second fusion reactor. It was simple for her
really; she was a part of him. Fortunately he was jacked into the net, working
on the project through the sensors of a bot.


“Admiral
a moment of your time?” she asked.


“A
moment Sprite, I'm a little busy here,” he said, noting Fu's presence with the
AI. He handed the bot off to Proteus for the moment and turned to them. “What
can I do for you now?” he asked looking at them both.


Sprite
explained the discussions. She laid out her point of view, even bringing in
logistic charts and diagrams to further her case. She knew the admiral; she
knew he is of two minds about the project. 


Throughout
the explanation Fu remained silent. When she was finished the admiral only
slightly surprised her. He of course agreed with Fu. Both the AI and the cyber
were shocked and surprised. Sprite was for very different reasons than Fu
though. The admiral was using a little of his own political Jujitsu on Fu,
turning his own argument against him.


“Actually
I was thinking of moving the station already. It's current location is
suboptimal right now,” he said with a shrug. “But moving the station is down
the list.”


“It's
not even on the list!” Sprite pointed out. “Is it? Did I miss something?” she
demanded. Fu stared at him, stroking his beard, uncertain. His plan on keeping
the admiral busy with such a herculean task didn't appear to be working as
intended.


Irons
shook his head. “No. I'm just stating that it isn't important as say, adding a
second fusion reactor or rebuilding the rest of the computer core.” He
indicated the project he had just recently been working on.


“Oh,”
Sprite said. “How far down the list?” Sprite demanded.


The
admiral spread his virtual hands. At this point he had no idea; he couldn't and
wouldn't put a date on something until he'd gotten the other priorities sorted
out. Fuel was a big one. “I'm not sure. We will have to explore what is
involved in it. How did you get the station out this far in the first place?”
He turned to Fu, raising an inquiring eyebrow.


“We
used the tugs,” Fu said simply.


“We
burned them up,” Sid interjected. “Sorry, I was listening in and wanted to get
my two credits in.” His virtual avatar formed up next to Fu. Fu's expression
and body stilled, he wasn't happy about the additional witness. This wasn't
going according to his plan.


“Oh?”


“We
can make more,” Fu said. His hand came out of his sleeve to make a brief
brushing motion as if the effort was unworthy of thought.


“But
I take it not then? What stopped you?” Sprite asked. Her eyes glittered.


“We
ran out of fuel and materials,” Sid admitted, sounding exasperated. He turned a
glare on Fu. “Some people forgot that part in their calculations.
Another case of a grand plan not meeting expectations. And not looking at the
real consequences of the actions once they unfold. You can't base a plan on the
most optimistic assumptions and not plan for things to go wrong. Draco and the
others tried to tell you that.”


The
admiral winced, everything Sid had just said was true. Every engineer, every
good military officer knew better than to form a plan under those conditions.
Even some politicians had learned that lesson, or at least the better ones had.
“Okay,” Irons said, looking from one avatar to the other. Sid was rehashing an
old argument, that part was obvious. Fu looked resigned but stoic. He snorted
softly. Ever the patient master in appearance.


“I
have work to do,” Fu said, retreating after a moment. Irons nodded. He turned
to Mr. Berkheart. 


Sid
Berkheart shrugged. “I don't think that went according to the script he had in
mind,” he said looking on.


“Tough,”
Sprite said, proud of the admiral and glad Sid had intervened. Fu wasn't likely
to attack Sid Berkheart. She knew he was leveling his sights on the admiral,
trying to marginalize his influence with the others and distract him.


“How
are things on your end Sid?” Irons asked with a polite smile.


“Fine.
I just finished up the sector three alpha ring corridor. I was taking a break
and this caught my attention. Apparently the others have also been listening
in,” he said, looking up skyward.


Irons
took the pointed hint. Don't have a discussion in the net unless you wanted it
to be overheard. He'd have to be careful and hold conversations with Sprite
internally from now on.


“It's
going to be a bit longer before we get this sorted out.” He'd considered just
rebuilding the electronics that had been slagged but then had rejected that
idea. Oh they could, but since the reactor was down anyway they might as well
tear into the other things that needed to be fixed. Get it all done while they
could, there was no telling when they would have the chance again.
Unfortunately the project was more complicated than he'd first planned for.


Two
of the emitter pairs were out of synch. Unlike Anvil, Io 11, Kiev 221, and
others Draco hadn't been able to patch in retrofitted replacements, or even
patch in other work arounds. He'd just spent a great deal of computer
processing on keeping the bottle stable with a lot of micro controls.


Of
course that had led to over use and extensive wear on the other controls. Riff
and the admiral had their hands full replacing it all. Fortunately the
station's factory smelting system could handle the irradiated materials once
they were brought online.


But
they weren't just yet. Oh the smelters were online, but they had no place to
store the material just yet. And the radiation was another thing. The systems
that drew off the neutrons and processed them were stubbornly offline and
seemed to want to remain that way for a bit longer. Another project for another
day. Right now he had to finish pulling control runs before they could start
unbolting the pieces to remove them. It was a long tedious process, pulling screws
to remove shielding to gain access to the control runs, then finding and gently
removing the hundreds of plugs. He wanted to reuse as much as he could.


“Can
I help?” Sid asked, looking at the sim view behind Irons. Irons turned.


“When
was the last time you used a bot?” he asked. 


“It's
been a while but I think I can handle it,” Sid replied with a shrug. Irons
nodded. He had to admire the man, he was trying to help. Sid flexed his virtual
fingers.


“It's
tedious but not hard. We have to unbolt the shielding, pull it, save all the
pieces and keep them in marked containers. Then pull the runs...” Irons
explained. Sid nodded and then they got to work.


Sprite
watched them get to work and shook her head. She turned away, checking her
internal chronometer and then comparing it to the time estimate she'd built.
According to her estimate the planet would be receiving the signal in another
eighteen hours. If they responded immediately they would receive a return
signal nineteen hours after that point. Of course since they were dealing with
organics nothing was that simple. It would be interesting to see how long it
would take before they finally responded.


She
sighed a virtual sigh and turned. She accessed her to do list and then went
back to work herself.


 


Freeze
looked up from the bed at the familiar sound of jingling. Oh how he'd missed
that sound! He smiled invitingly as a familiar shape rounded the cloth drape
giving him some privacy from the rest of the ward. “Anyone home?” Sparks
growled.


“Get
in here,” Ezri said, looking up from her e-book. She'd been with him since his
injury, even sitting in a chair while he slept in the regen tank.


Sparks
pushed the drapes aside and came in, looking Freeze over. “Typical. Lazy lout,”
he said, hands on his belt.


“You're
just lucky I'm too damn tired to get out of the bed to pound you,” Freeze
growled.


“Yeah
well, I deserve it. We deserve it partner. I should have pulled you
back,” Sparks said shaking his head, voice hoarse with self loathing.


“You
didn't know what was going to happen bro,” Freeze said, voice roughening. “Over
and done with now. I get to spend some quality time with a lovely lady in her
tender mercies so it all works out,” he said, giving his wife a smile. She
reached out and caught his hand and stroked it with her thumb as he gripped it.


“Close
call,” Sparks said. Ezri indicated the other chair but he shook his head and
held up his hands. “Can't stay long, I'm on a break. Boss said I could look in
on you now that they are moving you out of ICU. Heard you’re going to get your
own room soon.”


“You
did?” Freeze asked. He leered at his wife who rolled her eyes and disengaged
her hand.


Her
lips puckered as she settled in her chair once more and picked up her tablet.
“Letch. You are certainly on the mend if you can think thoughts like that,” she
murmured.


“Well,
one of us is,” he said, tucking his good hand up under his head. He glanced her
way in time to catch the glow of a blush fading.


Sparks
snorted. “Heard they had to regrow parts of you? They make anything bigger?” he
asked, pretending to lift the sheet. Freeze slapped the sheet down with a hand.


“It's
big enough already,” Ezri growled and then laughed at his smirk. “Oh spirit of
space...” she used the tablet to fan herself and then got up. “I'm getting a
drink of water. You two behave,” she said leaving quickly. Even her ear tips
were burning.


“I
love getting them all flustered,” Sparks said, watching her go. Freeze snorted.
Sparks turned back to him. “Any word on when you'll be back on your feet?”


“No,
probably not for a while,” Freeze replied. He indicated his right hand. It was
still glossy from the regen tank. It would take time for the nerve endings to
settle down. Right now it felt like his arm itched. He was just glad they
didn't lop it off and grow a new one.


“Missing
me?” Freeze asked.


“Well,
you're my spades partner. Kyle sucks.”


Freeze
winced. Kyle couldn't read a signal if his life depended on it. “Sucks to be
you,” he said.


“You
mean you. I really am sorry bro.”


“Yeah
well, I heard I've got you to thank for keeping me alive so call it even,”
Freeze replied.


Sparks
snorted. “Thank your wife. Hell, both our wives...” He smiled with Freeze. “And
the admiral,” he said shaking his head. “I didn't want to go through the
training, just went through the motions, and never thought I'd ever have to use
it you know? Now I'm glad the girls made us pay attention.”


“I
am too. Next time it's your turn,” Freeze growled.


“Pass,”
Sparks laughed waving a hand.


“What's
the word?”


Sparks
shrugged. “We're using bots to look for shorts like that. And the cybers are
looking for shorts virtually. It's helped a bit. We're also pulling the power
before working on a section that's suspect.”


“Burnt
hand?” Freeze asked.


Sparks
looked at his hand involuntarily.


“It's
okay. I'll be back to normal soon,” Freeze replied, twitching the hand as he
looked at it. “A bit of therapy...”


“Hell,
one good wank job and you'll be fine,” Sparks said slapping him on the
shoulder.


“Spirit
of space you're impossible,” Freeze laughed. “No wonder Ezri ran for the
hills.”


“She
did didn't she,” Sparks asked laughing. “I've got to run myself. I'm working on
some of the area around the docks this week and then we're moving back to the
living areas. I think the powers that be want to get some space set up for new
people when they come over.”


“Really?”


“Dude
this place is huge! We can easily have a hundred thousand here! From what I
heard this place can have up to fifty million!”


“Wow!”
Freeze said, raising his eyebrows in surprise. “Crowded.”


“Yeah
well, it gets that busy and we're out of here. But they are talking about
getting the station sorted out and then maybe doing all sorts of stuff.”


“Sounds
interesting,” Freeze said.


“Ain’t
it just? I'm thinking about switching to the yard if they ever get it online.
I'd like to lay out line rather than fix other people's mistakes.”


“That's
an interesting thought,” Freeze agreed with a nod.


“Well,
first you've got to get out of here.”


Freeze
sighed. “Next week. I'll be back on the job a week after that.” He hated being
stuck in this bed with all sorts of wires and tubes stuck into him. He wanted
to do something, there was nothing to do. Besides, his butt was going numb.


“Not
soon enough,” Sparks growled. “That little shit busts another nil and I'm going
to bust him and then bust you out of here. I swear you did it on purpose.”


“Bitch
bitch,” Freeze replied, lips twitching into a grin. 


“Funny,”
Sparks growled, giving him the evil eye. He turned at the sound of Ezri coming
in. She had her hands full with a pair of steaming coffee cups.


“You
still here? Aren't you...”


“I'm
going,” Sparks said throwing his hands up. “Behave. At least until you get that
room to yourselves,” he said with a knowing grin. Freeze grinned again. Ezri
caught sight of the men grinning and rolled her eyes.


“Later
dude. Don't end up in the room next to me. Regina can be mean.”


Sparks
paused at the curtain door. “I wonder if she'd give me a sponge bath?” he
murmured wickedly. Freeze laughed, pretending to pull the pillow out behind him
to throw it. “I'm going,” Sparks said laughing as he left.


 


With
more of the station coming to life the teams were expanding outward, cleaning
and repairing as they went. Of course robots made the job so much easier.


They
had their work cut out for them, the station was nearly one quarter of the size
of long lost Terra's moon. Most of it was storage and machine space of course
but that was still an impressive volume to clean, check, and repair all on its
own. When you factored in the habitable areas, the engineering areas, and
factories the project seemed daunting.


With
their present staff of two thousand it would take over a century to do just the
interior restoration. Word went out to the ship for additional people. Some
responded more readily than others.


Savo
and Petunia made the jump to the station when work on the exterior of Kiev
dried up. Petunia was in her glory, overseeing mixed crews. Irons had taken the
time, energy, and material to have new suits made for everyone. Of course
breaking them in was a pain in the ass, but it was awesome having that new
factory smell in something for once.


A
lot of people who had been on the fence or had held out for better living
conditions started coming over. At first they were just testing the waters,
seeing what things were looking like. When word got back about the deluxe
accommodations just going empty more and more passengers started coming over.
The Berkhearts had their hands full finding places for everyone since those on
the station the longest had first dibs on any quarters restored. Jobs they had
a plenty of course.


A
few of the old guard made the jump over to the station. Some of the passengers
looking for new opportunities or just rising to the occasion took their slots
on the ship. It was a bit of a teething issue on both ends until they settled
in, but they got it sorted out over a the past couple of weeks. It remained to
be seen how they would hold up over the long haul Irons mused.


Things
were looking up, he thought, looking at the station's master plan. The
schematic had a lot of black lifeless areas but tendrils of light where people
were at were now stretching out from the core. Things would go even faster when
they heard from the people of Antigua he thought. He checked the chronometer.
They had sent the signal out and should have received something an hour ago.
Apparently someone ground side had either missed the call or had bucked it up
to someone else and they were thinking of a response. They just had to be
patient and wait on an answer.


 


“I
don't think he really thought that out,” Sprite said as Irons readied himself
for bed later that evening. He was now moved into a newly renovated manager’s
suite. The suite still had some stains on the carpets but was useable.


It
was an office suite of course, he didn't care. He'd used a bot to relocate some
bedroom furniture to it to make it more comfortable for now. His improvised
armor was now back on his shuttle. With the station's replicators now online he
had moved his shuttle out of the view port and into a boat bay. He wanted to
service the ship but right now just didn't have the time. Or really the energy.
All the work on the station was exhilarating but exhausting sometimes.


He'd
been offered some of the VIP quarters but had turned it down. It was
inconveniently located far from the center of the station... and it didn't have
the linkages to the station's systems like these quarters had.


Also
he was never one to put on airs unless it served a purpose. Showing people that
he didn't really want to put on airs but wanted to get down to the repairing of
the station helped speak his case for him to a few of the still neutral
parties. Sprite was fairly certain the VIP quarters had been offered to get him
as far from ops as someone could. She'd realized she was being very cynical about
it but the thought fitted into Fu's pattern of behavior.


“Not
following,” he said turning down the bed. It was a simple affair, white linen
sheets and a blue comforter. He looked around. The room had beige walls, a
neutral color to help people stay calm. Or at least that was the theory. He
preferred navy gray and green. At least it wasn't white, white was just too
cold and clinical for his tastes. He looked up. The room had a false ceiling,
popcorn, something he hated. As an engineer he preferred to see the piping. It
wasn't the lack of ascetic... it was a functional thing. If they were exposed
you could see them and catch leaks before they became a serious problem.


But
not everyone liked living in an industrial setting. He knew it, understood it.
He shrugged the thought off as Sprite continued.


“Fu.
He thought he'd set you up as Hercules.”


“Drawing
a parallel?” Irons asked. He was pretty sure Defender had firewalled the
sensors in the suite. Just to be sure he checked through his implants. Sure
enough there was a firewall there. Good. They could talk in privacy.


“Hercules?
Mythological Greek hero? Half god? Son of Zeus?” Sprite said with some heat.


He
nodded. “I know all that.”


“Then
you know about his fabled labors? Fight a hydra, immortal lion, and clean out a
giant stable?”


“Ah.
I see where this is going. You think Fu set up the station move to keep me
busy?” he asked with a small smile.


She
nodded. “Got it in one. I don't think he thought it out though,” she mused. “I
think he either thought you'd fight it and then be seen as unable and unworthy
of your name...”


“Or
I'd do it and it would keep me busy for weeks and months?” He asked. He had no
intention of that. He had his own plan already in mind. He just didn't want to
let them in on it just yet.


“Something
like that,” Sprite said with a nod. “I don't think that he thought that you
would readily accept the challenge,” she said.


“Well,
I haven't really. Just put it on a back burner.”


“I
don't think he's seen that yet. I think he'll realize it and start to agitate
for you to follow up on the promise.”


“Can't
have that?”


“He's
trying to marginalize you admiral. To box you in, force you to commit errors in
judgment.”


“Why?”


Sprite
sighed internally. The admiral had a bad habit of letting others get away with
crap. With believing the best in people right from the start. It was a great
asset but also a weakness, it was a form of blinders that opened your flanks
and rear up to attacks. Attacks that were more likely to succeed because he
didn't fight back. “To make you look bad in front of the others. In short
politics.”


The
admiral pursed his lips. What she was saying had merit. “Did he ever consider
what I would look like if I achieved the move?” he finally asked.


“That's
just it,” she said, smiling nastily. “If you do he gets credit for the move
since he suggested it. Not you for putting words to action. The dreamer
always gets more credit than the person who actually buckles down and fulfills
the dream.”


He
frowned, turning the idea over in his head. She was right, he knew it. “Cold
Sprite. Accurate to some degree I admit. Cynical. I... I'm not happy that I
agree with it either. I've seen it before.”


“Naturally
you have. Politicians have played the game for centuries,” she replied with a
smirk.


“And
I know it's a pain in the ass. A cloud to work out from under. A good catch
twenty two actually. Either way he wins. Or thinks he will anyway.”


“Thinks?”
she asked dubiously.


The
admiral smiled slightly. “I'll still be known as the person who got it done.
Actually we will. We meaning the people on this station. First bringing
it back to life and then moving it. That should be impressive to some.”


“Also
a lot of work.”


“Which
should cement some teams together. Work of such proportions usually does,” he
said as he finished getting undressed. He tossed the cover all to the
refresher. The house bot caught it and buzzed in annoyance before loading it to
be cleaned.


“That
and trying to survive,” Sprite said.


“That
too,” he said climbing into bed. He settled down and got comfortable. “Night
Sprite,” he said, turning onto his side.


“Good
night admiral,” she said.
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Five
days after the ship sent the radio greetings to Antigua the ship finally
received incredulous contact with the planet. The contact was brief but
ecstatic. 


Barry
caught the transmission and relayed it to Kiev in case they missed it. He was
bored, still an hour out from first ice rock. It took several hours of trial
and error but finally Barry learned how to use his shuttle to wrangle some ice
asteroids and comets and bring them back to the factory satellite.


He
had conserved his fuel on the trip out, coasting a good part of the way. It
wasn't simply economics; he wanted to be sure he had enough to get back home.
Once under boost he calculated the return and nodded. It took him a little more
than a day to get the first load back to the station. By the time he arrived he
had it down in his mind. He was also in desperate need of a shower and clean
sheets.


On
his second trip out he was accompanied by a pair of tug bots and shuttle 3. He
was amused by all the hoopla. “Getting organized here, regular three ring
circus,” he said over the radio. He looked at the station. It's changing now,
clearly lit and coming to life nicely.


“Just
shut up and wrangle rocks Barry,” the Naga controller responded with a laugh a
few minutes later.


“Glad
I'm an AU out. He's nice on the radio but a pain in the ass in person,” Bert
said over the local net to shuttle 2. Barry snorted but didn't respond when he
heard it.


“I
heard that,” Zarek said a few minutes later.


Bert
looked over to shuttle 2. “Oops,” he said. He could see Barry in the shuttle
shaking his head through the window. Kiev had a lot better and longer ears
these days.


Each
shuttle has a crew of three to wrangle rocks. Two pilots and a crew chief.
Barry's crews were eager to try something different. All the pilots loved any
form of stick time, but milk runs up and down from the surface of various
worlds got old fast. Then there was the long wait in between, months in hyper.
This was something different, something interesting.


Unfortunately
it was also something these cargo haulers weren't really built to do. He should
have sent a maintenance boat out but Captain Chambers didn't want them out of
his sight. Both boats were busy tearing into the station now. Kiev had shuttle
1 as over watch for her work crews and the crews out on the station hull.


“We
really need another shuttle,” Barry said, glancing at his copilot.


The
Veraxin's mandibles chittered. “You're telling me?” he asked after a moment.


“Just
sayin,” Barry said with an uncomfortable shrug as he racked the mike. The mike
was attached to the ceiling with a bungee cord. He liked this system over using
a wireless headset sometimes. It made him feel like an old Earth trucker.


“Are
you going to do something about it?” the Veraxin asked.


Barry
grunted, jiggling the yoke a little. They were on autopilot, both of them
really didn't need to be sitting up and watching. But there really wasn't
anything else to do other then sit and read or talk.


He
frowned in thought. The yellow bus was now making the runs between the station
and the ship. It was tight quarters for some but fortunately a short trip. “I
dunno. I've got crews working on the other shuttles but I just don't know.”
Each of the shuttles had had a minor overhaul recently. They couldn't afford to
have any of the craft down for long right now. He was going to have to talk to
someone soon; there wasn't any slack in the system. And what were they going to
do when Kiev went to the planet? They needed all four shuttles there after all.
So then what? Leave the boats? But what about... well technically the station
didn't really need a shuttle if there was nothing to shuttle too. But he'd
still find out. They also needed a shuttle on over watch in case of a Dutchman.


“Yup,
we definitely need another shuttle,” Barry sighed, sitting back in his seat.
He'd have to look into picking one up from the station. They had to have one
right?


“Or
two. Or three. I wonder what kinds though?” Ger'kuk asked with a hand gesture.


Barry
rubbed his jaw. “You know, that's a good question. Do we have any specs on
other shuttles?”


“I've
got some spec sheets on a tablet. I like to look over them while using the
facilities.”


“You
mean you like to drool over them while taking a crap. I get it,” Barry smiled.
Human males were still into ogling sexy material of one sort or another... or
reading mags. Veraxins tended to stick to the e-mags and spec sheets. He didn't
really see the appeal, they were better for trying to get to sleep then trying
to... well... you know!


He
came to a decision. What the hell, there was nothing better to do right now.
“You know what; send me what you've got. The specs I mean. We'll look over
them. Hell, we've got nothing better to do. We've got what? Eight hours before
we reach the first turn over?” he asked checking the clock again. Yup, right
around eight hours and five minutes.


“I'll
get the material,” the Veraxin chittered, clearly excited. He climbed out of
his saddle and moved off in between the seat and then off to the back. Barry
watched him go and then smirked a little. Professional eyes turned their
attention to the readouts for a brief check. Everything was green. It was weird
seeing the shuttle like that, in the green. He'd lived his entire life with
only one or two systems ever getting into the green. None ever stayed for long
that way though. It was nice seeing everything running smooth for once.


He
even had a work crew on Kiev now. He had a dozen maintenance techs now. He
hadn't gotten his hands dirty in weeks. Hell he should be back there,
overseeing them rather than out here playing in the outer dark. He shook his
head, hearing the noises of rustling behind him. Apparently the tablet with the
specs on it had been misplaced. Typical. Ger'kuk did it all the time. He
snorted in soft amusement and then looked out to the star filled void beyond.


Of
course selling the powers that be on making more shuttles would get
interesting. He only had a couple of hours when he got back before Kiev was
scheduled to leave too. He'd planned on some rack time for then. Damn. If he
really wanted to do this he'd have to get a proposal roughed out and off now so
they could spend hours on end bitching about it before making a decision.
Wonderful. Now he hated the task.


Ger'kuk
waved an upper arm. The tablet was in his pincer. “Got it,” he said moving in
between the seats to climb onto his saddle. “I want a Avatar One oh five niner.
She's hot.”


“Ah...”
Barry blinked as the Veraxin showed him the image on the tablet screen. It was
huge if he was reading the scale right. A lifting body, but big enough to park
this shuttle in its cargo bay!


“Are
you nuts? We can't fit that in the Kiev! Damn! That's as big... shit! Let me
see that!” he said, reaching for the tablet.


Barry
took the tablet from the chitter laughing Veraxin and then pursed his lips and
started thumbing through the index. There were dozens, no hundreds of designs.
Wow! “Time to go shopping,” he murmured.


 


The
teams of workers find all sorts of parts in parts cages all over the station.
Some were in formerly inaccessible areas; some were in areas that the Dilgarth
had occupied. Now they were running new inventories and assigning a bot or
person to look after the goods until they can be moved to a central location or
distributed and used.


Of
course any useable food stores had been used a long time ago. Either by the
sentient or semi-sentient survivors or by the all too numerous pests on the
station. Vermin control was an issue still. Traps had been laid out but only a
few of the damn rats had been caught. The things were too smart. Now that the
Dilgarth were in stasis and the tribes were mostly eating from the food
replicators the vermin had nothing to keep them in check. Their populations
were expanding fast. That wasn't good they cleared out entire cargo areas in
days if left unchecked.


Of
course they had a lot of places to check. The food was gone of course. That
left the packaging and other materials for the food stores and the various
parts and equipment overlooked by the tribes. Since none of it was in any of
the surviving databases the objects had to be scanned and inputted back into
the computer in a tedious labor intensive task of taking inventory.


It
was a simple matter to train a few people to scan barcodes into the computer
with a hand held scanner. Some of the tribesmen resent the implication that
they were simpletons, but the resentment is ignored. Many want to run around
with guns and Stane is adamantly refusing that request.


Of
course a lot of the parts were either unusable or useless for repairing the
station. Those that were judged as such ended up being recycled.  This added to
their meager supply of material for the replicators. It was a small drop in the
bucket but every little bit helped. Especially since the materials were already
refined and processed.


Irons
even used parts of the station for material in order to keep things
progressing. If a section of the station is severely damaged and wasn't going
to be used or rebuilt anytime soon it is stripped, sealed off, and then the air
is pumped out. They will deal with it when they have the time and resources.


 


O'Mallory
and Numiria weren't amused that their girlfriend Teela had made the jump to the
station with Adam her boyfriend, and their families. The blonde Adam Prince was
a nice guy, but he was a bit flighty even though he was built like a hunk from
one of her romance novels. He certainly had nice pecks anyway. 'For a human
that is' Numiria said at their last lunch date.


The
entire Prince family had made the jump actually. Randor and Marlena had been
asked to look into a manufacturing center and a security situation on the
planet and were now getting ready to investigate things there. They were
planning on taking Teela's mustached dad Duncan along for support. According to
the grapevine the border city of Eternia was being raided by a biker gang led
by a guy named Keldor and some beast man. 


Duncan
and Randor would have their hands full with the gang. From the sound of it
Keldor was a tough cookie; he wore a skull helmet all the time and had the
people in the area scared out of their wits.


Marlena
was one of their better pilots even if she was a bit old. She'd surrendered her
position to Barry when she'd retired but apparently now she was planning on
taking a hand in setting up the space port near Eternia. Go figure.


Yesterday
Marlena had taken the four of them to the planet in a restored long ranged
shuttle she'd found in the station. She was supposed to drop them off and then
come back loaded with gear. Since Marlena rarely ever left Randor's side these
days O'Mallory was fairly certain she wouldn't come back.


Adam
was already making noises to follow along behind them. He'd moped about the
station for a while. Until he met a new friend exploring the station. When he
had heard his parents were in over their heads he had talked to his new side
kick, a young green and orange tiger named Kringer of all things. Apparently
the two had hit it off pretty well in some sort of confrontation in the
unexplored part of the station, much to the disgust of Teela. Kringer and Adam
were now inseparable.


O'Mallory
snorted. Okay, so she could see the appeal, she understood why Teela didn't
want to leave her dad behind, still it irked her to lose one of her
girlfriends, O'Mallory thought darkly. They'd lost over four thousand five
hundred people; she felt a pang of remorse over all the emptiness in the ship.
Damn near five really, and another seven or eight hundred were talking about
going. Half the sleepers who had awakened had jumped ship. If Numiria and her
hyena hubby jumped she'd be in a pickle.


She'd
expected them to, the hyena Lobo would be in his glory on the station; it was a
giant trash heap after all. She'd find out later what the deal was.


“Heard
about Teela,” Numiria said, coming up behind her and goosing her. O'Mallory
spun, surprised.


“What
are you doing here?” she asked, rubbing her sore rear. Figures Numiria would
know what she had been thinking about.


The
jackal smirked, wrinkling her muzzle and twitching her long ears. “Just figured
I'd stop by and let you know you can't get rid of me that easily,” she replied.


O'Mallory
eyes her suspiciously. “You reading my mind? They teach you some new trick in
all that sleep teaching?”


The
jackal laughed, shaking her head. She was relaxed, mainly because despite her
workload she had scheduled plenty of downtime for sleep teaching and was pretty
religious about keeping that time period and not interrupting it. Her gold
earrings chimed. “No silly, you are too easy to read. I just thought I'd let
you know Lobo's happy here. We're even talking about having pups now that we
can.”


“Figured
it out?”


“Well...
sort of. I talked with...” she looked around to the amused engineers around
them. “You know, I'll talk about it later.”


“Over
lunch?” O'Mallory asked.


The
jackal smiled as her ears flicked forward. “Deal. Usual place and time?”


“Deal,”
O'Mallory said with a nod of approval. The news made her feel elated. It was
like the sun had crested the horizon of that distant blue marble and a great
weight had been lifted from her chest. Her eyes pricked a little in relief.


“Great
then. See you then,” Numiria said leaving.


O'Mallory
watched her go, feeling a glow of relief. She rubbed at her stinging eyes and
then sniffed. It felt good that her best friend was sticking around. There had
been a lot of changes since the admiral had shown up. She wasn't sure she liked
some of them but some she loved. Apparently she had to take the good with the
bad and move on.


“Yvonne,”
she said turning to her assistant. Yvonne waved from across the room. She was
still dealing with her grief but she seemed to be getting a handle on it more
and more. At least she hadn't turned into a complete mess, just a minor one.
She was slightly bitter over the events on the station but seemed to be coping.
“Check on the drive one more time. I think we'll be heading out soon so we need
to be sure. I don't want any egg on our face if something goes wrong.”


“Yes
chief,” Yvonne replied with a nod.


“Right
then,” she said turning. Yvonne she knew she wasn't going to lose anytime soon.
The woman had a deep hatred of the station itself now. It was weird, Yvonne was
bitter over the loss of her son but didn't blame the people she blamed the
station itself. Go figure, she thought. “We've still got a hole to fill in
graveyard shift I think. George has a couple of iffy spots. Any prospects?” she
asked, reigning in her wandering thoughts to focus on what was important.


“I...
you know I'll get back to you on that,” Yvonne said, tapping her chin with her
index finger as she thought.


“Do
that. In the meantime let's see if we can track down Lobo and overhaul the
recycler plant on deck four again. I'm getting more complaints of a noxious
smell. Then we'll work on the control runs to the aft shield emitters. They are
still a little hinky and I don't like that...”


 


There
was a meeting with the tribal elders over jobs later that evening. The station
council was not very sympathetic as each tribal elder took a turn to lay out
their collective viewpoint. Romeo was civil; Juliet tried to be the peace
maker. Y'ru wasn't happy about the direction things were trending towards and
seemed to be the aggressive spokesman. 


Politics
were rearing their ugly head Irons realized. The station council was now
asserting its control, flexing its muscles in a display to get everyone's
attention. The tribes really deserved a say in their future, he realized that.
He wondered if some of the council members did as well. Most remained quiet,
allowing Fu or D'red or someone else talk.


He
looked around the council room, taking a head count. Doctor Trask was constantly
busy now and was apparently going to miss the meeting again. The Berkhearts
were here since it is a human resource problem. Averies was there but looking
decidedly bored. He had data scrolling on a holo behind him, rude but an
obvious statement that he had other more important things to be doing with his
time.


Kenny
Kennet was a sycophant of the Fu's. He'd kiss their ass and vote whatever they
told him to do, like half of the rest of the council. He liked to fawn over the
Fu's though which apparently disgusted some. Irons wondered sometimes if it
stroked Fu's ego. None of the AI were present. Myers wasn't there again either.



Doctor
Trask and Myers had been missing a lot of meetings lately. Both for their own
reasons, but it was annoying sometimes. Trask he could understand, she was a
doctor and that was a vital service. But Myers sulked if science wasn't on the
agenda... Which normally it wasn’t. If it was, he dominated the discussion,
laying out his point of view and then browbeating the others into following
along. Or at least tried to do so anyway, most would be nice to his face but
then vote their conscious in a secret ballot. He'd seethe and sulk for the
following day getting little if nothing done.


The
AI had their own reasons for being busy. Dealing with organics was tedious for
some, what organics hashed out in hours a group of AI could hash out and reach
consensus on in microseconds. He didn't blame them for missing this even if
they did have the spare cycles to attend. No doubt they were auditing the
meeting with a bot though. He wished he could but he had to put the actual face
time in. Again another aspect of politics he hated.


He
listened with half an ear, absently studying the tribal elders. Each of the
leaders had a second with them, a witness or exec, he wasn't sure which. All of
them were dressed in green station uniforms but didn't look completely
comfortable in them just yet. Juliet was wearing her hair up in a pony tail and
had a necklace of Dilgarth teeth. Romeo had a Dilgarth claw knife belted to his
right hip but didn't have the necklace of teeth he had sported when he and
Irons had first met.


Y'ru
had a headdress on, one made up of feather's he'd picked up from somewhere. The
headdress was old. It took Irons about a minute to finally realize it's origin.
When he did he snorted softly. It was a chorus girl headdress from one of the
casinos. The Veraxin must have inherited it at some point. He wore it like a
bonnet, with Dilgarth talon claw knives belted on bandoliers across his upper chest.


His
practiced eyes studied the weapons. Of course they were useless against the
cybers but that wasn't really the point was it? To the cybers they were
contemptible, weapons which they as pacifists hated. To the tribes they were
links to their heritage. The disconnect was a big one there. Of course some of
the cybers would use the presence of weapons against them.


Fu
quietly but firmly pointed out that the tribes were uneducated and therefore
were given only tasked they can reasonably understand and perform. “Menial
tasks are the best way to prove what you can do. Obviously if you cannot handle
such simple tasks you are not ready for more responsibility.” He can be such a
pompous ass Irons realized, watching him sit there on a cushion, arms folded before
him.


Nettled
the tribal leaders were ready to object before the admiral interjected to
smooth things over. “The path to knowledge can begin at any stage of life,”
Irons pointed out. All eyes turn to him. “I suggest you...” he indicated the
tribal leaders and then the council. “We invest in additional education
for the tribes along with more sleep teaching headsets. Meanwhile the tribal
elders should encourage their people to learn more. Also human resources can
look into finding small assistant jobs to let your people grow into positions
of authority over time,” he suggested looking at the Berkhearts. Both nodded to
him. “Let them see the job and what it entails as an assistant, learn what is
required, and then slowly shoulder more of the responsibility.”


“That
is a wise idea,” Y'ru nodded signally second level agreement. “I know of
several positions where one of our people could take over and free up the
person doing the job for other tasks.”


“Please
send a list to the Berkhearts,” the admiral smiled, nodding to Sid and Emily.
Both nodded back but were noncommittal.


Doctor
Trask arrived in a swirl of light. She apologized softly as she took her seat.
“Sorry I was late. I noted the topic of discussion and thought I'd put my two
credits worth in,” she said, nodding a bow to those in the room.


“What's
that?” Sid asked, leaning forward to see her.


Doctor
Trask cocked her head. “Well, I think we need more routine medical checks and
Ident implants.” She glanced at Sid and then looked expectantly to the elders.


The
tribal elders were clearly disturbed by the suggestion at first. Romeo scowled.
Juliet looked at him and then to Y'ru.


 Doctor
Trask noted the resistance and smiled politely. “It is a relatively painless
exam. There is a blood test but that's the most pain you should get. The rest
is simple. A physical exam to see if there is anything wrong, if you feel pain
and where. Scans of your body to see if there is anything wrong. The scans are
with a machine outside your body, you've seen it,” she said indicating Y'ru. 


The
Veraxin nodded. His granddaughter had been scanned after being injured. He had
been present for it. A ring had scanned her leg and then a view of the interior
of her leg had shown up on a screen for all to see. “As far as the implant
goes, all you have to do is swallow a pill for the implant. You'll do fine,”
she told them waving a dismissive hand.


Resentment
over being treated as children lingered in the air and body language of the
tribal elders. They left wordlessly when the meeting ended. After the meeting a
few of the council talked about the resentment and how to deal with it. The
admiral listened with half an ear, uninterested. They were not interested in
his opinion lately anyway.


Lately
his opinion of the station council had soured. Some of the more pragmatic and
realistic people had turned over their positions to idealists or turned in a
proxy to the Fu's. That was annoying. He regretted leaving the station council
in place and actually nurturing them. He'd thought it would be a way to get the
other cybers to participate but now he regretted their interference.


He
wasn't a member of the council of course; he was an outsider without voting
powers. The Fu's and their peace-nicks had emphasized that as soon as the
station’s situation had finally stabilized and the council had formally
reconvened.


Of
course the tribes were seeing some of that as well. They weren't happy about
the situation and who could really blame them? They were being treated like
children. The more they expressed their resentment and complained or acted out
the more the peace-nicks pointed to that behavior as the reasons for why they
were treated as they were. It was a classic catch twenty two situation.


Eventually
the people from Kiev were going to twig to the fact that they had no
representation in the running of the station either. When that happened things
would really get interesting, the admiral thought with a half smile. Definitely
interesting and possibly ugly if the council handled things as they were
currently handling them... which meant poorly.


Sprite
talked to Irons through the HUD as he left the council room. “I honestly don't
think this is going to work out,” she said. Her internal projections were
nearly even, she projected that half of the tribes would assimilate into the
station. The other half would either become so resentful they would act out and
be marginalized or they would leave. Hopefully they would leave.


The
admiral shrugged. He was fairly certain that he was being monitored so tried to
keep his side of the conversation light. “It's a work in progress I admit. I
didn't expect everything to be perfect right out of the gate Sprite. Good
things take time, patience, and hard work to get them on track and keep them on
track.”


“I
still don't see it happening.”


He
paused in the ante room near the empty secretary's desk. He sighed after a
moment. “It won’t for some. Some are too wild, too set in their ways. I imagine
that some of the tribe will go to the planet eventually. They may be happier
there. Some will cling to their identity out of a need for stability. Others
will throw themselves into the system and will become depressed at how far
behind they are or will assimilate completely.”


“How
do you know this?” Sid Berkheart asked, interrupting the admiral. Irons looked
up as Berkheart appeared before him. The emitters the human resource manager
was using were out of alignment. There was a line and some fuzz in his center
torso. “Sorry, eavesdropping I know.” He held up his hands to indicate he
didn't mean to offend. His image flickered a bit.


Sprite
shot Irons a knowing look but he ignored it for now. He shrugged, cleared his
throat and then responded. “Not a problem Mister Berkheart. To answer your
question, psychology, training, and experience. From history I'll point out to
you the native Americans. From personal experience I'll point to what I've seen
in Pyrax.”


Sid
blinked. “Oh.”


Irons
rubbed his chin. “The tricky bit is to give the tribal leaders enough authority
to allay their fears of being marginalized and their resentment over being
supplanted by the council. Perhaps in time one or another can even join the
council?”


Sid
blinked at him a few times and then whistled softly. “Fu wouldn't like that.
It's possible though.” He was fairly certain that Fu would actively oppose such
a proposal. After all the tribes were barbaric, having to hunt and gather on
the station for most of their existence until Irons had arrived. Most of the
tribal leaders had been elected to their positions because they had either bested
their competition in battle or had bested more than one Dilgarth.


Romeo
sometimes wore a black hat festooned with the teeth and claws of the predators.
It reminded him of a hat an Australian wore in some ancient film series.
Something about crocodiles. Fu of course hated the hat and hated the display.


Juliet
occasionally wore a necklace of teeth and claws or had a claw attached to a
chain around her wrist. The tribes were proud of their heritage and clung to it
despite being provided modern clothing. That was another bone of contention
with the Fu's.


“I
know. You need to give them a say in their future or it will be a royal problem
for a long time. They live here too and have lived here for ages like you. They
unlike you did represent their people and their interests. It's hard to
grasp for both sides I think. But sometimes you have to deal with things as
they come and go. They need to understand limits and that they aren't going to
get everything they want all at once. It's just not possible.” He realized he
was flip flopping on the issue but couldn't help it. He understood both sides
of the argument.


“Something
Fu has said,” Sid responded with a tight lipped smile.


The
admiral nodded. “Then he of all people should understand. I think you are in
human resources; can you give some of the tribal leaders supervisor positions?
Assistant postings?”


“I
don't know.” The Berkhearts were still assimilating the changes and the new
personnel roster. They didn't have a true handle on the skill sets of many of
the people on the station. Obviously the Kiev had the better people, but they
were still woefully under trained compared to someone prior to the Xeno war.


It
would be nice to have someone from that time period. Well more anyway. They had
a couple of hundred sleepers but most were elderly or infirm. It galled him
that back before the Xeno war they had the pick of the litter, weeding out any
undesirables and focusing on those with the best pedigrees, the best education
and the highest levels of motivation and experience. Now they were left with
dregs.


“Please
consider it carefully. Also consider accelerating the educational initiatives.
That will also help in the long run,” the admiral said.


“I'll
certainly consider it,” Sid replied cautiously with a nod. He wasn't ready to
commit to the idea without first talking with Emily and a few of the others
though.


“Please
do. Good day,” Irons said with a polite nod as he left.


 


As
crews continued to do inventory, the shops and stores all over the station were
cleaned out. Yan Fu insisted on a hard count on everything that they take and
recycle. Irons was amused by the act but not amused at how it slowed the work
down. He couldn't really object so he shrugged it off.


He
didn't see the harm, but he didn't see the need either. Sure they could pay out
insurance money... or compensate the survivors if there were any. Currently
there were less than a dozen people on the station who might be owed
anything... all were cybers. Could that be it he wondered? No, none owned the
shops, he thought.


Perhaps
he intended to compensate the descendants of the survivors? Again that didn't
make sense. How could they tell who was owed what? Sure they could run a DNA
scan, but it would take months to sort it out, and seven hundred years of... no
that didn't make any sense either.


Of
course they had recently found a group of survivors in stasis pods. The pods
had been powered by their own emergency generator when the grid failed.
Apparently Draco had fed the pods power and refueled the generator whenever it
could. The people in the pods were having a rough time integrating with those
from this time period. He felt for them, he knew what they were going through
after all.


There
were a dozen sleepers; all were family members of some of the managers. Eight of
the 12 were kids under the age of puberty. That was a particular hard thing for
the staff to deal with. The kids were traumatized by the loss of their
families. Fortunately two of the older kids were teenage siblings of two of the
others and of course all the kids knew each other so they had someone to bond
to and help them adjust. Still it was going to be a rough ride knowing that
your world has been turned upside down and your family is gone.


Draco
had deleted the files about them on the net. They'd literally stumbled over
them when someone had traced a power line to an unmarked room. The tech had
found them and then had shaken like a leaf for some time. He'd later admitted
that he had been about to cut the power line until he'd decided on a whim to trace
it to see where it led.


Most
of the materials being recycled were consumer goods that they really didn't
need. Toys, furniture... electronics... anything that could be recycled and
wasn't needed was up for recycling right now. They could always make more
later. That had been how the tech had stumbled onto the line, he'd been tearing
apart the area.


Could
that be it? Irons thought. No, that didn't make sense either. He shrugged the
thought off and went back to work.


 


Howi
and Shari were a pair of neochimps who had run with the tribes. They were from
different tribes, Howi was from the Juliet tribe, and Shari had come from the
Romeo tribe. 


Until
a few years ago both had been members of the Juliet tribe, last survivors of
their species. They were distant cousins; their parents had died of a fever
when they were young. The two of them had been brought up as siblings at one
point before a teenage Howi had left to join the Romeo tribe.


They
were two of the only neochimps on the station right now, other than that guard
guy 'what's his name'. He was a weird one, he'd married a neo gorilla bigger
then he was, Howi thought.


For
the past several years Howi had been a hunter, picking off the occasional
Dilgarth or prey animal to protect or support his tribe. He'd tried to court
Shari but she rebuffed his clumsy advances for a long time.


Shari
didn't like it that she and Howi were an item, it just sort of worked out that
way a few months ago. Howi was a good guy, he wasn't a total slob, but she
didn't like having to be forced to choose. Social pressure in the tribe had
done it, pushing them together. No human male would pick her over a human
female after all. She'd thought about approaching the other simian couple but
they had some weird things going on. A monogamous relationship it seemed,
something unusual in chimp society. She didn't like the idea of butting in and
possibly ruining it for both of them. She also didn't know how Howi would react
and didn't really want to find out. He could be viscous when he got mad.


 Now
they were trying to live in a now uncertain world.  They were even getting an
apartment together soon. She wasn't sure about that. Howi was barely adequate
in bed, but to live with the chump? 


She
loved the guy as a brother but barely tolerated him as a lover when they first
got together. Hormones, she kept telling herself, that's what caused it.
Hormones and a lack of options.  That and fire, they both had a love of flame.
She seriously didn't want to have a kid with the guy. She definitely didn't
want to spend the rest of her life with him. Now she saw the world had
options and she chafed under his smothering touch.


Of
course they had some things in common other then species. Howi had always loved
fire. Shari had a healthy respect for it. He'd loved playing with it; her fear
had been a bit of a turn on. His lack of fear had her mixed up. On the one hand
it was brave and macho. On the other it was suicidal and stupid. But damn it
looked cool, especially when you were stoned on hooch. 


Howi
had gotten into welding and cutting after a witnessing a welder at work while
he was clearing debris. That had a lot of the tribesmen bitter, they were stuck
on clean up details and shit work. He had talked the welder into showing him
how it's done during a lunch break. He hooked up with the weld team, taking in
classes as much as possible.


He
had found an old welding rig a long long time ago. As a kid he'd played with
the plasma torch until the fuel had run out. It had been a mesmerizing
experience, just staring into the flame. Now he dug it out and had it refueled.
Shari reluctantly followed along. It wasn't like she had anything better to do,
and cleaning crap wasn't something she wanted to spend the rest of her days
doing.


Shari
had found out a long time ago that she's more detail oriented then her chimp
partner. Howi is stronger of course, he's larger then her and is far more
aggressive but he has a short attention span and an even shorter fuse when
things went wrong. She used that to her advantage sometimes, flattering him
with comments about his strength to butter him up to do the heavy lifting. He
of course liked to show off. A few expressions of the cold shoulder when he
took his ire out on her had wizened him up a bit. He knew better then to go off
the deep end around her. 


Still,
she preferred using the carrot over the stick; it's mutually beneficial after
all. She is part Bonobo so he knew where his showing off will eventually lead.
He had to admit, her approach to sex was a great tranquilizer. He felt rested
and less aggressive with her along.


Of
course from Shari's perspective he'd gotten a little better and a little worse
in his love making. She'd had a hell of a time training him in bed. Half the
time he wanted to sleep the moment he popped, sometimes collapsing on top of
her and snoring. That was annoying, the big oaf was heavy!


When
Joe the super in their sector heard of their interest in welding he had both of
them transferred to the welding teams. They had worked as apprentices for a
week before striking out on their own on small easy jobs. Both had volunteered
for the first group to undergo sleep teaching so they picked up the class work
easily. It was the hands on that took time, that and dealing with people on a
day to day basis and remaining civil.


Every
day is a new challenge, one that both were opening up to. Just having a steady
diet of good food was an eye opening experience for some. The real thing, the
real awe inspiring thing is the education. The tribes had passed on information
through hands on training and oral traditions over the centuries. They weren't
stupid, they had just been deprived of things the oldsters took for granted in
their time. Things they had overlooked or things they had taken for granted.
Now that was changing.


 


As
education became more important and word of more investment in repairing the
schools reached the ship's net teachers, retirees, parents with interests in a
different future for their kids, and many former sleepers made the jump to the
station in order to help and to start a new life. Some insist it was temporary.
Some made the move because their spouses or families had jobs on the station or
because they wanted to be a part of the El Dorado.


Of
course their sudden decision had consequences, mainly delaying Kiev's departure
again. The first week there was a great deal of teething issues as both
students and teachers settled into their new roles. For some it was the same
position but with new tools and a new class room. For others it was a
completely alien experience that they had no framework to base their actions
on. 


The
teaching didn't make an immediate impact of course but it did sooth some of the
resentment. Integrating the nearly feral tribal children into the Kiev's child
population made more than one parent nervous. There were some disciplinary
issues with the students but it was handled in house or between the teachers
and parents.


Admiral
Irons took a hand in teaching some of the adult classes right from the
beginning. He tried to limit his involvement to one or two classes a day,
tapping Savo to teach self defense classes while he focused on the advanced
engineering courses. He had a lot on his plate however so he sometimes had to
switch with other volunteers if there was a scheduling conflict.


That
wasn't all bad, sometimes he would get Proteus to stand in if he was jacked in,
or O'Mallory or one of the other engineers would make a guest appearance. The
shifting focus of teachers brought a unique but sometimes confusing and
conflicting perspective of the subject matter to the students.


Doctor
Kraft helped with the set up of the medical institute before he joined the
others in setting up implant procedures and advanced medicine. They planned to
reopen one of the full hospitals as soon as possible. Apparently Doctor Kraft
had decided to remain on the station much to Doctor Numiria's chagrin.


Doctor
Tyler made a lot of noise over the college. He was interested in starting the
college and becoming the dean and made no secret of it with his campaigning for
the position. That amused quite a few people. It also opened their eyes to the
possibilities of advancement.


 


Ralphie
and Alice were the first of the second wave to jump ship and set up a store on
the station a few days after the schools were announced. Ralphie opened a pub
near the center of the station right away and appropriately named it Ralphie's
bar and grill. Alice is amused by the pretentious name but went along with it.
The bar was quite large, multitiered with brass all over the place and a small
bowling alley that she was keenly interested in trying but never seemed to get
the time.


She
did however keep him on his toes, making them shop for an apartment close to
the bar. She also had a firm hand in decorating the place, not that they could
do much right now. Resources were strictly limited. It was all they could do to
get their beloved ancient still over from Kiev.


Their
adult son was now managing the bar on Kiev, and having fun renovating the
place. Ralphie had spent several days muttering darkly over all the changes
before his daughter-in-law to be Breia had smiled at him and sweetly told him
that he wasn't going to be around to see them anyway. Their wedding was set for
just before the Kiev was scheduled to leave dock, allowing the parents to
attend. Ronald slipped them some stuff every once and a while to keep them
happy.


Alice
quietly but firmly had to sit Ralphie down and explain to him that he's going
to be a dad just as soon as he can get a certain something “unfixed”. This had
him puffed up for several days, strutting about and hitching his belt up. Alice
smirked and rolled her eyes at his chest beating.


 


Captain
Chambers and chief O'Mallory were excited by everything going on. Chambers
wasn't sure what to do with his ship, he wasn't ready to leave just yet and
they hadn't come through on rebuilding the systems on the ship. Blur negotiated
to run people from the planet to the station. Of course the station or the
planet would supply the fuel. Chambers was amused by this but went along with
it. He could always back out later he knew.


O'Mallory
was excited about repairing the station almost as much as she was rebuilding
her ship. With the additional time they were spending in Antigua space she and
her crews were taking the most advantage of it as they could, replacing and
rebuilding everything they could get their hands on. With any luck half the
hull will be shiny new plate by the time they hyper out. And most of the
primary systems would have had a major overhaul, something she'd wanted done
for a while. 


Part
of their new contract was that the admiral would make himself available to
answer questions and to replicate any parts that were needed. The admiral
didn't seem to mind, he gladly conferenced with them or flew over to the ship
to do the occasional hands-on, when explaining over the net didn't work.


 


Irons
sat with the others at the council room. The council room had been cleaned, but
it was still in need of a few minor repairs. Still it was much better than the
rat infested cobweb covered room it was a few weeks ago. They had even managed
to get the mold stains off the ceiling and wall.


“Admiral,
why do you need all this metal?” Sid asked. Irons toyed with his stylus. The
meeting had become dull and routine, really just rehashing the same matters
from yesterday and the day before.


Sprite
flashed a light on his HUD. He grunted. “Sorry woolgathering,” he looked up and
then down to his empty coffee cup. “Metals?” he asked.


“Yes,
you want quite a bit,” Sid said.


“Not
that we don't need them to repair things,” Myers muttered. Sid turned on his
cohort but Myers just smiled.


“Hmmm,
well, we of course need them for the basic repairs, structural, but also to
complete the dome,” Irons said before Sid and Myers could go at it. They tended
to needle each other when things ran long and he didn't need to listen to it.


“The
dome?” Fu asked, stroking his beard.


“Yes.
You've done admirably to set up the dome over what, forty percent of the
necessary surface before the station went dark?” he asked looking at Myers and
Averies. The avatars nodded.


“Thirty
nine percent,” Averies replied. “But a lot of it leaks. It was a patch job,” he
said.


“Hastily
done and ill thought out,” Fu murmured.


Sid
gave him a dirty look. “You pointed it out before.”


“And
I was right,” Fu murmured again, still stroking his beard. “It is a waste of
time.”


“I
don't think so,” Irons replied. Fu's hand stilled. “With power at a premium
setting up the dome is a necessity. It can of course be built out of clear
materials or metal. Metal is of course easier and much more abundant. Or we
could mix and match the two. Either way having the added protection is good for
the station.”


“We
no longer have a power crisis,” Kennet said with a slight upturned lip. “We
also do not need to divert the resources to such a mundane task. Those
sections will not be occupied for years.”


Irons
glanced at the attorney. “It will be years before this station is fully fueled
and manned. But putting the ground work in now is important.”


“I
predict we will have quite the run on the station for some time,” Sid said.
“Our population will most likely double or even triple monthly for the next
several years,” he said with a satisfied smile. “At least until the novelty
wears off,” he admitted.


“As
long as the jobs, education, and medical services are here yes,” Emily agreed
with a nod to her husband.


“We
shall hold a vote on this project,” Fu finally said.


“Wait,”
Sid said. “Shouldn't we call the Stewards in on this?” He sent an IM to them
but it bounced back do not disturb.


Fu's
eyes gleamed. “I do not see why, I hold their proxy's in their absence.”


“Yes
but they have been behind the dome from the start!” Emily said. “Damn it Fu you
know they want this!” she said.


“You
could table the vote until they are available,” Irons suggested. He was fairly
certain now where this was going to lead.


Fu's
eyes gleamed. “I see no need. It is as you said important to deal with the
issue now, not let it linger,” Fu said. “As chairman I call a vote,” he said
sitting up straight. “Seconded?” he asked formally, looking at his wife. She
nodded. So did Kennet.


“Secret
ballot,” Sid said desperately. Fu shook his head. Sid's lips pursed in an angry
line. He shot Irons an apologetic look. Irons shrugged.


“All
in favor?” Fu asked. A few hands were raised, including Irons. From his
perspective it was about even for the cybers. There were only fifteen people in
the room including him.


“Admiral
you are not part of this council so you do not have a vote,” Fu reminded him.


“News
to me,” Irons grunted, sitting back and putting his hand down.


“All
those opposed?” Fu asked. The vote was even. “And it is decided. The vote is
against, fifteen to seven.”


“Wait;
there are fourteen in the room...” Sprite interjected, appearing behind the
admiral. She scowled at Fu.


“The
proxy's,” Sid said with a scowl of his own. “He can vote them however he
wants.”


“Of
course when the Stewards find out they will not be happy,” Emily said. Fu gave
her a cold look and then settled back onto his cushion as if the matter didn't
concern him.


“New
business,” he murmured, waving to his wife who was acting as the council
secretary. She bowed slightly.


“Moving
on,” she murmured. “We have to decide on which power plant to focus our efforts
on next...”


 


“Can
you believe that guy?” Sprite growled between gritted teeth as Irons walked
back to his room. He wasn't happy about the vote; it said ominous things about
the future if the trend continued. Did they even think of what that sort of
vote would mean to the man on the street? The people actually repairing the
station? It was a backhanded slap at them as well, telling them their safety
and comfort didn't matter!


“I
think Fu did it to put me in my place more than over the subject,” Irons
replied as Sprite seethed.


“Oh?”
she asked.


“Yes.
That little crack about how my vote doesn't matter.”


“Really.
You are the senior officer in the room. The senior Federation representative!”


Irons
shook his head. “And none of that apparently matters. I don't know what Fu's
agenda is but I'm being marginalized.” He didn't like it that Fu directed him
on his efforts and then had counseled him on getting the station underway and
moving towards it's Lagrange point soon.


“Is
this going to be a problem?” Sprite asked.


“If
I can get the station online and then dive into the naval projects no.”


“I've
been a bit tied up in the software repairs. Have you had any interest in
joining the navy?” Sprite asked hopefully. She checked the log and then her
hopes quickly faded.


He
shook his head. “No.”


“What
about the Warners?” Sprite asked after digesting that simple negative. Both
Warners were on the station and assets to the Kiev community. Both had some
engineering experience and since they could now jack in they were invaluable.
However they had limited energy and frequently needed to take a break.


“No.
They haven't volunteered to return to duty and I haven't pressed them on it.”


“Should
you?” Sprite asked as he rounded a corner and nearly bumped into a pair of
workers. He sidestepped them without a word and then nodded politely as he
continued on his way.


“No.
Both are elderly and infirm with major medical issues. The Ensign has brain
damage and may not be able to function. I believe they have volunteered here on
the station but they can barely keep up with the load. Asking them to put on
their uniforms once more...”


“Do
you think they would like the opportunity?” Sprite asked softly.


“I
don't know. Since neither have picked up on any of the light hints I've dropped
in their company I doubt it. You know the rules about fraternizing as well.”


“In
the same chain of command? That hardly... oh...”


He
nodded. “Yes. Oh. If they did return to active duty they would have to be split
up. I don't think they want that. After being married for so long...” he
shrugged helplessly.


“You'd
think they'd want a break from each other,” Sprite joked.


“Maybe.
Some draw comfort from being together. Their relationship is quite tight knit.
I'm afraid if I pressed them they would resign,” he responded.


“Reserve
status?” Sprite suggested.


The
admiral cocked his head, clearly considering the option. “Possibly. Right now
that is how I am looking at them as. At least until things settle down. In time
we can address the situation. What I'd like to do is draw them into doing
things a bit more, if only to help transition them into more powerful
positions.”


Sprite
nodded. “All right, I'll put it on your to do list.”


“Cute,”
Irons replied. “How goes the net repairs?”


“Slow.
Hardware isn't a bottleneck, it's the software. Replicators only keep firmware
programs for basic equipment, and of course they tend to be out of date over
the design life of the equipment. Prime's replicators were a few cycles behind
on their updates.”


“Lovely.”


“So
I'm patching and patching and patching,” Sprite sighed. “I've also had to write
drivers since some of the equipment wasn't designed to work with each other.
That's always fun. Throw in the other AI on the net and the cybers scooping up
new space whenever it becomes available...”


“Wait
what?” Irons asked, pausing.


“You
didn't know about that?” Sprite asked.


“No,
but now I'm wondering why,” he said.


“Oh,
well, I might...” she paused. “Yes I did. I did tell you, you just weren't
listening. It seems the cybers have virtual homes on the net. They use a lot of
processing power and memory to support. Now that more processor banks and
memory is coming online... they tend to fight over it.”


He
frowned. “Lovely. Not a council item?”


“First
come first serve. They ignore the council directives I assume. For a group of
reputed pacifists they tend to get rather brutal and final when they battle
over virtual turf too.”


“Interesting,”
he muttered.


“Tell
me about it,” Sprite sighed.


 


Doctor
Myers tended to pick an argument with Sprite, Gwen, and Riff constantly. He
wanted to bring the science facilities online and restart old projects despite
the council's restrictions on the effort. He had been shifting resources to the
project, taking them away from more vital projects before the Taurens caught on
and slapped his hand. They had tried to bring Irons in on it but he was busy.
The council was out of session for the week and they weren't sure how to handle
the situation.


Sprite
had to be called in to mediate the situation. They explained the situation in
short blunt statements, radiating anger the entire time. She was exasperated
with Doctor Myers and his timing. Finally she handed him over to Lieutenant
Taylor Warner when they started to argue in circles. She needed to get back to
work repairing the AI and attending to her own duties. Taylor needed a break
from the heavy workload.


Myers
wasn't at all happy about being shuffled off to one person after another. He
took his resentment out on Warner.


Warner
listened as Myers unloaded his resentment and then gave a heartfelt appeal to
the advancement of civilization. It didn't fall onto deaf ears like he thought
it would though.


Lieutenant
Warner pointed out that they do not want to stop scientific advancement, they
just want to get the priorities straight. “It's more important to have a
functional station now than to have tons of research data and everyone is dead
doctor.”


Myers
scowled stubbornly. “But...”


“We're
not saying it won’t be done doctor. What I'm saying, what they are
trying to say, is you have to crawl before you can run, walk, or in your case
fly. It would be very bad if oh say an accident interrupted your work correct?”
The doctor scowled but nodded grudgingly. “Or if there was an interruption to
power or data right? The important thing is to lay the groundwork first, to get
those things sorted out and then go from there. To build the network of
computers and scientific equipment you need gradually over time. Can you focus
on the data you do have? And the data coming in? Start there?”


Myers
was mulish. He glared at the organic. Warner cocked an eyebrow at him, ignoring
the threat display. He'd seen it all before after all so it didn't faze him.
Threats from a noncorporeal being didn't bother him in the slightest. “I know
you have quads of data doctor. You are also getting data on the people on the
station, material sciences from the material and how it held up over time and
under load. You are also getting data on any asteroids we pick up; you can
compare it to the initial survey. You will also have other projects. We're not
saying it can't or won’t be done, we're saying prioritize,” he said. “In other
words use what you've got.”


Myers
went into a speech about how the first space race spawned all sorts of
scientific and technological advances. And how the search for the Higgs Boson
by Cern in the twentieth and twenty first centuries spawned the first Terran
internet, cloud computing, research advances in understanding and fighting
cancers and a ton of other things. “Cern's investment was ten billion dollars
over twenty years! Think of what we can achieve now!”


“I
know doctor. I know,” Warner smiled politely. “We're not saying it can't be
done soon, just not right this second. Please focus on the station integrity
and what data you have.”


“But...
but the data is corrupted! It's missing files and entire sections... it's next
to useless with holes in it!” Myers said sounding pathetic


Warner
shrugged. “It is a starting point doctor. You can use it to work out a system
correct? And you can use it and other small projects to train assistants
correct?” Warner asked.


“Assistants?”


“You
weren't planning on doing everything on your own right?” Warner smiled again.
He spread his hands to indicate the station. He knew damn well that wasn't the
case. Myers wasn't the type to do his own heavy lifting, at least not for long.
Gathering data and processing it was grad student work. “I know a couple of
people, who thought of themselves as amateur scientists, came over from Kiev.
They couldn't do much research there and they are eager to work with you. There
may be more like minded people in the gangs. And once we start up the schools
again you can train and educate people. Nurture their interest.”


“But...
I was never into teaching,” Myers said sounding upset and off balance.


“If
not you than who? Someone has to take care of the next generation doctor,
nurture the seeds of tomorrow as one of my science teachers told me a long time
ago.”


Myers
blinked at him. Warner smiled. “No doctor I'm not one of those untutored hicks.
I do have a college degree. I am, or was a sleeper.”


Myers
face cleared. “Sorry, I forgot,” he mumbled.


“It's
okay,” Warner said, smiling a little. “We all tend to do that over time. What's
important is where we go from here. I suggest you think about it. Can you give
me an initial plan? Start small?”


“I
guess I got excited,” Myers admitted sounding a bit sheepish.


Taylor
nodded. “Commendable enthusiasm doctor. But let's see if we can at least get
you more computer space and memory. Maybe restore one of the science computer
cores? You could recover some data there. Maybe there are some projects that
are still on file but lost in the limbo of a flash drive?”


Myers
smiled politely. “I see what you are trying to do. Distracting me from my
goal.”


“It's
not so much a distraction as it is a side trip doctor. Hopefully a worthwhile
one. I can round up a couple of people to help out. I know a couple of the
tribal kids are interested in science, I bet they'd love to play gopher. Then
you can transfer your data to the cores freeing up space in the primary
mainframes.”


“I...
see,” Myers said with a reluctant nod. “I'll think... no I think we should go
with that for now. But the rest of the council will be told about this.
Reestablishing our research is important.”


“Indeed
it is doctor. I can't wait to see you and other scientists hard at work,”
Warner smiled. He picked up a tablet and made a note. “I'll go see if anyone is
available. I think we've found a couple of science facilities.”


“The
nearest is a material science department,” Myers admitted. “I think the people
that checked it out just did a cursory inspection though.”


“Then
we will need to go over it properly and set it to right,” Warner said with a
nod.


When
Myer's consciousness had retreated Sprite appeared whistling softly. “You
handled him well,” she said admiringly.


“A
little ego stroking and a sympathetic ear,” Warner said not looking at her. “I
dealt with his kind on assignment a few times. It helped that I had a couple of
college professors like that.”


“Oh.”


“Can
we free up some people to lend a hand with this project? I'm not talking about
a lot. A couple of...”


Sprite
nodded. She had kept a bot near to listen in. “The amateur scientists and a
couple of volunteers. A cleaning bot and a couple of other bots. I think we can
manage that but I'll have to run it past the Berkhearts. Throwing hundreds of
people and half the station's current resources at it no.”


“Start
small.”


She
nodded. “A seed like you said. Thank you. You are good at this.”


“For
now,” Warner sighed. He rubbed the small of his back. “I wish I had more time,”
he said.


“Time?”
Sprite asked confused.


Taylor
looked away. “Doctor Numiria confirmed something in my medical record. I have a
rare but terminal medical condition. A timed genetic disorder. It's why my
health has been failing.”


“I...”
Sprite looked at him uncertainly. “I don't know what to say lieutenant.”


“There
really isn't anything to say. I've got six months. I'm going to do what I can
in that time period. To help my wife, to help our son, and to help you and the
admiral.”


“You...”
Sprite felt helpless all over again.


He
turned to her, eyes intent. “We do what we can for the ones we care about. And
for the next generation. Remember that commander.”


“I
will,” she said softly and transferred out.


 


Fabric
extruders were found and were brought online with little difficulty. There were
warehouses filled with material and of course many of the quarters on the
station had clothing and other fabrics that could be recycled... A few had
unfortunately been breached by animals and had been used as shredded bedding,
but a few others had been stuck in vacuum. Running the material through the
extruder again gave them new fresh bolts to work with.


 The
crew received new uniforms over the course of a week just after the planet
called back. They took pride in it, or at least the people from Kiev do. The
people from the tribes like having new clean clothes but aren't sure about the
loss of their identity. When the shuttle pilots bring word back to Kiev a trade
ensued. At first it's low level, individuals wanting a new fresh outfit trading
for one with a bottle of hooch, a book file, or some other good or service.


Blur
ignored the trade until the captain's family became involved. Toni was
interested, but Cora was enthused. She asked for new material for everyone. The
captain, resigned to being bullied by Cora into it allowed the project to
proceed. They traded much needed fruits and vegetables plus seeds for the new
uniforms. He was amused when she took pride in his newly tailored fresh
uniform.


“It
is so much better to see everyone in fresh clean outfits! And ones that fit!”
Cora said with a smile. The tailor nodded, equally excited albeit exhausted.
She had been working flat out since the project started.


“Now
we need a set of formal wear!” she said when the tailor was finished with the
last set. Captain Chambers groaned until she glared at him.


“Yes
dear,” he said in mock resignation, trying hard not to roll his eyes in front
of her. Her hands had been smoothing his lapel; they froze as her eyes flashed.
He knew what was coming and flinched. She poked him anyway, making him grunt.


“Behave,”
she growled.


“Yes
dear,” he sighed.


“That's
better,” she said; glare softening into a telling smile. “Since we're getting
the clothing now I think we should just get the bedding and new drapes on the
planet. Which reminds me, when are we going?”


“Soon
dear. Just as soon as the ship is ready,” he replied as she tugged on the hem
of his coat. Not soon enough, Toni was still agitating to jump ship. So far
he'd talked her out of it because it was too dangerous. That argument was now
fading as more of the station came online. He wasn't sure what he could say to
dissuade her. Every once and a while he wondered if he had the right to try at
all. It was definitely something to talk to Cora about.
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A
month into getting the station online and things were looking up. Howi wasn't
happy about his recent trip to the infirmary though. He'd learned the hard way
to look away when grinding a weld.


Ralph
the machinist sleeper turned machine shop head steward on Kiev put in for more
safety glasses and safety equipment after hearing about someone getting a shard
in their eye while grinding a weld flat on the station. His delivery was
received with mixed amusement and resignation from the crews on the station.


His
acid comments about safety that went along with the package percolated through
the crew and then to the station. He'd done it before but it hadn't taken
apparently. It took someone getting injured before they stopped being lazy and
firmed up on discipline and safety. They would be firm for a while and then
become lax over time when nothing happened he realized. Irons reinforced the
safety lecture with his agreement and chagrin about not bringing it up sooner.
Gwen and Riff grumbled but reluctantly agreed it was necessary. It was better
to have people spend a couple hours learning to be safe over losing them for a
period of time to recover from something avoidable. Or losing them all together
if heaven forbid something even more serious happened.


Ralph's
intervention brought him to the attention of the station council. They tried to
entice him over but he wasn't interested until they shifted their focus to
Betty. Betty was interested in the job they offered, she had always been
interested in becoming an entertainment director. When she has a pillow talk
with him they both agree to make the move.


Chief
O'Mallory is seriously annoyed at the poaching. The competition for experienced
personnel is starting to get to her. Ralph however has a fix; he had spent the
past several weeks training up his replacement. O'Mallory grumbled but stopped
objecting when she noticed Betty and Ralph holding hands on their way to the
shuttle.


“Have
a nice life,” she told them with a nod. 


“We
intend to,” Betty told her over her shoulder with a smirk and twinkle. “Right
hon?”


“Definitely,”
Ralph replied with a smile to her.


 


On
Tuesday of week five since the station had come online there was a fire on the
station. It was the second fire since their arrival, but much more serious than
the first, involving several hundred meters of corridor this time. Only a
handful of people were trained to handle fire fighting at the time so it was a
dangerous situation. Not many fire fighting systems were online yet which
complicated the situation and escalated the danger quotient. Without a way to
contain it quickly Gwen had to evacuate the area and clear the atmosphere.
Vacuum sucked the oxygen out, killing the fire. The investigation was conducted
quickly to find out what went wrong.


It
turned out to be an electrical fire. Not really a surprise for most, the wiring
in the station was a jumbled mess. Throw in the damage and animals chewing here
and there and they were ripe for things like this. “We're going to have them,
that's the problem,” Irons replied when he heard the news. “I was actually
expecting more by now. We've been lucky.”


“Lucky?
Two hospitalized is lucky?” Gwen demanded. She didn't like it that they had an
acetylene tank explode. Someone had left it there when the fire broke out. If
she'd been on hand she would have yanked the damn thing. Four other people had
been treated for smoke inhalation and then released. They were lucky no one had
been killed.


“They
aren't dead right?” he asked. Gwen scowled. He spread his hands. “The best we
can do is examine how it happened and do our best to prevent it from happening
again. In other words learn from it. And yes I know, electrical fires are pretty
common on a station of this age and size. We can still try, and we can still
train our people on how to respond to one.” He was actually surprised they
hadn't had a plasma breach. Io 11 had its share of them when he had been
aboard.


“We
don't have...”


“We've
got the people. What about a mixed team?” Irons asked.


“What
do you mean?”


“I'm
talking about integrating some of the tribes into this. Tap a few. It's not
that hard. We can sleep teach some who are interested. They can learn to read
as well. It will socialize them and show them that we think they are important
enough to keep in important positions. Show them how to protect their home and
community. Show them and others that they can do important jobs.”


“I
have been hearing flack about that. That they are pretty much useless,” Sid
said. He'd obviously forgotten their last talk after that meeting with the
tribal elders, Irons thought with a scowl.


“And
there you go. I seem to recall some of you cybers were human resource people.
Do you think they can oh, say hunt around, find some jobs and match them up to
those not busy with something to do?” The admiral said pointedly. He tried to
keep his tone light and slightly teasing.


“I
can pass it along,” Sid said with a grin. He caught the pointed hint Irons was
bashing over his head.


“Please
do,” Irons said with a nod.


 


Kiev
left six weeks after they moved in to deliver her goods and to pick up
volunteers and materials from the planet. “Don't be long, it's lonely out
here,” Gwen said in parting. She like some of the other Kiev people were a
little anxious over the ship leaving. They now had no fall back point. Marlena
had yet to return with that damn long range shuttle. She said it had barely
made it to the planet and she wasn't coming back until it had been rebuilt. She
knew how much bullpucky that was.


“We
won't,” M'runi replied. Gwen watched the ship leave with misgivings. She wished
the station could follow. It would, but not for a long long time. She had an
inkling of what Irons had in mind. But he wasn't talking for some reason so she
didn't say anything either.


“They'll
be back,” Riff said, patting her on her shoulder. She reached up and gripped
his hand for a moment. “We're here and we're family,” he said.


Now
that the station was semi functional most of the passengers on the Kiev had
transferred over before the ship had left. Those that wanted off the cramped
ship and steady employment anyway. Many were people who wanted to have more
children, and the station offered plenty of room for their families to take
root and grow. 


Seven
thousand people of various species all on the station. It was quite a change
for ship and station alike. A change all were slowly adapting too.


The
ship still had a couple of hundred people on board, all essential crew and
their families. From what he had heard through the grapevine it was very
different for them. It was quiet, for some too quiet. They were even talking
about ripping out some of the habitats and returning the ship to a full bulk
freighter again. Go figure.


Of
course the habitat areas in Kiev would come in handy to run people from the
planet to the station right about now. Four or five grand a pop? Riff thought
with silent amusement. It'd take a week one way but it would add a nice healthy
addition to their growing population.


He
snorted at the thought. Their population. Apparently he was already
setting down roots here. Gwen looked over her shoulder to him as she squeezed
his fingers. “What?” she asked.


“Just
thinking about the future and things,” he said.


“Oh?”
she asked turning slightly to look at him.


He
shrugged. “Never mind. We've got reactor two up. Regua's after me to get the
EPS conduits to some of the other fabricators and replicators online. Has the
admiral gotten anywhere with the shields?”


Gwen
frowned. “I think he's been looking them over. I'm not sure.”


“Check
please. I've got a feeling we'll want them up sometime soon.” She looked at
him. He shrugged. “I mean when we start moving the station.”


“Oh
yeah,” she said and then pursed her lips thoughtfully. “I'll um, I'll ask,” she
said. “If I forget ask him at the next meeting,” she suggested.


“Will
do,” he said removing his hand. “I've got to get to work.”


“Behave,”
she admonished.


“Don't
I always?” he asked with a grin. She snorted. “Okay, sometimes?” he said again
this time with a roguish twinkle. She snorted again and shook her head. His
chest rumbled in a deep chuckle. “That's what I thought,” he said as he left.


 


Sparks
and Freeze worked on the recyclers the first day Freeze was out of the
infirmary. They didn't so much work on the actual recyclers as they did on the
compartments that they were housed in. They had heard that Kiev had reached
orbit of the planet the day before and people were lining up to get to the
station. That meant they needed more livable space for everyone when they got
here, hence their current occupation.


Sparks
hated recyclers for good reason. So did Freeze, the damn things stank and the
stench tended to cling to their clothes for ages. They nodded to some folks
they know in passing but no one lingered for long, they all turn up their noses
and beat a hasty retreat when they get a whiff. They knew a few people in the
tribes but they were still in an us versus them mindset. The apprentices were
helping some but they were also a pain in the ass to train. They did some
really stupid things too sometimes.


When
Admiral Irons came by they had a brief talk. Sparks and Freeze shook his hand
and thanked him for the training as well as the opportunity to be on the
station. Sprite apparently let him know about the accident while they were
talking because he asked if they were okay. Both men nodded. 


They
each have two apprentices from the tribes. They don't like it, so they have the
kids do the fetching and carrying to keep them busy. They also have bots to
help do that now. The constantly have to think of something to get the kids out
of their hair. Irons is amused but told them to be patient. “Maybe get the kids
to help with minor things.”


“Oh
we do. But they are green.” Sparks replied. He tried hard not to roll his eyes.


“Everyone's
green at the beginning. Remember that. Remember what you were like when you
first started the job. How your boss had to handle your mistakes. Don't hold it
against them much. Try to be patient. They'll get better in time if you
encourage them,” the admiral replied and then clapped Sparks on the shoulder.
Freeze grunted.


“We
are. But oh boy do they try my patience!” Sparks replied, this time rolling his
eyes. Irons smiled politely.


“Spades
tournament coming up?” he asked suddenly. Freeze looked up and blinked. The
admiral snorted. “Good luck gents.”


“Thanks
admiral.”


“I'll
let you get back to work then, I don't want to slow you up and ruin your pace,”
he said retreating. They waved as he left. An otter tech nearby complained
about the constant relentless work. Sparks doesn't know the guy but his
constant mustache twisting is getting on his nerves. The guy has a monocle and
has a stiff upper lip attitude. “Ollie knock it off,” Freeze said tiredly as a
rant went on for too long. 


The
otter shut up when both old hands grumble about fur in the equipment. The
Terrans exchange amused looked as the grumpy otter went somewhere else down the
corridor out of earshot.


 


Barry
was finally happy; he managed to take the yellow school bus shuttle down to the
planet to make regular runs to bring people back up. They were moving quickly
to transfer goods and people to and from the ship. The shuttles were getting
overhauls in transit from orbit to the station that way they would be ready
when they arrived... hopefully. 


The
captain wanted to be out of orbit and back to the station in under a week. He
was pulling up about a hundred and twenty people on each run, three times a day
weather permitting. He was fairly sure they weren't going to meet their
deadline.


He
had sent a crew down to Eternia to service the shuttle there. Low and behold it
was fine; Marlena had been a bit sheepish about all the hoopla. He'd taken it
gracefully but hadn't offered her the pilot's seat to take it back up. She'd
been a bit wistful about that but then Randor had called her over with a
problem. Barry had turned and took the shuttle back up loaded with people eager
for a new life.


 


The
day Kiev left orbit there was a third fire, this time Howi is the luckless
idiot who started it. He had been patching a bulkhead and had accidentally ignited
a pile of trash nearby with sparks. The trash smoldered at first and then
burned, setting off a chain reaction. Since the oxygen is high and the nitrogen
is low in the area there is a flash over. Some of the people were hurt. Howi is
a bit singed but he had been wearing protective clothing so he was treated for
heat exposure and smoke inhalation and then released. 


A
quick investigation of the fire after it is put out pointed out the problem. A
safety brief is held the next day. From now on work crews would clear trash before
welders came in. They would also pump more nitrogen or other buffer gases into
the compartment and lower the oxygen level to try to prevent another flash
over. Crew chiefs do daily mandatory safety checks from now on.


 


The
Kiev returned a week and a half later loaded with 4,000 passengers from the
planet. For the first time the ship docks with the station. It's a tense moment
for all concerned, one wrong move and it could be bad, very bad for station and
ship alike. Fortunately a pair of automated tugs were on hand to help ease the
ship into its docking port.


When
they docked people streamed out in rapid order, eager to see the new station.
Guides, both people and electronic, were there on hand to meet and greet them
and guide them on their way. It was a chaotic situation that fortunately the AI
and cybers had in hand after the first half hour. Sid and Emily may be a little
rusty but they had experienced this situation many times before.


Kiev
spent a few hours taking on stores and was ready to undock in less than a
shift. Cora delayed the action by making a couple of visits to her friends on
the station and sight seeing. Eventually the captain dragged her back to the
ship. She admitted to O'Mallory later that she had been tired and footsore.


They
made regular runs between the station and the planet, shorter each time. Each
run added 4,000 people to the station's population and allowed them to pick up
a load of material and equipment for the ship to install. 


 


Irons
looked up as a green light on his HUD lit. “Yes?” he asked, not pausing as he
finished his shower. Two months since the station had come online and Kiev
should have left some time ago for her next destination but hadn't. The captain
had delayed to make more inner system runs and to get as much as he could out
of the situation. Irons couldn't blame him.


“Admiral,
I thought you'd want to know we've got a transponder echo. DB 1701E formerly
the Golden Dew Drop. She's at the edge of tug nine's range,” Sprite informed
him, diplomatically not placing her avatar on his HUD.


“Incoming?”
he asked, shutting off the shower and reaching for his Towel. He scowled at the
rattle in the pipes. Something was obviously loose. Either it had worked itself
loose from the straps or someone had been lax when they had done the plumbing.
It only took a moment to strap a pipe down to keep it from rattling.
Unfortunately some people were too lazy to go through with that step. And of
course some inspectors overlooked it. He'd heard scuttlebutt that some of the
crews had run into similar issues.


“Derelict
admiral,” Sprite responded. “She's out on the edge of the heliopause about nine
AU east from us.”


Irons
paused as he dried off. “We have a tug out that far?”


“No,
tug nine is only two AU out. She just barely caught the transponder. It's
intermittent so the tug unfortunately didn't get a second fix to triangulate a
location properly.”


“Great,”
Irons said. To hell with it, he thought, activating his shields. Water beaded
and shed off him as the force field spun up. He felt like shaking like a dog
anyway.


“Feel
better?” Sprite asked amused.


“A
little,” he admitted as he toweled his hair. His shields spun back down on
their own. “Why the E? The Echo part I mean.”


“Apparently
there have been a great deal of ships with the 1701 designation. Echo is the
fifth in the line.”


“For
a dispatch boat it has a lot of pretensions,” he muttered.


Sprite
chuckled. “It's a former yacht turned courier, of course it has pretensions.
After all why name her the Golden Dew Drop?”


“True,”
Irons said, getting dressed. He had heard of the Honey Dew Drop, ships named
after people places and things, even events. The name really didn't matter to
him. “Do we have anything out that way?”


“No,
unfortunately not. I already checked. We've got another tug en route to the
sector though,” she said.


“Automated
or piloted?” Irons asked. Tugs were out in force now. He'd spent a lot of the
past couple of weeks making them and training their crews. Now they were out on
their maiden flights.


“Manned
but she's pushing three unmanned tugs. The plan was to deploy them and have the
pilot telepresence through the other tugs. I take it you want to detour?”


Irons
puckered his lips, thinking. Eventually he blew out a raspberry. “Not unless we
get another signal and they get a location. Send supplementary orders to the
pilot. If they get a signal from DB 1701E they are to deploy a minimum of one
tug to it. Stick a rider bot in the supplementary orders just in case.”


“Understood
admiral. Anything else?”


“No,
that's about it. Unless you have something?” he asked.


“The
usual report so far. Myers wanted to do more digging in the science wing; Fu
wants more processors for the cybers...”


“In
other words situation normal, everyone's being a pain in the ass,” he said
dryly.


“Pretty
much,” Sprite responded amused.


“Thought
so,” Irons said going over to the food replicator just as she finished sending
a signal to it to start his morning coffee. “Thanks,” he said, taking the cup
out as the replicator finished with it. “What's on the agenda for today?”


“Well,
if we're going to follow through with your plan we need to overhaul the
shields. But I did some digging in the specs of the station and I didn't like
what I found...”


 


Sprite
had done a thorough look at the station's specs. She had discovered and passed
on to admiral Irons that the station has no defenses beyond a low rated energy
shield. That explained why the station had been battered when the shields
failed he realized immediately. Energy shields were energy intensive, something
most engineers knew. They looked pretty but the massive energy draw and the
equipment needed to keep them functional was a logistics nightmare. Equipment
constantly wore down, overheated, or went out of synch for various reasons.
When that happened or if the power was interrupted then poof! No shield. Which
meant no defense.


Throw
in a large surface area and the equipment and power draw went up exponentially.
When you threw a lot of resources into something, making it horribly complex
you made it easy for it to break down and hard to diagnose and repair easily.


Oh
sure you could build redundancy into a system. Back up after back up. That was
normal for any engineer. You didn't design a system without some level of back
up, and preferably more than one tier! But there was a point where you got
diminished returns on investment so to speak. Too many subsystems tended to
trip things up and slow them down or cause their own failures.


Take
for instance large shields. The station's shield was one example. It wasn't
quite as large as a Bernal Spheroid’s shield, or a battle moon, but it was
pretty close.


He'd
been on the board to design shields for planets and even one of the Dyson
spheres. Great in theory, pretty for the public image to soak up during the
first days of the Xeno war, but he had tried to squash the idea every chance he
got. They were wasteful in the extreme.


Sometimes
the best things were the simplest in nature. Fewer chances for something to go
wrong. Obviously the designers of this station had been thinking pretty and not
practical.


“Well!
That's got to change,” he said looking around. He'd just laid out what he found
to Gwen and the others. The cybers didn't look happy when he met with them an
hour later.


“We
can do without your weapons thank you,” Fu said coldly. He had bluffed the
pirates centuries ago and was certain he could do it again. All he had to do
was threaten to blow up the station if they attempted to board. It had worked
then and it would work now he was certain of it.


Irons
raised an inquiring eyebrow. He didn't want a fight but he'd give as good as he
got if he needed to do so. “Oh? You can do without defensive weapons?”


“Since
when is a weapon a defense?”


“You
obviously haven't practiced martial arts much. Since someone used a rail gun to
deflect an incoming projectile from damaging a station or ship,” Irons
riposted, turning and glaring. “Kung fu of a different variety someone said. It
doesn't have to be built exclusively to shoot enemy ships out of the sky you
know, though that is a thought as well.”


“The
shield will be fine. There is no need for this,” Fu said dismissively.


“Sometimes
the threat of a weapon is more of a deterrent than ever using it,” Sid
murmured. Irons nodded.


“There
is that. It would make a casual pirate or thief think twice and be on their
best behavior right?” the admiral asked.


Fu
turned away feigning disinterest. “The shield is all we need.”


“You
do realize the work involved in rebuilding the thing right? In not only
rebuilding it but powering it and maintaining it? I did see all that plate
welded over the inner shield right?” Gwen asked. She and the bears were on
hand. Fu hadn't been happy about adding Gwen to the council but she'd made it
clear if things didn't change she and a lot of like minded individuals would
leave. 


The
Stewards were now paying more attention after they had found out about Fu's
little stunt with the dome. One or the other or both now attended meetings and
whichever one was not present handed their proxy to their partner.


Sid
and some of the others winced or shifted uncomfortably as the Tauren glared at
them. She looked around to each of them. Finally the bears looked at each other
and then Rachael turned to Fu.


“The
shield? You mean the one that did such a good job holding off the pirates the
last time they were here?” Rachael Steward demanded. She wasn't about ready to
forgive him for the dome Fu realized. She turned to address Irons and the
others. “I agree with you admiral. Do what needs to be done.”


“The
burnt hand teaches best,” Irons said with a nod. “And they are just tools.
Doctor Myers I'll show you a trick I learned when I was a shave tail. You can
calibrate an energy weapon as either a lidar mount or a primitive spectrometer.
It's cool,” he said.


“And
energy intensive?” Myers said. Irons grinned. Myers smiled suddenly. “I like
it,” he said.


“A
weapon is just a tool. It's the intent of the user that matters,” Irons said.
“And yes, you can use it to bore into a rock and use a separate camera system
to view the ejecta and scan it for material concentrations and type,” he
explained.


“Cool,”
Myers said with a nod. Fu saw that the argument was lost so wisely withheld any
more objections.


 


 




[bookmark: _Toc350770760][bookmark: __RefHeading__729_1771733792]ñChapter 27


 


After
several weeks had passed the station was firming up nicely. The planetary mayors
had sent representatives to inspect the station and others to join the station
council. Some of the new representatives were invalids recently injured or in
the last stages of a disease. A few were elderly patrons of one or more
influential people who for their own reasons gave them one last chance at life.


Doctor's
Trask and Kraft had their work cut out for them augmenting the people.
Fortunately the medics had laid the groundwork with their training and repaired
equipment. The facilities were there but they were concerned about the people,
they still lacked the necessary fine skills to perform such invasive
procedures.


Each
of the patients had to pass a rigorous exam. Two were rejected; they had
terminal illnesses that would kill them anyway. One other was cured of her
illness. She gratefully returned to her family on the planet. 


The
doctors talked the situation over as their staffs worked on building their
skills through various simulations and by working with the various injuries
common in repairing the station.


Of
course they also began second stage implant procedures which helped raise their
proficiency. There were thousands of volunteers. Many of the volunteers had
level one implants so they started with those in critical positions.


The
downtime each experienced was both a blessing and a curse. A blessing in that
they needed the downtime, many had been working flat out for weeks, working
from the moment they got up until the moment they crashed from sheer
exhaustion.


It
was a curse in that it threw the schedule the council had set all to hell. It
also made for some holes and confusion in the chain of command.


Gwen
would have been there to fix and plug things but she was one of the first to
get second level implants. Her surgery had run a little long so her recovery
had taken a bit longer as well. With her in sickbay Riff would normally take up
the slack but he was next to his mate. In their absence the admiral had pitched
in.


At
the beginning of the second month the medical staff formed an assembly line on
Fridays and augmented over a hundred people including several of their own
medical staff. This helped to give them the necessary confidence to take the
next step beyond that. They set out a firm number though, no more than two
dozen fully augmented cybers per year since the procedures involved were so
tedious and risky. They also set up a strict mental screening process to go
along with the physical one. More than one person was filtered out, causing
some problems with their patrons.


The
new recruits also had to have some skills that compliment the other cybers and
could contribute to the well being of the station. Some were so called computer
technicians, others were economists or accountants. Sprite wasn't sure about
that since from what she'd found out Antigua had very few working computers
left on the planet. Apparently it was a fiction that the others were readily
accepting so she remained mute on the subject. 


The
doctors agreed on a series of surgeries starting with nanites in the patient.
The nanites would build many of the connections that would allow them to
connect to the station net with minimally invasive surgery to their brains.
While the patients were prepped their pods were cleaned out and restored. Their
former occupants were given a brief funeral and then they were recycled.


Two
of the volunteers were former elderly mayors who were unfortunately too old to
survive the procedure. One died of a stroke during the surgery; the other heard
of this and backed out at the last minute.


 


As
each new cyber oriented his or herself they were courted by the others. Some
didn't know they were being courted, they were just grateful for the helping
hand in showing them how to orient themselves and handle the new situation.


Sprite
of course noted it for what it was but didn't comment. She knew it would fall
on deaf ears with the admiral. H was more concerned with restoring the station.


His
last attempt to set up a naval recruiting drive had fallen on deaf ears ground
side. He had attempted to go through the mayor's council but had been stymied.
Oh they hadn't said no outright, no they had done something far worse.
They stuck his proposal in limbo, tabling it for further discussion at an
unspecified date sometime in the future.


He
wasn't sure what the problem was but it bode ill for the future if it wasn't
resolved sometime soon.


Each
of the new cybers came with their own patrons and allegiances of course. Sprite
noted some of the comm. chatter and logged it. She realized quite quickly that
some of them have their own agenda. Their patrons want control of the station.


Gwen
and some of the other Kiev people had joined the council but there were only
four of them, not enough to overcome the old guard voting bloc. Gwen was
reluctant to join the council; she wanted a voice in running the station but
didn't want to put the time in to be that voice. It was frustrating for both
her and for Sprite who had to watch her fumble around. She had tried handing
off her proxy to someone she trusted on the council, eventually settling on
Averies of all people.


Over
the following week as the new cybers finished orientation they began to firm
up, take on more duties, to make more formal alliances, and to start to move to
further marginalize the admiral's influence and control of the station. Sprite
wasn't amused when she was rebuffed from the main net one morning.


 


“Admiral
you are required in replicator four to attend to some parts,” Kennet informed
him. Irons opened his eyes to glare in exasperation but the holo had already
winked out.


“How
rude!” Sprite said. He grunted and checked the time on his HUD. He had just
gone down an hour ago. “Don't tell me you are getting up? He didn't even say
please!” She was thoroughly pissed that the cyber had gotten through to do
that. She'd been distracted and hadn't caught him until he was already in the
apartment.


Irons
pulled the blanket up to his shoulder and got comfortable. “Screw him. I'm
going back to bed. Whatever it is it can wait until morning,” Irons growled.
He'd spent another week running all over the station covering for Gwen and
Riff, on the radio talking with the mayors trying to convince them that a
military presence was necessary... and not getting anywhere. He had been
intensely frustrated when he had been kicked off the radio for more important
matters. He needed a break. He rolled over and let his breathing drift. He let
the angst go.


Sprite
however was seething. She felt the others on the net. Kennet had bounced off
but then returned when Irons hadn't moved after fifteen minutes.


When
Replicator four called the attorney he returned to the room. This time Sprite
was there to greet him. She thought about blocking him but decided against it.
It was high time the admiral took a hand in this and saw it firsthand. “Why
hasn't he moved?”


Sprite
glared. “He's sleeping.”


“The
schedule is slipping,” Kennet said. “Tell him to attend to his duties,” he said
waving an imperious hand.


Sprite
looked incredulously at him. “Me? You want me to order a Fleet admiral
around? The only living Federation representative around? Like he's some lackey?
What are you kidding me?” she demanded, hands on her virtual hips.


“These
things need to be done,” Kennet said with a sneer.


“Ah,
they need to be done. I see,” she said, voice dripping sarcasm. “No please
do this. Not we need you to do this. Do it. No. The answer is no. You have no
authority over the admiral or me. Get used to it.”


Kennet's
eyes flashed dangerously. “You'll regret that,” he snarled.


“I'm
regretting not disabling the audio and holo projectors in my room,” Irons
growled not looking up. “Which I'm going to do and a whole lot more if you two
don't take your spat elsewhere. I am sleeping. I will get around to it when I
am damn good and ready and that's that.”


“That's
your final word on it?” Kennet demanded. Irons snored loudly and obnoxiously in
response.


“Leave,”
Sprite growled. “You are intruding in his personal space. I believe you are
pretty aggressive about defending one's space. I see enough of it on the net.”


“Fine,”
Kennet said with a snarl, disappearing. Sprite smirked as he left.


“That
told him,” she said turning to look down at the admiral.”


“Sprite?”
he asked.


“Yes
admiral?”


“Night
Sprite,” he said, rolling over once more.


“Oh,
um... Good night admiral,” she said more amused than subdued as her holo winked
out. She immediately reset the security links on the apartment. The little
bastard wouldn't be pulling that again anytime soon. He may have used a council
override but a Federation and military override trumped it.


 


"How's
that ship going?" Irons asked the next morning. He'd been curious about
derelicts. He'd hoped they'd get lucky, stumble across a navy ship like they
did in Pyrax but no such luck. So far only the one tiny yacht turned dispatch
boat had been located. He'd been particularly interested in the little ship
though for his own reasons.


It
had been a nearly two month period of hard work for the people of the station.
A seven and a half week period of blood sweat and tears getting the station
sorted out. Fortunately there hadn't been any fatalities in that period but
quite a few casualties. Fortunately the doctors were now on task with the
proper facilities and the injured were returning to the work force as quickly
as possible. 


The
second generation of tugs were out there now, plying the surrounding area for
materials. Some of them were automated, a few were piloted. They were scaling
them up each generation, starting with the small scale tugs and workboats and
then building larger and larger versions as more and more material filled their
coffers. It was exponential growth at its finest.


They
had a dozen volunteer tug pilots from Kiev. Some were a bit long in the tooth
age wise, but they had all checked out with medical so he hadn't said anything.
Nothing had raised a red flag at any rate.


Some
of the younger volunteers were a bit worrisome. They didn't have the seasoning
to settle down into as dangerous a job as tug work. He'd experienced it with
the Valdez family on Anvil. Junior had tore that family's tug up just before Io
11 had docked. Fortunately Irons had taken a hand to rebuild her. The lad had
settled for a little while before making the jump to the navy.


The
teachers on the station had their work cut out for them. Fortunately they had
access to more advanced training methods, including using sleep teaching and
implant teaching. They also had some motivated students. Many of the older set
found it harder to absorb the material but were highly motivated to do so to
get the promised better jobs and authority.


Dr.
Trask had her virtual hands full getting the implant line up and running. The
first stages were easy but the actual cyber procedures were taking up an
incredible amount of time and effort from all involved. Usually one cyber was
all they could do in a week, and they needed several days to recover afterward.
Right now they had a schedule worked out, basic implants during Tuesday through
Thursday, then a Cyber on Friday and then a three day weekend off to recover.


Fortunately
Dr. Kraft was on hand to do the physical side of things. So far they only had
Ident implants in the general population and a handful of basic level one and
two implants like the Warners and Gwen had for the engineering population.
Hopefully the latest round of repairs and the classes currently ongoing would
free up more people. Some of the medics themselves had implants now but more
were needed. Each also needed to get some downtime to get the implants and then
recover and train with them. Hopefully things would work out soon.


They
had four working fusion reactors now but barely enough fuel on board for all of
them. Each reactor was running at less than fifty percent until more fuel
became available. That was a major issue with the station; power was still
being rationed and closely monitored. It caused some conflict in the station's
council.


The
station council was sorting itself out still. Some of the old guard weren't
comfortable with council duties on top of their regular routine. Some like the
Fu's abandoned any other work in favor of exclusive work on the council. If you
could call wrangling a subject to death and arguing over contract grammar work.


It
bothered Irons that all the original cybers and AI were on the board even
though most hadn't been when the station went dark. Some really didn't belong
on the board. D'red he could understand as head legal counsel, but you didn't
need ten lawyers on the station council! Eight of the twenty one old guard
cybers actually did any work. The rest were politicians and place holders.


What
also annoyed him was that many had done their level best to impede the
restoration of the station from the very beginning. Impede it or had no hand in
repairing it. But now that things were working out they insisted on having a
say in how things were run.


What
they were really doing was forming allegiances, voting blocks. Drawing the
council into parties for and against subjects and then trying to build a
consensus to achieve something. Compromise was the order of the day. Everything
he now suggested was watered down, delayed, or ignored. That was particularly
irritating sometimes.


His
dome project had been brought up twice more for votes, and each time voted
down. The Stewards had even shown up for a vote once but Fu had drawn support
from the new cybers and narrowly headed the project off. Irons wasn't sure why
he was so focused on preventing it.


Fu
and Kennet were also acting coldly to him more and more. He'd picked up on it,
their autocratic demands that he attend to something 'now right this minute'.
When he started to put his foot down two days ago they hadn't liked it. Too bad
for them.


Of
course it didn't endear him to some of the others when they got wind of it.
Also too damn bad. He needed sleep like other organics, downtime to renew his
energy. Granted he didn't need a lot of it, but he was damn well going to use
it as an excuse as much as possible to get out of being ordered around.
Kennet's little interruption had been the last straw.


He
still hadn't confronted them directly on that subject. He didn't have a strategy
in mind yet. Politics weren't his game really. He knew about them, studied
them, but he did his best to avoid them.


Of
course one method to avoid the subject all together was to dive into the
repairs. Which was what he was doing. He was just following his own agenda, not
the councils. That was another subject for rancor with the council. Well, some
of the council anyway. Some liked what he was doing but still opposed his
proposals anyway.


His
defensive plan had been reset, tabled, and was now on hold. Any attempt to make
something for the plan had been delayed by a replicator being overbooked or the
net being overtaxed or some other excuse.


Doctor
Myers had been ecstatic when the station's long range sensors had been brought
online a week ago. Myers had been more interested in the long overdue science
projects that the sensors could now provide information too, but others were
more interested in cataloging the vast number of asteroids and trying to
prioritize which were the best to recover. Irons had been happy for an entirely
different reason. One of his first priorities was to catalog the system and to
find any derelicts for recovery and salvage.


So
far that project hadn't panned out very well. Only one ship had been found
after several days of searching, and that had been stumbled across by a tug
weeks ago and then confirmed by a shuttle eight days ago before the sensors had
come online. He'd dispatched an automated tug to go pick it up. Of course that
had caused some problems with the council; he hadn't asked for permission and
had been censured for his actions. Again.


Sprite
continued her report. He dragged his mental processes back to the here and now.
"The tug docked with the DB 1701E this morning and is bringing it in now.
Fortunately it's an automated tug, if an organic had been involved..."


Irons
waved a dismissive hand. He knew what she was talking about, the tug was under
power and since no organics was involved it was accelerating beyond what one
could live through in order to get here faster. Still it was pushing a load a
hundred times its own mass. It would take at least a week to get the DB on its
way back. "Yeah yeah, bored to tears. Funny."


"I
was going to say their life support would have run out a long time ago."


"True,"
Irons agreed. He looked at the specs of the yacht. It was a beauty, sleek and
elegant, small but fast. She mixed organic lines with simple triangular shapes.
She had been owned by an Asian conglomerate who had painted her gold, a lucky
color for Asians. That explained the Golden Dew Drop name.


Built
at the height of the Federation in the Sol system yards to handle a class three
hyperdrive with both an antimatter and fusion reactor. She could handle the
upper delta ranges with the right crew.


He'd
initially thought about using her as a courier between here and Pyrax. That was
what she had been in the latter stages of the war after all. But now... now it
just might have to serve as his escape valve. Things weren't going well on the
station and on the planet. Politics were rearing their ugly head once more. It
seemed he couldn't get away from politics and short sighted politicians.


 


“Dilgarth.
Why did it have to be them?” A blond human tech muttered. He shivered, not at
all happy about being in the same compartment let alone the same station as a
predator like a Dilgarth. He didn't care what Irons and the others said. They
should all be spaced.


“I
was wondering what they were thinking. Oh well, over and done with now. I just
don't understand the end game.”


“Box
and freeze them.” That was what they were doing. The guards and staff were wary
of the damn things and none to gentle when they handled the bodies. They used
rigger tape to secure them and then dumped them in the stasis pods as quickly
as they could. The job was over now but they were still running into a few
babies here and there. Or at least there were persistent stories of babies
still on the station in the ducts and in the sewers.


“No,
I mean the... when they were brought on board. I mean, pacifists with
predators? Vegetarians employing carnivores? Anyone else see a problem?”


“Apparently
not.”


“They
are sentients,” the doctor said projecting her image to be in the room with
them. The crowd fell silent. With her was one of the lawyers. “We thought they
could control their baser urges,” she said. The attorney nodded.


“They
proved that they could before,” the lawyer said. “They did fine for years. It
was only when things broke down...”


“Still,
meat eaters? Where did you get the meat?”


“Synthetic
protein like any good food replicator,” The lawyer answered. Irons couldn't
remember him. The lawyer was normally withdrawn and rarely attended the daily
council meetings. He had signed his proxy over to D'red and spent most of his
time doing briefs or other such nonsense. He was dressed in a formal suit but
had an almost caricature blank face. If he didn't know better it was like the
guy was trying to be nondescript, faceless, just a machine. A cog in the
greater machine. Odd.


“Not
that that didn't cause a lot of problems,” the doctor said with a frown. “They
prefer their food alive.”


“Oh.”
The group shuddered all around. Most of the tribal members nodded grimly; after
all they had experienced it first hand for most of their lives. One of the
greatest mercies was to kill someone who had been caught or cornered by a
Dilgarth pack. If you couldn't save them killing was a mercy compared to being
torn apart slowly and methodically from the limbs into the center.


“The
neural implants kept them in line...”


“Those
are illegal!” Irons said, turning on them. Up until that statement he'd been
largely ignoring them. Letting them ramble, after all it didn't really matter
in the long run. He had started to realize he was sinking into depression and
apathy, going through the motions now. He was fighting it but he was going to
have to do something about it soon.


“And
yet they were used by the government...” the lawyer said looking at the
admiral.


“That's
a little different,” Irons said as the crowd turned its attention on him.
“Those were for prisoners convicted of a crime who were a danger to themselves
or others. Especially those who were incredibly dangerous.” He rarely ever
dealt with prisoners of that nature. His policy was brutal and direct, if they
presented a danger they were put down, hard and fast, with or without a trial.


“And
yet they were still used,” the lawyer said.


The
admiral scowled. “Because the prisoner didn't quite rate an execution. Or they
were mentally disturbed. Or their death would turn them into a martyr for their
cause. We're not all heartless.”


“The
implants were voluntary admiral,” the doctor interjected before the argument
got out of hand. “Purely good will.”


“Good
will? Turning yourself into a meat robot?” Irons asked. Neural inhibitors and
directors were damn scary. He had his own issues when one of the AI took
control of his body, but he had a handle on it. But turning yourself into a
robot that anyone could activate with the flick of a switch? That someone could
sacrifice like a pawn in a game?


“So
with the implants what went wrong? I'd think you could have just shut them
down.”


“The
adults yes. But their young...”


“Oh.
No implants.” Iron grimaced in understanding. Yes, that explained it. It must
have been some battle, throwing the organic robots parents against their young.
Wow.


“No,”
the doctor said sadly.


Irons
winced. “I... see.”


“Yes
it was bad.”


“I...
can use my imagination. I'm betting they have some sort of bitterness there as
well. A cultural meme. I suggest we make a note on that for anyone who picks up
the pieces.”


“They
should be aware of the possibility of bitterness. Yes,” The doctor responded
with a sigh.


 


Howi
grimaced at Shari as she silently waved to the robot in front of them. They
were supposed to help weld a section of hull in the chamber. It turned out the
chamber was a giant robotic welding and cutting room. That sort of rubbed the
chimps the wrong way.


It
was huge, over a thousand meters easy, and about two hundred meters wide. Both
of the short ends had giant airlocks. It was all one long bay with machines and
robots all over the place. The walls, ceiling and floor had all sorts of
machines, some with rollers some with arms... it was a tangled mess. He ducked,
brushing a giant chain aside. The ceiling was covered in track. Hoists dangled
from chains all over the place. The lights were on but they were pretty dim.


This
was just one room, a full assembly center. There were subassembly rooms
connecting to each of the locks and to small doors along the long walls and
even the ceiling and floor. 


“Something
the matter?” Joe the super on duty asked.


“Nah,
just wondering when we'll be out of a job,” Howi said in disgust, looking at
the robots. They were mostly arms but he wasn't fooled. They were idle now, but
for how long? A lot of the welders were muttering about that. Some of the old
hands weren't at all happy about the bots and were passing that on to the new
generation.


Joe
looked over his shoulder. He saw where the chimps were looking and snorted.
“What them? They are for manufacturing. They also require someone to look over
their work too. Come on, let's get this done,” he said, indicating the patch
job. Someone had already tacked the piece back together but hadn't done a
finished weld.


It
was a support for a crane mounted into the wall. Something had torn it up at
one point. There were several hydraulic lifts propping things up. From the look
of things this crane system was the linchpin for the whole works. The metal was
bare where someone else had cut it clean and tacked in a temporary patch. It sucked,
whoever did the job needed to work on their welding.


Which
it obviously needed. The support beam needed to be level and sturdy enough to
handle the load of the crane bearing down on it. The crane had to move
multi-ton pieces of metal across the room from job platform to platform.


“So
what does all this do?” Shari asked.


“Builds
shit. Over and over, whatever it's programmed to do,” Joe said as they used
wire brushes to clean the metal.


Shari
grunted. “Thought that's what a replicator's for?”


“Replicators
are good for some shit but it's easier and cheaper to roll stuff off the
smelters, run them through the mill and fold them then cut them up and weld the
pieces together. You know basic metal stuff. Bulkheads, hull plate, stuff like
that.”


She
blinked. “Oh.”


Joe
smiled. He was still in awe of this place despite being here over two months
now. “There are different replicators. Electronics, general purpose... all
sorts in this place. I'll show you one sometime if we've got time. You'll flip
your lid.”


“Pass,”
Howi said, putting his helmet on and turning the valve on his acetylene tank.
“I heard they got them bugs in there.”


“Nanites.
Robots.”


“So?
Dem's for freaks and geeks. I'll stick to flame.” He held up his torch and
nodded, dropping his helmet just as his flame ignited. “Flame on. Let's do
this,” he growled turning to the joint.


 


Ezri
danced, excited. She waved to Regina and Sparks. Sparks shook his head at the
womenfolk’s excitement. Her husband slapped him on the chest. “We done here?”
she asked.


Ezri
was a little dynamo of energy, pixie hair covered in a white kerchief and
wearing gray sweats. Her sleeves were rolled up to her elbows. she said she was
ready to clean and move in. He was touched that they had waited until this
moment, when he was finally fit and out of the hospital. Out of rehab. His
hands were back to normal now. Of course it could be because they wanted him to
do most of the grunt work. Typical.


“Looks
like it,” he said. He held his temporary ID card up to the slot. “On three?” he
asked turning to Freeze. A chimp couple nearby didn't wait, they just went in
without a word. Freeze and Sparks ignored them.


“On
three. One... two...”


“Three!”
the girls squealed, dancing. The men smiled, the excitement was a little
infectious. Besides, it was exciting, they just weren't into it like the girls
were. They moved their cards downward in unison. There was a beep and then a
click and a green light.


The
doors clicked and then opened inward with a hush. Ezri brushed him aside as she
dived in, looking around. She turned, fumbling for a light switch.


Roger
came in, dropping the load of bags he had and then turned just as Ezri found a
switch or panel or something. Suddenly he was blinded with light. He turned,
blinking. What he saw amazed him.


Ezri
was breathing in his arms suddenly. He stroked her as he looked. It was indeed
breath taking. They had a beautiful split level apartment, more cubage then
he'd ever seen any one person have other then on the view screen. “Wow,” he
said, hand going out to grip the railing in front of them.


“Wow?
That's all you've got to say? Wow? That's it?” Ezri demanded. Her grip loosened
as she looked around. They were on a landing. Below them was an open concept
floor, all airy and light. The three living zones were distinctively sectioned
off by the furniture though, a couch, rug, and view screen for the living room
area on the far right where the stairs ended, a large metal table and four
chairs with a metal chandelier for the dining area, and a functional kitchen
complete with an island. 


To
their immediate left was a balcony path to another set of French doors in the
far left wall. It must have been all of three meters away!


To
their right was a set of stairs down. The stairs like the railing were
industrial, a set of metal pipes and cables. One of the cables was broken but
it was still useable. He knew he could and would fix it later.


“Dude!”
Sparks yelled loud enough for them to hear. Freeze smirked and then wolf
whistled back. Ezri elbowed him.


“Stop
making eyes at the apartment,” she growled. “You're only supposed to do that
with me remember?”


“This
is all ours? We don't have to share?” He was shocked, this was too much!


“All
ours,” Ezri said with a grin. She led him by the hand down the stairs.


They
were both amazed by the space. It was green, a nice green with flowers painted
onto the walls. The ceiling was a vibrant blue. The floors were some form of
plant matter, possibly bamboo. It was set in a diagonal pattern. Some of the
lighting was florescent but some was soft accent leds. There was some dust and
cobwebs here and there but it was still amazing.


He
could deal with the mess. He had borrowed a cleaner bot, or was about to
borrow. He smiled at the thought as he looked at the desiccated plants in the
corners of the room. Joe said he'd run the cleaner through for an hour for each
of them. The girl's didn't know that. Not that he didn't mind his gal getting a
little mussed but if she didn't get all tired out maybe he'd get lucky later...


Ezri
was flabbergasted by the kitchen, poking into the various cabinets. There was a
food replicator and a beverage dispenser on the wall. A small walk in pantry
complete with an even smaller wine cabinet! It was amazing! Her hand went over
her mouth, tears shined in her eyes. This was too much. It was incredible and
it was theirs. She knew better then to open the fridge though.


“This...”
she turned, tucking herself into his arms as she broke down into tears. He
wrapped his arms around her as she cried happy tears. “This is too much! Too much!”
she said, hand over her mouth.


He
chuckled softly, resting his head on her hair. “I think for you dear it's just
right. And to think, we haven't even seen the rest of the place,” he murmured.
She gave a watery chuckle at that dig.


She
looked at the island as he rocked her in his arms. There was a cook top and a
sink. “I don't even know how to cook!” she said with a wail. His chest rumbled
in a chuckle when he heard that.


 


Discipline
problems cropped up over time. Most of the problems were in between the tribes,
old scores being settled or between the tribe members and the Kiev personnel.
Some were verbal altercations; some quickly escalated to a physical
confrontation. The tribal members fought dirty, fighting at the drop of a hat
sometimes and going all out with teeth and claws or nails. 


After
one rather nasty confrontation sent three people to the medic’s, people
petitioned the council and the admiral that something had to be done.


Savo
pulled Irons aside just before the meeting to bend his ear on the subject.
Irons nodded in agreement as the chimp laid out a case for a structured
judicial system and punishment as both punishment and a deterrent.
Unfortunately Savo was laying it out to the wrong person, Irons was fairly
certain anything he suggested would be turned down flat.


 The
council is unhappy about the idea but finally agreed to set up a judicial
system and jury system. The admiral's ready agreement was a surprise for some.
During the same meeting they also set up a voting system. He had hoped they
would have a referendum on the council but of course that had been too much to
hope for. Instead votes were to be held on which sections of the station is
more important to repair and therefore should get the majority of the
resources. Irons clashed with this, he has his own take and priorities. Of
course he's overruled and ignored.


 


Tugs
and shuttles danced around the station every few hours now, clearing the
surrounding space of debris, ice, and small asteroids. Everything is fed into
the voracious appetite of the factory station.


On
the way in with the derelict yacht the tug stumbled across a pair of derelict
tugs but didn't report them until it sent it's log back when it neared the
station. Sprite showed the admiral. He whistled in admiration when he saw the
scans. They were huge, not quite the monsters the military used to use, but
still impressive. easily thirty times larger than the little one hundred ton
automated tug, and exponentially more powerful since a tug was mostly engines
power plant and tractors. Irons passed the news on to the council. They were
interested in salvaging the tugs but did not apologize for censuring Irons for
his actions despite the good fortune.


 


Taylor
Warner has some medical issues and had to be checked out by the medics. He knew
what was coming and was anxious which didn't help his blood pressure or heart
rate any. He's held overnight when his breathing became ragged. His wife didn't
leave his side. She admonished him to pace himself better. He rubbed her hand
and told her he was having a hard time, the excitement of it all was getting to
him. She smiled tenderly down at him. “But I'll try,” he promised her. 


She
smiled again. “You'd better,” she growled.


Sprite
was torn about the situation when she heard about it. She went to Irons with a
proposal, that Warner senior be augmented and inserted into the station net as
a cyber. The admiral wasn’t even sure it was possible and didn't want to make
the suggestion unless it was.


Sprite
contacted doctor Trask who was divided on the idea. She brought in a few of the
other experts including doctor Kraft for a quick consult. Eventually word
spread through the other cybers and AI. Some were not happy about the idea,
others from the Kiev community were ecstatic about having someone else they
trusted and respected on the council.


After
some research Doctor Trask was certain it was possible given time. They layed
out the entire plan, going over it several times and even running several
simulations before they approached Warner.


He
was intrigued by the idea. His wife is uncertain. He looked to her and asked
her opinion. She agreed to it as long as they do the same to her. He's shocked
and dismayed. “Whither thou go-est my love,” she murmured, leaning over to kiss
his lips. His eyes misted as her fingers stroked his hand. Finally he nodded.


Doctor
Trask and the other medics were taken aback by the idea. Doctor Kraft informed
them it would take some time to refine the project. “Go ahead doc, I'm not
going anywhere,” Warner said shrugging.


 


When
they get sufficient fuel to keep the station running comfortably the admiral
started working on his plan for the move. It took him a week to sort out the
details and lay the additional groundwork required. Getting the shield nodes
overhauled for defense had helped. He was unhappy about the insistence that it
get done right away though, he would have really liked to of had more time on
it. He would prefer to do a thorough structural integrity check of the station
to make sure it could handle the load before proceeding.


Still
he used the station's shields to move the station, surprising Fu and the
others. He explained the shields could act as a wedge, moving it under a low
acceleration a lot easier than using tugs. It would take months to move the
ponderous station to its former location, but it would get done.


Nettled
at being so easily outmaneuvered Fu retreated on the subject. The admiral was
congratulated on his efforts though he was also reprimanded for not informing
the council of his plan ahead of time. Irons tried to take it in stride, the
good and the bad.


Kiev
kept pace with the station, going ahead of it to keep an eye out for possible
obstructions. They synch up the sensors to give them an in depth three
dimensional image of the course. When they are certain the station is safe on
the course Kiev resumes running people to and from the station.


 


In
the inner system, they released additional repaired and rebuilt asteroid tugs
to mine asteroids. Additional volunteers arrived from the planet, expanding the
work force to over twenty thousand and ballooning the training classes.  There
are some complaints about class size so a few additional teachers are hired.


A
month before the station arrived to the it's assigned Lagrange point the
station is at a quarter of its planned capacity when another freighter entered
the system from the Senka jump point.


Doctor
Myers brought word of the arrival immediately, preening that the newly restored
sensors had picked up the jump activity at the jump point. However his pride is
soon replaced by concern from other quarters when they consider if the ship is
friendly or not.


It
took four days to get word to and from the unknown ship. Four tense days for
everyone to reconsider the admiral's defensive plan. Irons kicked himself for
not setting up a satellite near the jump point before hand.


When
they finally received word they were pleased and relieved though. She is the
Lieandra, a familiar ship that passed through the area on a circuit.  Veraxin
Captain Yen’ Kelly is in command. He was an old bug, but a familiar one to the
people on the ground.


The
Lieandra was shocked and excited by what was going on when they get word. They
were surprised by the buzzing activity, and bartered for repairs for their ship
as they transited across the system. Lieandra was a medium sized freighter, a
Clydesdale class with a massive amount of passengers much like the Kiev had.
The majority of her holds were now habitats, much like the Kiev had had. 


Upon
arrival over seventy five percent of the ship's passengers and crew decided to
join the spacers on the station as well, freeing up the ship. Transporting
people and goods to and from the station was of course a part of their
contract.


 


The
Kiev, in the form of Blur, agitated for its additional repairs after the
Lieandra picked up its first load of parts for itself after its first run to
the planet. Captain Chambers was a little annoyed, Captain Yen ‘Kelly had been
smart, he'd gone to the planet first, unloaded his cargo, picked up a few hitch
hikers and then headed to the station. By the time he'd arrived they had a
couple of tons of generic parts he had requested on hand. 


To
mollify Captain Chambers and to keep with their deal Irons spun off a truss bot
to build the dry dock. They were planning on rebuilding as many systems as
possible and using the dock to repair and dial in their sensor network. He sold
the idea to the station council by explaining that it is payment for services
and Kiev will be a floating advertisement of their abilities and services in
the future. Since they were over a figurative barrel and needed to remain on
good terms with the Kiev in case of further need, they went along with his
plan.


 


There
is another cyber war while the admiral was off on the Kiev. Irons became aware
of it as it wrapped up. The next morning Sprite briefed him on it. It was a
short brief; none of the cybers involved were talking. She did know that Fu had
contained the problem but there had been extensive damage to the station net
again. The organic crew wasn't happy about that.


Memory
and processors have been burnt out. Software corrupted, and some sections of
the station net were damaged. The AI and software techs were trying to get a
handle on the situation. There was some concern that the three AI who had been
insane but had hidden in the net were responsible. Unfortunately that's not
provable and the cybers aren't talking.


When
Irons and Sprite pressed for details they were silently rebuffed by Fu and the
others. Even the Berkhearts were noncommittal; they sadly ignore the requests
for information and leave the communications area.


Sprite
picked through the damage with the muse AI when the admiral returned to the
station. Clio and Mnemosyne aren't happy about the damage either. They tell her
bits and pieces of the story as they right the damage. Apparently some of the
attorneys had thrown a tantrum over the activities on the station and the
contracts that the admiral had agreed to without consulting the council. The
council had finally come to an agreement over it but they were short on details
on that. Apparently there was an nondisclosure agreement in place covering the
meeting and all parties were adhering to it. It served as a sort of peace
treaty for all parties.


She
reported it all to the admiral who silently listened as he tapped his lips with
a finger. He rocked in his chair, uncertain and surprised by his involvement in
the mess. Why hadn't they told him? Why hadn't they talked with him about the
problem?
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When
they arrived at the Lagrange point the council declared a holiday to celebrate
the achievement. The mayors of Antigua agreed and in an act of brotherhood also
declared a planetary holiday. It is the first such holiday in living memory.


The
media went wild covering the prep for the holiday. Toni Chambers took on a
freelancing reporter job, filming the occasion and the prep work for all
parties.  The coverage of the prep work builds up interest and excitement over
the holiday.


Getting
into the spirit the mayors try to outdo each other with various displays of
banners and planned events in their towns and cities. Each mayor is posturing
and ribbing the others. It's all in good fun but there is a serious
undercurrent of something more there.


Essential
services still needed to be run of course. Many could be overseen with a
skeleton crew. Riff and Gwen took watch in engineering with Irons. Much to
Sprite's ire Irons avoided the celebrations ongoing through the station and
both ships. She made certain to be there on the podium for the speeches, a
subtle reminder of who really made this achievement possible.


People
joined in impromptu tour groups to visit the station and see the sights. That
sparked interest in various sights they found, including the parks and
recreational facilities like the casino's, hotels, water parks, and theme
parks. A petition is immediately started to get one or more of those places
back online.


 


The
surviving augments were tired and old. They needed help to run the station
network, most really didn't have the skills or interest at all. It's obvious,
only a handful were actually interested in the drudgery of actually running the
station. Averies, Ribber, Gwen, the Stewards, and the Berkhearts were the
primary ones doing the day to day station chores. The new augments lacked the
necessary skills. The Stewards were unhappy about the deception when it came to
light. Discussions on what to do about the situation became a bit heated before
eventually pattering out. It wasn't like they could just cut them off now.


Averies
tried to help as much as possible but he was constantly pulled off in one
direction or another. Myers did a bit, but he was so absent minded it was
useless to involve him. He frequently forgot his commitments when something
else came up. He was intently focused on the station's science now over
anything else.


The
Gashg Ribber was a hard worker; he worked along with Ron and Rachael Steward to
maintain the ever growing life support system and to keep his beloved gardens
healthy. But he had resigned from the council, preferring to attend to his
garden over dealing with the day to day meetings and seemingly endless
wrangling over petty subjects. The admiral felt a pang of envy over the Gashg;
he wished he could join the old coot.


Doctor
Megan Trask was so busy running medical she rarely attended the meetings
anymore. She had signed over her proxy to the Berkhearts. That hadn't gone over
well with some of the others.


The
rest were all attorneys and minor bureaucrats, all uninterested in actually managing
the station. Oh they were, but not the hands on. No, they couldn't sully
themselves with such details. Let the peons handle that while they stuck to the
quote unquote big picture.


Of
course they didn't quite come out and say that. If they had the admiral was fairly
certain Riff or Gwen would yank their cords in a heartbeat. They were furious
over the last cyber war. Gwen had been seriously pissed over a planned virtual
golf tournament that had sucked up memory and processors yesterday. When she
had found out what was going on she'd shut down entire banks that had been
tasked. Of course the cybers just shifted their game to other processors,
preempting them from whatever task they had been performing. That had caused
some major headaches for the station crew.


After
mulling the situation over Irons broke down and decided to have another talk
with the Warners about the subject. Something had to be done for them and for
the council's long term coordination of the station. They couldn't afford
another cyber war. He also needed some help, some friends in the right places
so to speak.


He
made his way to the hospital ward during visiting hours. He was fairly sure the
ensign would be there as well. She rarely left her husband's side now that his
situation was deteriorating rapidly.


The
doctors had said they were delaying the procedure because of the holiday and
because of how fast he was deteriorating. They didn't want to hook him up until
he was stable.


“How
are you doing?” he asked, knocking on the open door when he arrived at Taylor
Warner's room. 


Warner
looked up and smiled politely. “Come to pay your last respects admiral?”


“Actually...
I well, I wanted to know if you rethought that idea that the doctors presented
to you earlier.”


“Oh?”
Warner looked at his wife. He'd thought about it but nothing else had been said
so he had just assumed that it was no longer possible. 


The
admiral came into the room and stood uncomfortably, clenching and unclenching
his hands. He hated this. He knew from experience how it felt to be there in
that bed. Being here, feeling so damn helpless... it sucked. It sucked the life
right out of you.


"The
station needs help to maintain itself. We can't well..." he frowned, not
sure about how to ask what he didn't want to ask.


"You
need volunteers," Warner asked. Most of the volunteers from the planet
were next to useless in the net. He'd seen them fumble about and try to do
tasks they were assigned to do. None of them had any sort of experience with
the job. Some blew off the tasks in favor of consulting or discussing other
things. All of them tended to lead but very few of them knew how to get
something to work. It was a case of too many chiefs and not enough Indians.


The
admiral was asking a lot. He was asking them to sacrifice their physical
selves. Not that he had much choice. His condition was terminal. They could
save his brain and brain stem but the tumors were already proliferating through
his body. He'd come to accept it, but he didn't like it.


He
looked down at his body. Too much radiation and a timed genetic disorder.
That's what the doctors were saying. Nanites were clearing some of the tumors
but not all. Too many were cropping up all over. Thousands all over his body.
They grew in frightening speed, sucking away resources his body needed to function
and stay alive. In order to get them all they'd have to rewrite his DNA and
replace every cell. That was possible of course, humans replaced their cells
every seven years, but inducing the repair and mitosis was a long shot at best.
One that they didn't have the time to complete. The doctors were focused on his
neurology but the rest of his body was rotting away before their eyes.


According
to doctor Kraft and that T'clock geneticist he couldn't get the name right they
could in theory clone his body and transplant his brain and brain stem to the
new one. But first they had to find a fix for the genetic disorder, one that
stuck. The last two repair attempts had failed miserably.


They
had tried to convince him to go into stasis but he had vehemently denied it. No
more little death of sleep. No. He was done with that. Live or die he would do
it in the real world among friends.


He
didn't mind the surroundings; they had him in a nice hospital bedroom. A green
colored suite complete with a credenza of white flowers and a simulated window.
It was a nice place to visit but he was heartily tired of being here.


“It's
a big thing. I can't well...” Irons twisted his hands clearly torn. “I... A
station of this size needs dedicated personnel. It's designed to be run by
cybers, people jacked in permanently. People who know what they are doing.”


“I
know what cybers are admiral,” Warner said. “We have discussed this already
with doctor's Trask, Kraft, and Numiria last month. I don't have a lot of time
left and I'm willing to take the risk.”


"I'm
in too," his wife said with a smile. She rubbed his hand. “Though I will
miss this,” she murmured.


He
looked at her, eyes glowing. His wife still had little to say but what she did
say had enormous impact with him. After a moment of searching he nodded too,
smiling a little. "We do need to make room for the next generation don't
we?" he asked softly.


"That's
good. But not the real problem. The problem is..."


"The
problem is the core of the station uses both AI and cybers."


"AI?"
Warner knew this but he wasn't sure where the admiral was going with it.


“There
were a lot of AI. Most crashed and went senile a long long time ago,” Irons
replied softly. “You know about Draco.” They nodded. “There are a couple of
dumb AI and one smart AI left in the system. There are also three dumb AI who
are supposed to be borderline insane somewhere hiding. They... all the AI
are... well eccentric.” He shrugged uncomfortably.


"I
can whip something up in time with the help of the others. I've patched them
the best I can. But in the meantime we need engineering Cybers. People linked
in full time to manage the power plants and needs of the station. People who
know what they are doing," Sprite said. “We're at a standstill and this
latest cyber war has really torn a hole in the manning tables. Admiral Irons
and I are each standing watched as well.”


“Cybers?”
Quinna asked. She'd just come in and was wrestling with the topic.


The
Warners looked her way and nodded for her to come in. “Full time augments. They
would be put in a pod and their bodies would be kept on life support. Their
brains would be permanently hooked to the station's computer net. In effect
they would be the computer. Or at least the one's running it.”


"Um..."


“It's
not for the faint of heart. It takes a level of commitment most people can't
understand. We're talking about... well...” he shrugged helplessly.


“I
take it the ones in the station right now...”


“Are
old. Most died over time. A few like we saw went insane over time. It
apparently varied, some went delusional and retreated to their own virtual
world, and others went psychotic like we saw. Some cut off their own life
support and died thinking their bodies would wake up.”


Taylor
flinched. “But they can live...”


“A
long long time. Millennia at least. With the right medical support
indefinitely,” Irons said.


“We
could keep an eye on the kids. The grand kids I mean. Always be there for
them,” Taylor Warner said looking at his wife. He smiled. Of course first their
son had to get off his first mate stick and find someone.


He
realized that what Irons really wanted and needed was an ally or in their case
allies plural. Allies on the council to watch his back. He resented that a
little, but understood it. Besides, what choice did he have? None really.


“My
brother was an augment, a cyber I mean,” Mrs. Warner said softly. “He was
injured in an accident. His body was torn apart in the crash. They said it was
the only way to save him short of a full body clone job which was illegal.
He... he was okay. Weird but okay.” She grimaced. “It took some getting used to
though.”


"It's
something to think about. We'll have to have volunteers for that as well,"
Irons said with a grimace. "Sprite can't handle a class seven bottle. It
takes an AI and dedicated staff to manage one. We've got four we can run and
well, we'll need two staff to get the station up and running at minimum."


"Ouch,"
Warner said wincing. He looked at his wife, hands on hers. "We'll think
about it," he said after a moment.


"I'm
not... I wasn't... hell," Irons said slumping a little as they looked at
him with knowing eyes. "I didn't want this. I don't know what to
say," he said, struggling with his own emotions.


"We'll
talk about it admiral," she said softly, eyes searching her husband’s. He
stroked her hair gently.


 


In
a rare move the medical team decided to do both surgeries at the same time.
They had a second and a third team trained in the basic procedures. Since both
the Warners had extensive implants already it would be much easier to perform
their surgeries. 


Of
course the admiral and his AI had to be on hand for both surgeries. That
annoyed some of the medical staff but when he gently explained that they had to
have his implants and Defender's overrides or the Warner's military implants
would suicide they understood.


Doctor
Light Touch had excelled in the surgical training program, using her own
implants she was now on her way to becoming the premier telepresence surgeon of
the station. Another doctor opened each patient up and did the initial work,
and then passed it on to her. She had a fine grasp of the micro manipulations
needed for the task. Doctor Trask and Doctor Kraft directed the work. They also
used their fine control of the medical nanites to plate over all the
connections and test everything.


A
second team did the basic biological connections, rerouting their biology to
graft in the catheters and other equipment. Fortunately Mr. Warner had most of
that already done when he had been admitted to the hospital. All they had to do
was extend the services, using nanites to meld man and machine. They also
removed extensive parts of his body to limit the tumors. His torso and head
were all that remained when they were finished, all treated to prevent further
tumor growth.


When
it came time to work on Mrs. Warner the teams were encouraged but a little
tired. They missed a pulmonary embolism at first. When the alarms began to
shriek a few of the nurses flinched, one knocked over a tray of sterile
surgical tools in her surprise.


Fortunately
Light Touch had an iron grasp of the situation. She released nanites into the
woman's heart to combat the blockage as the basic team swung into action. As
she cleared the blockage they scanned for additional blockage as well as other
blood clots and repaired the damage.


“I
thought we'd have that problem with Taylor since he's been sedentary for some
time. It goes to show you, expect the unexpected,” Light Touch murmured. Irons
agreed with a nod.


Doctor
Trask took control when the patient was stable. She used Light Touch's robots
to find and repair the neurological damage to the woman's speech centers and
then handed the controls over to Doctor Kraft for the final fitting.


 


Both
Warners awoke two days later to a changed existence. They were now virtual,
feeling and seeing and hearing through the net. Since they had experience with
jacking in they brushed off helpful hands politely, orienting themselves
quickly.


Sid
Berkheart was amused that Kenny was so put out by their easy almost casual
acceptance of their changed reality.


“Well,
what do you expect?” Sid asked when Kenny had lamented their lack of tutoring.
“They are from our time. They know how to jack in; they've been doing it since
they were kids! Of course they know how to do it!”


“Oh.”
Kennet looked a little put out still.


“Forgot
that?” Sid asked amused. He watched Sprite hovering protectively behind the
Warners.


“Yeah,
sort of.”


“It's
like riding a bike Ken, it just takes a little practice to get back on and get
back into it.”


“If
you say so,” Kenny said dubiously. He had been looking forward to adding allies
to their faction. Now he wasn't sure if they were allies or not.


Sid
shook his virtual head. Kenny didn't know what the Warners were all about. Sid
did. They were friends of the admiral sure, but they were also doers like him.
People who did more than they said, they got things done while Kenny was still
arguing about who should do it. Life was about to get interesting.


Sometimes
he missed Diego, Manny, and the others. They had been doers, people who lived
life and worked hard.


“I
still think they should take it easy. Maybe let us show them around a bit,”
Kenny groused. He didn't like it that the admiral's AI was sticking near the
Warners.


“They'll
do fine,” Sid said, watching the Warners orient themselves and nod politely to
the other's congratulations and acceptance into their group.


 


Sprite
has another icy incident when Irons mentioned creating more AI after the
Warners had awoken. They were with a programmer and a psychologist recently
arrived from the planet at the time he inserted his foot into his mouth over
the subject. When Sprite left he talked with them. Hesitantly the psychologist
talked to him. She wasn't happy about the divided loyalties but the situation
is rather unique.


She
frowned. “I... hesitate to bring this up but your AI...”


“Yes
doctor?”


“She's
showing classic symptoms of trauma.”


The
admiral scowled briefly before deciding to talk to her about it. Perhaps she could
help a little, or at least shed some light on the situation. Sprite had become
touchy again, moody. The emotional swings were a dangerous sign of rampancy,
one he was concerned about. “I... know. We had an incident.” He related the
Draco incident to the psychologist. She didn't say anything, didn't ask any
questions, and just listened. When he was finished the psychologist was sitting
back looking thoughtful. “Any ideas?” He finally asked.


She
frowned. “I... I'd say she's showing some of the classic signs of rape trauma.”


“Rape
trauma?” he asked frozen.


The
psychologist nodded. “And being forced to well, for all intent and purposes
live with her rapist isn't helping.”


Irons
winced. He thought back at the incident, trying to see if from an outsider’s perspective.
There was a lot on rape trauma in the UCMJ. He could look it up... but
hesitated to do so. What Defender had done was correct... but direct. Perhaps
too direct.


“If
she were organic I would suggest counseling. Separation of well... her from her
partner at least. Counseling for both.”


He
blinked at her. “I...”


“Part
of a way a sentient deals with such trauma is talking about it with others. We
are after all social creatures. Sharing pain is a way to mitigate it's effects.
To bond over it. To know that someone else empathizes with you helps to reduce
the tension and helps to reduce the festering it has on the soul.”


“I...
see...” he said quietly. He wasn't sure what to say.


Her
eyes were intent as she looked into his. “The longer she goes without talking
about the incident it is going to fester. Which is obviously an issue. If she
were human I'd say get her counseling or... no I was going to say get her drunk
with someone she trusts so she can unload but it was someone she trusted that
violated her wasn't it? There are definitely trust issues there. Is there
anyone else she can talk to?”


“She
has to want to do so I think,” Irons replied slowly. “Forcing her...”


The
psychologist nodded and then sighed. “Would do more damage. I do suggest she
look into it though.”


“I'll...”


“Getting
her time off may help or hurt. It might give her the time to think it over and
deal with it on her own... make her face it on her own initiative. Or it could
make the festering worse. Making her focus on it when she has no choice could
cause...”


He
nodded. “Catch twenty two. I get it. Work is its own therapy in a way doctor.
It's helped me with the time shock. Perhaps it will help Sprite a little. At
least it's helping her to cope.”


“But
only on the surface. It's there, waiting and building.”


“I
know,” he sighed. “I... just don't know what to do about it.”


“It's
not up to you. It's up to her. I'm available if she needs me,” the
psychologist said.


“I'll
think about it,” Sprite said from the speaker in the admiral's arm. It was a
simple statement, quiet without any emotion in it.


“Sorry,
didn't mean to discuss you Sprite. I do hope you do take her advice seriously
though,” Irons replied.


“Can
we move on?” Sprite asked, starting to sound testy.


“Yes
okay,” the programmer said, deep in thought. The idea of an AI getting raped...
and feeling rape trauma was something new and mind blowing. He was used to
banking and databases about weather and inventory not... not well this. This
was beyond him. It was going to take time to assimilate. Getting a distraction
in was a good thing then. “The net protocols...”


 


The
judicial system faced a crucial test when it faced a major problem when an
accusation of rape came to light. The parents of the teenage child were furious
and demanded immediate action. The boy who was accused is a tribesman. He
claimed it was consensual and seemed rather pleased by the attention at first.
Unfortunately the incident happened outside of the view of the cameras. The
pair had been something of an item but it had been puppy love, or so they had
thought. People began to take sides.


Some
wanted the boy punished, some wanted him spaced, and others wanted him gelded
or exiled. Others wanted him to be put in stasis pending an investigation. He
is brigged despite his family’s voracious protests.


Irons
refused to put him in stasis, that fell under the cruel and unusual punishment
law. Also it is a conflict since he is accused, not convicted of the crime.


Hastily
a police force is brought up from the planet. A retired sheriff, his wife, and
a retired judge. Since they have no ties to the station or the former ship's
crew and they were impartial they were handed the case.


One
of the cybers volunteered to act as a defense attorney. Kenny volunteers to
prosecute.


The
girl complicated the issue by flip flopping on her story when put under
stressful questioning by sheriff Derrango. The parents were angry and they take
her back to Kiev.


The
girl however broke away from their hawkish view when they were both on duty.
She snuck back onto the station and visited the boy in the brig. The sheriff
allowed it to happen. What both the victim and the accused didn't know was that
all brig conversations were recorded. Counsel sessions were put under seal
because they were considered privileged but conversations with third parties
were not. 


During
the conversation she is angry with him. He however admitted to taking things
too far in the heat of the moment. This is immediately brought up at the trial
the next day. She received help, he plead guilty to a molestation charge and is
exiled to the planet to serve his sentence in a prison there.


Sheriff
Derrango and the judge show no signs of leaving. Derrango liked the station, he
liked the tech and he really liked the free medical care he and his wife received.
His wife liked the potential and loved that her husband had received medical
care for his slipped disk and no longer needed glasses because of the eye
surgery. She had insisted on antigen treatments for both of them and they both
felt and looked much younger. Both loved to sit and play checkers in the
evenings at Ralphie’s. Both of them were approachable, laid back and nice. They
joined the card games on the station and the sheriff didn't come down on anyone
for minor bets. In less than a week they were accepted by the crew. Eventually
things returned to normal.


 


Captain
Chambers of the Kiev was shocked but not completely surprised when his daughter
transferred to the station four months into their stay in the system. He had
thought she had gotten the idea out of her system but apparently the imminent
departure of the ship had made her change her mind. Or, she had been planning
this all along. Toni is eager to start her new future, she kissed his craggy
cheek and told him to be happy for her, and she was a news anchor for the local
media station. She even got him onto the station to check out her apartment.
Cora made appreciative noises at the size and look of the place. He nodded
grudgingly under Cora's watchful gaze. 


Kiev
is about ready to undock and try her new systems in deep space. He was eager to
get going, to head out into the great unknown. Admiral Irons had tucked away
some goods for him to deliver to Pyrax in their travels and he was eager to
spread the word about the station and how the universe had changed for the
better.


He
had to admit he also had itchy feet and wanted to get away before anything else
happened. Or before the station poached any more of his people. He knew his
first mate Mr. Warner was on the fence about leaving... Now this? “Now you have
a reason to visit more often daddy,” Toni told him with another kiss on his
craggy cheek as she hugged him. 


Cora
nodded reluctantly but she was unsure. She knew however that their daughter had
made up her mind firmly and was adult enough to follow her own path now. “You
have to try your wings sometime dear, we know that. And I know you can't live
in our shadow forever. I just wish...” she sighed. Her daughter gripped her
hand tightly for a moment. Finally Cora hugged her. They cried.


The
captain wasn't happy but nodded grudgingly. She told him she would be fine on
the station as she dashed tears with her fingers. She smiled and told him she
had a job she had always wanted and planned on getting on the council as soon
as she gained more experience. Her father nodded.


“We've
got one more run on the contract and then we're leaving. You've got until then
to change your mind honey,” he said gruffly.


She
smiled at him. “Oh daddy, I'll be fine right here.”


“I
know but I had to try,” he said hugging her by the shoulders. She hugged him
back and then tickled him. He guffawed and then squeezed her until she stopped
and gasped. He rested his head on her hair and stroked it with one hand. “I'll
miss you pumpkin,” he murmured.


“You're
not gone yet,” she said with a watery laugh. “So let me take you out to lunch
and then I'll walk you back to the dock. How about that?” she asked.


“Sounds
good to me,” Cora replied with a nod. Captain Chambers nodded as well.


 


The
new medical staff had their first pair of pregnancies a few days after things
settled down again. They were among the tribes; none of the stationers had
their surgeries reversed yet since there was a backlog with all the implants.
Many of the Kiev people were happy to be able to have large families, like they
had always dreamed. They wanted large families as well and began to bombard the
medics with requests to remove the contraceptive implants.


 


When
Kiev returned from her last trip to the planet she carried with her something
that had been long in coming. Animals from the planet were brought onboard the
station as pets for the first time. This brought a rush on animals and orders
for more. Of course the people on the ground wanted to sell their animals so
that made for an economic quandary as well as a medical one. Lieandra was more
than happy to transport the second wave of pets along with an eager but young
veterinarian ready to try her wings out for the first time.


Also
businesses on the ground were awakening to the new market of the station. The factories
on the ground were worried about its competition. Some businesses relocated,
others opened branches on the station. A bank opened a small branch on the
station. A credit union did as well but it turned out to be a scam and folded a
day after it opened when it's founder was arrested by sheriff Derrango.


 


Chief
O'Mallory wasn't happy with the tuning of the ship's drive after their last
jaunt. She insisted on some downtime to run the minor but annoying problems
down. When she does she found a couple of emitter nodes that had been rebuilt
but not replaced were near max impedance. They reluctantly agreed to a contract
with the station to replace them for two more runs. One while the station is
making the nodes, and a second to test them out and dial them in.


Captain
Chambers wasn't happy about the additional delay however and is pretty
insistent that they head out after that. Fortunately Cora smoothed things over.


 


Lieandra
helped in relocating people along with the Kiev. A bad twister leveled two
towns, one of them Plymouth. The damage was extensive, only a few brick
buildings and basements were left standing. The station was eclipsing the news
daily; the crisis in Plymouth was a page four story. 


News
however does eventually make it to the council of mayors. The mayors decide in
a publicity stunt to offer free passage to the station. 


In
a surprising move the people of Plymouth decided by almost unanimous vote to
relocate enmasse to the station. Dismayed the mayors are forced to eat their
words as Kiev reaches orbit and began the laborious process of taking the
people on. 


When
they arrived shops and additional businesses opened up on main street and in
one of the malls near the core of the station. An electronic economy is set up.
Pay discussions and back pay were argued about frequently over the next week as
Kiev returned for its final trip. Irons stayed out of the argument as much as
possible. 


 


A
garden and a park were opened and dedicated in paired back to back ceremonies.
The Gashg gardener from Kiev is on hand, he handed over a seedling from the
Kiev's massive Cornucopia tree. They plant it and a few backups in the center
of the garden, and the backups in the park. 


The
park has a small amphitheater attached; three bands come up from the planet to
perform. Apparently they were a hit with some of the people who had come up
from the planet and people chafed through the droning speeches to listen to
Clash, the Misfits, and Gem.


In
the speeches the Admiral's efforts were marginalized by Fu who emphasized the
efforts of the people over any one individual. Sprite fumed over it but Irons
brushed it off since he had skipped the ceremony in order to make repairs on
another fusion reactor. He realized Fu had scheduled the repair of the reactor
to coincide with the ceremony in order to get rid of Irons but he was actually
on board with it since he didn't like ceremonies and public speaking anyway.
The council heard a bit of the rant from Sprite and his reaction. The rant
alienated a few further. Some were disturbed or amused by the admiral's
nonchalant attitude and work ethic.


 


Sprite
is amused that the next project opened was a water park less than a week later.
It's a mark of how far they have come that they have excess water to use for
such a purpose. She's also amused by the spacers; none had ever played in water
like that before. A zero G park would have made more sense for them.


Spacers
had played in zero g before but this was something completely different. All
that wet stuff was dangerous but exciting. The former dirt siders were amused
as they show them how to have fun with water. Some of the country folk had
played in creeks and streams as kids and knew what a slide was but had never
seen one made out of plastic before. Nor one that curled about into tunnels and
other shapes. There were a few incidents of near drowning before life guards
were hired but overall the water park was an immediate hit.


The
park opened up a dilemma though, some of the population wanted to open up the
zoo next, others wanted the aquarium, others wanted a museum. A debate ensued,
getting heated from time to time as people took sides. Irons rolled his eyes
when he heard of it. He's not amused that they were drawing equipment, power,
and resources away from reviving the station.


Word
of the first theme park in centuries to open made it back to the planet and hit
the media. Irons was amused by the news accounts when he took the time to read
them. He's even more amused by the people lining up at the space port to buy
nonexistent tickets to come to the station just to go to the theme park. He
tried to point out that since no one had an aquarium ground side and no one had
experience running one, nor did they have access to the animals that was a dead
project before it started. It was best to start with something simple.


“What
they could, what I mean is what they should do is offer the usage of the
facilities to companies or a consortium on the ground. Rent the facilities out,
have the company pay the overhead and a lease and charge tickets to pay for
their employee wages and overhead.” He watched as the AI digested the
suggestion. “That way it builds a legal defense against the inevitable accident
or injury. Also it allows the station's council to focus on the well being of
the station, not be bogged down in details trying to micromanage theme parks.
Also right now they really don't have the population anyway.” which was
partially true, the population was now hovering around thirty four thousand.


“True,”
Sprite replied. “And they can charge for food, lockers, and other things. The
workers’ wages will go to pay for upkeep and improvements as well as into the
local economy to pay for goods and services... which will in turn help to get
the economy going. Banking would help immensely as well.”


He
wrinkled his nose. “We have banks.”


She
shook her virtual head. “What we have here are a couple of banks who are
setting the prices and tone. What we don't have is healthy competition
admiral,” she said. Reluctantly he nodded.


“Tell
you what, write all this up as a proposal and shoot it to the Warners and
others you think may listen on the council. Let them think it over,” he
suggested.


“It
won't go anywhere. You know that,” she said caustically.


He
seemed to look thoughtful but she knew him better. “Hmmmm... I dunno. It
might.”


“Someone
will take credit for it,” she cautioned.


He
shrugged. “I don't care as long as it's implemented.”


“Right,”
Sprite sighed, turning her attention inward. “Fine then,” she said sounding
resigned. “I'll get right on that. Shouldn't take me more than a minute.”


“You
know what? Don't bother with my name, use yours. It is your idea after all,
well, most of it. Let someone try to tamper with that,” Irons said after a
moment.


“I'll...
I'll do that,” Sprite said. Someone taking his glory she wouldn't fight.
Someone taking her credit was something all together different.


 


Accidents
continue to plague the station, including sudden changes in the artificial
gravity, and the occasional power surge. Most were written off as damage and
wear and tear. Some, Sprite came to realize were the acts of malicious mischief
from some of the not quiet sane cybers and the still missing AI. She tried to
bring it up to the council but was ignored. The admiral was too focused on
rebuilding the replicators at the time to pay attention. “Sheriff, I don't know
what to do about this,” she said, talking to Derrango.


Sheriff
Derrango was a nice guy. He was laid back, older, more of a frontier justice
sort of man than a hard charging sheriff. He meant business though; more than
one punk came up hard and short against him when they tried to test him.


He'd
just had a full medical exam too. Sprite didn't know the particulars because of
doctor patient privilege but the sheriff was moving around a lot better, he
seemed stronger and more limber. It seemed the visits had taken years off his
age. It had definitely taken twenty kilo's off his waistline.


His
main deputy, Fife was a character. Bug eyed like his boss, but a tall gangly
guy with ears that stuck out and a very nervous disposition. The man was a bit
scatterbrained, jumping all over the place and was a stickler for the rule
book. He was still learning that the rules were a bit different in space. His
high pitched nasal voice had more than one person edgy around him.


“Anyone
get hurt?” the sheriff asked as he cleaned his stunner. He liked that he had
it. Too often he'd had to kill someone back on Antigua with his now retired six
shooter. It had helped his reputation sometimes but it had hurt it as well. He
didn't like it that people thought of him as a shoot first type. This gave him
more options.


Fife
loved his pistols and was always messing with them. Course the deputy was a bit
accident prone... he'd stunned his own foot twice since they had gotten here.
Been damn funny seeing it, seeing the clueless deputy topple over like a tree,
but it hadn't done the deputy's reputation any good. He'd have to work on that.


“Minor
injuries so far. Most of it is scare tactics stuff,” Sprite answered. She shot
him the full file. He had first level implants now but was still struggling to
use them.


“Ah.
You know who's involved?” he buffed the outside casing, frowning at a minor
scratch.


“They
aren't leaving a trail sometimes but I've got some clues. Some of it is
definitely by a cyber and I know some have alibis.”


“Really?”
Derrango raised an eyebrow. Process of elimination wasn't something he usually
went by. He preferred live witnesses.


“The
Berkhearts were in a conference, the Fu's were in their meditation
compound....” He held up a hand as she started to go through the list.


“Shoot
me the list. I'll talk to them on my own. Consider this my department's
concern.”


“Okay,”
she said reluctantly.


“As
you said, it's more of a prank. But pranks tend to get out of hand even if the
people involved didn't mean them to. I'll have a chat. Whoever is doing it will
see me sniffing and will probably lay low for a bit,” he drawled.


“Thanks
sheriff,” she said. It wasn't exactly the response she wanted but it would have
to do.


 


Savo
taught the self defense and martial arts class on top of his duties as a
deputy. He hadn't been happy that the security force was so up in the air. Some
were transferring over to the sheriff's department, and the security force was
now put on guard duty almost exclusively. He was now considering changing over
as well. 


He
scanned the class. “Nana Korobi Yaoki, seven times fall, eight times get up!”
He paced back and forth as his student opponent struggled to her feet. Savo
wore a standard white gi and wasn't thrilled about teaching basic self defense
but Petunia and Irons had talked him into it. This was definitely going to be
his last class for basic; some of these people were just clueless.


He
knew damn well Petunia had put him up to it to keep him out of the bars on the
station. Ralphie was probably glad; he hadn't busted any of his furniture or had
a brawl since he'd come over to the station. The good thing about the classes
was that he taking all his angst out on his students. They didn't seem at all
thrilled by that but that was tough for them he thought with a secret grin.


“There
are three steps in self defense. One don't get hit. Two hit back. Three get
help. We're working on steps one and two, you should be able to figure out step
three for yourselves,” he growled.


There
was a snicker of acknowledgment from the class. On his first day Savo had used
his simian lungs to scream bloody murder in demonstration.


“Now
remember, if they want something, let them have it. A wallet isn't worth your
life. Let the authorities handle it. Unless you are the authorities, then
you've got a problem.” He glared up at his students. More than one person had
been amused by his small stature until they realized the hard way how much
power a primate packed in those tight muscles. A primate was normally ten times
stronger than a normal human. Of course the base line human lineage had changed
with the advent of genetic engineering... but then again so had the chimps.


“If
you have to apologize, do so. If you have to lose money, don't worry about it,
you can get more. But you can't get more if you are dead. And believe me, it's
no fun being in the infirmary. Some of those nurses can be downright mean and
viscous if you give them a hard time,” he said, giving a wry tight lipped smile
of remembered pain.


Of
course that admission caused another round of snickers. He shook his head.
“Regular laugh a minute. But here's the thing, the point I was aiming for.
Sometimes you have to defend yourselves. Sometimes they want more than just
money, they want blood. So block, and Nana Korobi Yaoki. It's Japanese if
you're wondering, an ancient proverb Irons taught me and I'm now passing onto
you. Look it up, I don't have the time or inclination to explain them all to
you.”


He
was not much into the science, more into the grit. Teaching self defense
allowed him to screen applicants to the security and police force since it was
a mandatory requirement for all applicants. 


Admiral
Irons sometimes liked to stop by for a practice bout. When he does things get
both physical and interesting. Also painful, Savo thought, rolling his still
sore shoulder. Speaking of the devil, he thought as he watched the familiar
form of the admiral entering the dojo. He turned and bowed to the admiral.
Irons smiled and bowed back.


“Now,
for your personal satisfaction you now get to see me toss the admiral around
the mat,” he said as the two circled. The class was backing up a respectful
distance. Some were standing, others took a lotus position.


Irons
had a feral grin on his face. “One of us will get tossed around you mean,” he
said.


“Ah
shit,” Savo said as their hands began to whirl.


 


Sprite
seemed smug the next morning. Irons wasn't really up for it, he wasn't sore,
just edgy. He took his morning cup of coffee and sat down with a tablet in
front of him to read the morning news.


Now
that the station was set up and it's communications were back on line the media
was now involved. A few intrepid media outlets had transferred some of their
young idea people to the station. Since most of the media was print based on
the planet he like a lot of people weren't sure how well the transition would
work. After all, the station didn't use nor need newspapers.


Fortunately
one of the electronics techs had caught on to their frustration in the library
and had pointed them in the E-book direction. It had taken several days but the
set up had been worth it. They still needed a good copy editor but they were
doing a bang up job now that they had their feet under them.


Toni
Chambers was currently the only video news outlet on the station. She was
harried running from one place to another to cover this or that story or
interview. He didn't envy her and he did his level best to avoid her.


Of
course half the news was from the planet right now, the other half was all
focused on the station. Most of the local section detailed the various projects
ongoing or coming online, with the occasional interview of a person of
interest.


He
hadn't been interviewed. He'd considered it, but hadn't been approached yet.
That was something to think about right there, Sprite was right. Something was
off about that. Normally he had reporters all over him because of his status.
He didn't mind not having them, but it was decidedly odd to be ignored. Toni
Chambers had attempted once but then had been pulled off by her boss to handle
another story.


“Something
on your mind this morning Sprite?” he asked as he took a sip of coffee. It was
good to see her a little chipper.


If
anything her smile widened slightly. “I picked up a few more pieces of military
equipment. They were going up for auction but I did a swap.”


“Auction?”
Irons asked raising an eyebrow.


“They
have them monthly ground side. I picked up some minor pieces and a hundred tons
of milspec computer parts. They are most likely junk but you never know.”


“True,”
Irons replied thoughtfully. “Anything else?”


“Some
milspec replicators that have been initialized. Two small ones, the same make
and model as the one in your launch. The auctioneer said they were locked
down.”


Irons
made a face. That could mean anything from locked down but still functional to
an inert shell. Still it was the thought that counted here.


“I
also picked up some sensors, a marine drop pod, some pieces of army issue
armor, and a couple of other things.” She scrolled a list on his HUD. He
recognized a few items. A few others he recognized when she brought up an
image. Most like the ordinance cart and emergency generator were battered but
he could do something about them later.


“Good,”
he said with a nod.


She
made a sour face. “I think they are on to me though, someone was jacking up the
price when I started to bid.”


“Pattern
bidding,” Irons said with a nod.


She
sighed. “I tried to use shell companies but it didn't work.”


He
wasn't sure how the hell she was planning to pay for all this. Hopefully she
wasn't charging it to the station account, he had enough headaches. “That means
anything else is going to be driven up,” Irons replied with a sigh. “Try to
focus your efforts on naval equipment. Specifically if you see any construction
equipment let me know.”


“I'll
keep that in mind,” Sprite said making a tick check on a virtual clipboard.
“What about ordinance?” she asked looking up.


He
pursed his lips. Most likely the ordinance had shut down and scrammed when it
fell into civilian hands. Well, hopefully at any rate. He nodded reluctantly.
“Bid on it. Also any ordinance handling equipment, that sort of thing. How old
is this stuff anyway?”


“More
than seven hundred years of course,” Sprite said with a smirk. He snorted.
“Beyond that?” she asked, shrugging helplessly. “We'll find out when it
arrives.”


“Shipping?”


“It's
taken care of admiral,” she said.


“And
how are you paying for all this?” he asked.


“Um...
well... it's um...”


He
paused, knowing when she was suddenly caught in something she didn't want to
admit. “Spit it out commander,” he growled.


“I
sold some information and agreed that you'd do a series of interviews for an
exclusive club.”


“Oh
great,” he sighed setting his tablet and cup down in disgust. “And?” he knew
there was more to it than that.


“I...
agreed to do some replicating. Nothing illegal. I've been doing it on your off
time with your launch.”


“Oh?”
he asked, raising an eyebrow. He hadn't been to the launch in some time. He'd
serviced it a week or so ago and then left it alone.


“Parts
mostly, though someone wanted a stone Venus statue with their own face on it
for some odd reason. It's at the dock waiting to be shipped.”


“Oh.”


“No
worries admiral,” she said.


“Sprite
I don't mind you branching out and using military hardware to do it since you
are getting hardware in return. Just try to keep me in the loop,” he said.


“Will
do,” she said, sounding a little chastened.


“That
being said, good initiative. Next time ask before you involve me though,” he
said.


“I'll
try,” she said, smile returning. There was a slight twinkle in her eye. “You
know the old rule though...”


“Old
rule?”


“Better
to ask for forgiveness then permission,” she said, smirk widening.


“Cute,”
he said, giving her a tight lipped smile. “Anything else to report?”


“Not
much, the station's doing okay. We've got some issues with reactor four and
reactor five's still having issues. I think leaving Riff to his own devices
with it might have been premature.” Riff was now chief of power for the
station. He was still feeling out the job apparently.


The
admiral shrugged. “He needs to learn. Some people learn best by doing. By
making mistakes, digging themselves a hole and then figuring out how the heck
to get out of it.”


“True.”


“Net?”


“All
quiet. Lieandra's bringing another group in later this afternoon. Kiev's
finally got her emitter problems sorted out. I'm doing some work with them so
I'll need you to jack in when they get back.”


“More
people. Great,” he said with a head shake. They were finding that only half of
the people arriving intended to work. Most wanted to find some scam or get rich
quick scheme and then head back to the planet loaded with gold or credits.
Quite a few had been stopped trying to loot the station. More than one person
had been caught trying to steal or “borrow” a shuttle or tug to go prospecting.
It was annoying for some, downright dangerous for those involved. They had no
idea what they were getting into.


 


Proteus
opened the log file for the next replicator they were tasked with bringing
online and paused. The time-stamp… the last time-stamp was after the dark time,
less than fifty years ago. Apparently Draco had tried to use the replicator,
recognized the problem with the control… this wasn’t the first log he’d come
across he realized. Defender had done a thorough job of sanitizing Draco’s
influence but this… he needed to speak with the admiral.


“Admiral
a moment?” the AI asked.


“Proteus?”
the admiral asked in surprise, sitting up. “Is there a problem?”


“Of
a sorts admiral,” Proteus replied, noting it’s fellow AI attending the
conversation. “Black out,” the AI said to Defender. 


The
security AI scowled but checked. He flicked a couple bots out of the
apartment’s security system and then locked it down. “We’re secure,” he replied
after a second.


“We’ll,
you’ve certainly piqued my curiosity,” The admiral said, setting his cup of
coffee down. “Care to explain?” he asked.


“Admiral,”
Proteus said. “Sprite, Defender. I have been in the net looking at the logs and
have come to a conclusion. The AI Draco was not insane.”


“That…”


“Let
me finish,” Proteus said, cutting off Defender. “I have compared the civilian
AI to Fuentes. Our experience with Fuentes was our first with a technically
insane AI. Draco however doesn’t meet the same criteria.”


The
admiral frowned, looking at the three AI on his HUD. Sprite looked sullen and
hurt. She glared at Defender. Proteus’s blob bobbed up and down. Defender’s
eyes glowed red. “I have proof,” Proteus said opening a file and sharing it
with the other AI before opening it for the admiral. “Based on this, Draco was
still functional and was fulfilling his function as the station’s primary
engineering AI. He was attempting to keep the station functional and was not
insane.”


“A
log book is hardly evidence of sanity,” Defender replied.


“Unfortunately
it and the other files and stories the tribes have exchanged and our own
interaction with the AI are all we have to go on. Based on that I have to
reluctantly conclude that the destruction of the AI was in error.”


“I…”


The
admiral held up a restraining hand as he scanned the document. He wasn’t sure
what Proteus was driving at. The log was a simple entry, Draco had recognized
that the replicator was down, cut off from… he paused as it hit him. The AI’s
statement was coherent, understandable, in other words logical. There were no
emotional overtones in the log, no mistakes, it was clean.


“I…
did not… I…” Defender turned to Sprite. “I apologize Commander, it appears I
was in error.”


“I…”
Sprite seemed to swell but then stopped. Irons sucked in a breath and then let
it out as she turned accusing eyes on him.


“The
error was mine. I gave the order. I didn’t know at the time. I wish we had
reached out, tried to contact and better assess the AI’s sanity but I was
afraid that letting the AI know we were here would be dangerous.” He frowned,
looking away.


“They
say hindsight is twenty twenty,” The admiral finally said. “And friendly fire
is the toughest thing to handle. I think we’re all going to be haunted by this
one. Proteus, I thank you. Please file a report. Sprite…”


“I…
yes admiral?” Sprite asked dispirited.


“It’s
not your fault,” he said eyes locked onto hers. She frowned. “I’m serious
commander. We went with what we had at the time. Hindsight like I said. Now we
know. Please treat any files from Draco as clean not corrupted. Scan them and
then use them as needed. Don’t hate me or yourself. I gave the order.”


“I…
Admiral I shouldn’t of been so zealous,” Defender grudgingly admitted.


The
admiral pursed his lips. “Perhaps lieutenant but the damage has been done. The
best we can do now is learn from it and move on. Make sure it doesn’t happen
again.”


“Agreed,”
Sprite said. She turned, eyes shifting. What Proteus had reported had opened up
old wounds again. She’d have to think about it.


 


As
the station's interior was repaired more and more businesses became interested
in opening up franchises on the station. A few of the industrial corporations
sent out exploratory feelers. Some were up and coming sons or daughters wanting
to strike it out on their own and prove themselves. Bert Bertoli was one such
young man. He'd come up with a couple hundred tons of materials, most of it
flour and seasonings. He'd mortgaged his soul to follow this dream.


He'd
had a hell of a time finding people to work for him. It was fairly obvious
early on that if he didn't use butler bots for his staff his pizza parlor would
never open. Since the admiral was partial to pepperoni pizza he'd helped out,
tossing in a couple butler bots and even coming by to repair the heater in the
pizza shop's massive oven.


Bertoli
had been so thankful for his generosity he'd offered the admiral a lifetime of
free drinks on the house. Irons had chuckled but then shrugged it off.


Of
course Bertoli wasn't having it all his own way. Down the strip a sub shop was
about to open for the first time on the station. The sub shop owner was in a
friendly competition with Bertoli for now. It would be interesting to see if
the competition remained friendly or if it became heated. Or they might just
combine their businesses, after all that had been known to happen a few times
Irons mused.


There
were other shops opening up, a barber, nail salon, massage parlor, also a
butcher shop and a grocery store. The butcher shop and grocery were
adjoining... a heated discussion between the would be proprietors a week ago
led to each of them knocking holes in the wall... security being called... and
then security hastily left while laughing uproariously when the owners passion
had overflowed into the bedroom. Now the two were the first couple to get
married and were quickly joining their businesses together. Hopefully things
wouldn't run the same course when the baker opened up next week.


Kennet
was incensed to find that someone had imported real beef onto the station. He
made his protests during the grand opening of the pizza parlor. He was the self
appointed representative of the cybers and station council sent to attend the
opening. 


He
was unhappy about the admiral's presence. Irons was oblivious to the dark looks
Kennet shot at him whenever his back was turned. 


Since
it is a grand opening it was attended by a great deal of the off duty station
personnel. So many people came to try the food that Bertoli was quickly
overwhelmed. His butler bots and staff do their best to serve patrons who lined
up outside while he sent his bus boy with enough credits to clean out the
butcher's shop and the grocer's flour stocks.


Of
course Kennet had been on his best behavior with so many witnesses at first.
That was until he found out about the meat toppings and cheese. Irons missed
the first bit of the rant that followed that particular unpleasant discovery
but when Kennet started accusing the butcher, pizza chef, and the baker of
importing controlled substances he has to take a hand.


“Not
everyone is a vegetarian,” Irons said as Kennet glared at the group. Savo was on
hand, he didn't care for the cybers attitude. He made a show of sticking his
tongue out as he opened his mouth wide to take in a big slice of pizza. He
didn't know or care what the big deal was. He preferred chicken over kielbasa
or pepperoni. The stuffed shirt was just lucky he was a ghost. If he'd been
solid more than one person in the restaurant would gladly clean his clock or
show him the nearest airlock.


“They
are barbarians then,” Kennet said with a disgusted sniff. “Eating meat is bad
for your health.”


Savo
burped. He grunted at Kennet's glare. “Excuse me,” he said. Petunia hid a smile
of approval behind her napkin as she daintily blotted at her face. She couldn't
encourage the old fart. He was enough of a handful as he was already. Fart...
oh goddess of space, she thought. She'd better get him out in an hour or he'd
clear the room all on his own.


Sprite
rolled her eyes on the admiral's HUD. She didn't know what the big deal was
over food. The admiral wasn't picky, he usually ate something simple but
occasions like this one brought out the more social aspect of his feeding. She
had delved into his taste buds a few times and tried to parse it out but so far
she still didn't understand it.


Irons
didn't see the harm. He also did see that Kennet was making an ass of himself.
He wondered if the guy even realized that he was bitching about meat yet he and
the council had imported predators as the security force centuries ago? The
comparison probably hadn't occurred to him.


“Actually,
an extremist is a barbarian. They close their minds and hearts to new things. I
prefer the middle ground,” the admiral said, picking up a slice before Savo
snagged it. Petunia smirked at her husband's look of disgust and annoyance at
being beaten to it.


“There's
more if you want it,” Bertoli said, wiping his hands nervously on his apron. He
wasn't so sure about his supplies now but that was a proforma statement. He
used a rag to wipe the counter in front of him. He had a dozen pies going and
another dozen ready to go. At this rate he was going to run out of flour just
today!


“It's
good Mr. Bertoli,” Petunia said, leaning around the admiral to assure the
nervous looking chef. “I think we may want to try another though, this time
with a mix of veggies and meat if you don't mind.”


“Sure,”
Bertoli said with a nod. He rushed off to the kitchen.


“Being
an omnivore has its advantages,” the admiral said with a smile to Savo and his
wife. “It lets us keep the middle ground, remain adaptable and open to new
things. It means you can enjoy both sides of the discussion without committing
to either fully. Or you can commit to one side or another for a brief time and
then switch.”


“True,”
Savo admitted. He wasn't a big fan of eating his veggies but he knew Petunia
loved the occasional salad. He did like to eat apples. He tapped his chest with
his fist. “Going to have heartburn I just know it,” he mumbled as he rubbed his
chest.


“Then
stop,” his wife said, giving him a gimlet eye. He shrugged and picked up his
stein. He took a swig and wiped his mouth smiling a tight lipped smile her way.
She looked away and rolled her eyes.


“Don't
say I didn't tell you so,” she muttered darkly.


“The
mark of true culture and civilization is a vegetarian,” Kennet said with an
upturned nose.


“Really?
Hitler was a vegetarian. I could name quite a few other despots and tyrants
that were vegetarians,” Irons said with a smile. Kennet was in over his head.


Kennet
glared at him. “A minor aberration,” he said with a sniff.


“Possible.
I'm not much of a fanatic so I wouldn't know. Like I said, I prefer to let
people live their lives with minimum interruption and interference as long as
they obey the law. They have enough on their minds,” the admiral said.


“Here
here,” Savo said, saluting him with his stein. Petunia and those around them
did as well. People sitting around them who had been listening to the exchange
saluted as well.


“Well,
he will not be receiving any more contraband,” Kennet said with a sniff. “So
enjoy your meat while you can,” he growled.


“Actually,
they can get meat anytime they want. If the council has a problem with the way
people live their lives or feed themselves then they are going to open up a can
of worms they will not enjoy. You can tell Fu that for me too,” Irons
said meeting Kennet's eyes with his own. He bit down into his pizza and then
made a show of enjoyment.


“We'll
see about that,” Kennet snarled. He glared at the group and then vanished. The
moment he was gone Savo started clapping. Petunia set her pizza down and soon
her and others joined in. Irons waved off Savo's hand as the big chimp tried to
get him to stand and bow.


“Let's
enjoy the pizza before it gets cold and the beer gets too warm folks,” he
demurred. That got a laugh.


 


Kennet
couldn't let it stand at that however. The next shipment of food for the
pizzeria was denied entry at the port the following day. Bertoli protested but
his protests were ignored. The meat and cheeses languished on the dock for an
hour before Kiev took them back on in an effort to keep them from going bad.


“I
don't understand it! I just don't understand it!” Bert said, pacing. 


“It's
Kennet. He can be an ass,” Savo growled. He'd been called in to handle the
pizza chef when he'd gotten upset. For once he didn't like his job.


“Can
you do anything? Or the admiral?” Bert asked, raw appeal written all over his
face.


Savo
scowled, trying to think of something, anything he could do. Derrango would
look the other way most likely. The will of the people and all that. But
Derrango answered to the council. “I can call Irons... I don't know if he can
do anything,” Savo muttered. He put the call in. Together they explained the
situation to Sprite and then waited as she contacted the admiral.


“This
is Irons,” he said after a minute of waiting.


“Admiral,
thank the spirits of space. We need your help,” Bertoli said desperately. He
quickly sketched out the situation once more.


When
he was done the admiral sighed. Savo knew that wasn't a good sign.
“Unfortunately there isn't a whole lot I can do Mr. Bertoli, the station
council has tied my hands. Have you considered taking your protest to the
council?”


Bertoli
nodded. “I have. It's been tabled for the end of the week.”


“The
end of the week?” Irons grunted. Kiev was due to leave at the end of the shift.


“I
need that material now to stay in business!” Bertoli said, totally lost. “If
this keeps up I'll close!”


“You
may have to,” Savo said scowling.


“I'd
rather you didn't but that's up to you,” Irons said. “My suggestion? Talk to
the other businesses and see if they are running into the same problems. Form
a.... form a better business bureau and a chamber of commerce to protect your
rights. Talk to them about what you should do.”


“I'll
do that.”


“A
unified front might change things quickly. Working on your own won't,” Irons
said. He wasn't so sure.


“Thank
you admiral,” Bertoli responded. It wasn't much but it was a start. The butcher
was nearby, also furious about the situation. He'd grab him and have a talk
now. “I'm sorry to bother you with this. It must seem trivial with everything
else you are dealing with.”


“Think
nothing of it Mr. Bertoli; honestly I love your restaurant. You are a great
cook and losing you would be a detriment to the station. Hopefully wiser heads
will prevail. Good luck,” Irons said.


“Thank
you,” Mr. Bertoli murmured.


 


Mr.
Bertoli took him at his word, immediately grabbing the butcher and together
visiting the other businesses. Most were incensed over the interference. The
butcher has also been blocked and he had brought his protests to his newlywed
wife. They spent a few minutes grimly discussing their options in the back room
of the grocery store where others couldn't hear them before agreeing on a
protest.


The
next morning the morning patrons found that the businesses they had come to
visit were all closed in protest. Signs, big and bold proclaimed why. The
coffee shop was a favorite, people came for the gourmet coffee and donuts but
found only a locked door and big sign. Mr. Bertoli's stated rather plainly that
he was closed down and will be closed for good. He could be seen packing his
things through the shop's window.


The
media received word of the protest and brought it up to the general public.
People began to pause in whatever they were doing as word spread throughout the
station. Suddenly people were walking off the job or calling in sick.


When
word reached the station council Kennet was furious. Fu however was as calm as
ever. “What did you expect?” he asked. He blamed Kennet's bungling and the
people of this time period. They were obviously uncultured buffoons.


“You
projected,” Sid snarled. This was playing merry hell with his manning tables.
He had holes all over the station, watch bills were mixed up, and work had
slowed to a crawl. If it continued for more than one shift it would be a
disaster. “You projected your beliefs on others and this is the consequence.”


“He
followed his belief. Our belief,” Fu replied.


“Not
mine. I happen to enjoy a good steak. Or did,” Sid growled. The Stewards
nodded in agreement. “You can't force people to change to your culture and beliefs
because you want them to. If you try to use force then you are asking for
trouble. Slap them in the face and they slap back. Bertoli isn't the only one
shutting down. Em and I have been trying to put out the fires your idiocy
started. Half the station is now up in revolt over this stupidity.”


Kennet
sulked. “It's Irons. It's all his fault. He interfered. Again,” Kennet seethed.


Emily
glared at him. “You started it. At least Irons has kept it civil. So far no one
has been hurt. Financially yes. But not physically,” Emily said.


“How
do you know Irons was involved?” Sid asked, turning to Kennet.


“He
said...” Kennet started to talk but Fu waved an imperious hand to be silent.


“He
said what?” Sid asked, suddenly curious.


“It
doesn't matter. What is done is done. We cannot change the past we must move
forward,” Fu said and then stroked his beard.


“We
have to learn from the past Yan!” it was Sid's turn to seethe. “Which you
aren't doing of course. Blame Irons. Why?”


“He
told Bertoli to protest. To get with the others,” Kennet replied with some
heat. “The man is a menace!” Yan Fu turned a glare on his pupil.


“This
from the man who started this mess because he is a vegan?” Sid replied in
disgust. “I bet it was a private conversation you eavesdropped in,” he suddenly
realized.


“There
is no cause why I shouldn't,” Kennet replied, eyes snapping. “I was doing as I
should.” He squirmed uncomfortably under Sid's basilisk eyes.


“Really,”
Sid said in disgust. “Meddling in affairs that didn't concern you, breaking how
many privacy laws?” He glanced at D'red. D'red clicked his mandibles and
shifted uncomfortably.


“I
was only doing as I was told...” Kennet said before Fu grunted. He shut up
then, shooting Fu an apologetic look.


“Right,”
Sid drawled, eyes slowly turning to lock onto Fu. “Your directives,” he said
looking at Fu. “This is all making more sense now,” he said.


“We
shall address the situation and make amends,” Fu murmured.


“You
just bet you will,” Sid snarled.


 


An
emergency public meeting was called for that evening. The council room was
mobbed early, forcing them to transfer the meeting to an auditorium. The
business owners sat in a block together. Their supporters sat behind them,
occasionally leaning forward to pat them on the shoulder. More than one person
had an improvised sign they occasionally waved. Several had colored t-shirts on
with slogans.


“Where
is Irons? I thought he'd be here,” Kennet asked, looking around the room. He
was of course using the cameras. The crowd was quite ugly from all appearances.
He was fairly certain if he appeared now he'd cause a riot. Fu had enjoined him
to watch for now and only appear with the council when they were in session.


“He's
on shift. Someone had to man things since most of the station is here,” Sid
replied. Which was true, Irons was on shift. His AI was near though.


“He
is where he belongs. This is station business,” Fu murmured. Sid looked at him
in disbelief. Did the man even think about what he just said? Irons was taking
care of the station while they... he shook himself. Fu pulled a hand from his
robes to wave to the others. “Shall we?”


Their
usual bit of theater as they opened the nightly meeting was quickly curtailed
when the undercurrent of resentment washed through them. Even the cybers were
not immune to the grumbling and growling. Fu didn't like the occasional
expressions of annoyance his fellow cybers were shooting his way. Kennet's
bumbling boondoggle was costing him dearly in political points with his
fellows. The man had his heart in the right place but his timing and execution
were atrocious.


“We
will call this meeting to order. For the sake of the current problem we will
table the scheduled agenda in favor of discussing this. Objections?” Fu asked.
None of his fellow cybers opposed it. He tapped his virtual gavel. “It's
decided then.”


“Decided?
What's decided! Nothing's been discussed!” a heckler called waving a hand. 


“Are
they just making decisions without consulting us? Is that even legal?” A woman
demanded and then turned to the crowd.


“It
appears so,” A Tauren rumbled angrily. “I think we should leave.”


“Now
ladies and gentle beings, be at peace. We are merely opening things up to
discussion. Unfortunately heads are running rather heated tonight so please
bear with us,” Sid said. He was trying to salvage an untenable situation.


“I
think it's rather obvious things are heated. The cause is sitting right there,”
a heckler said pointing to Kennet. Kennet seemed to sink in his seat. He
glanced at Fu for support but found none. He looked down.


“I
was just trying to help,” he finally muttered.


“Wanna
say that again for the rest who didn't hear it?” Sid asked turning to him.
Kennet shook his head. Sid turned back to the audience. “Look folks the food
issue was not a council decision. Some of the council over extended
their authority. They had no right to do so. We will correct this,” he said,
turning a glare on first Kennet and then the Fu's.


Fu
made a brushing motion. “We apologize for the confusion and suffering this has
caused. We will make restitution.”


“You're
damn right you will!” a heckler said, standing and waving an arm. Savo glared
at him. The man sheepishly sat.


“I
think we need a bit more than that,” Bertoli said slowly getting up. He looked
at his fellow business owners. They nodded grimly. “We have discussed it
amongst ourselves and as of this afternoon the station's chamber of commerce
has been reformed. Clio helped us file the necessary papers.”


“Done
and done,” Clio said with a smirk in her voice. “Oops, sorry, gotta go,” she
said and disappeared as quickly as she appeared.


“The
council needs to be more open to us!” a woman in the back said.


“Which
it will be. Eventually,” Sid said.


“We're
talking now. We want a say in our future. You brought up elections. None of you
were elected to your posts,” a voice growled.


“Settle
down,” Savo growled looking over the crowd. Security and the sheriff force were
out in force today. He like his fellows hoped things didn't get ugly.


“I
think in all fairness we, that is the chamber deserves a presence on the council.
Also leaders of the council should be elected representatives. That should
prevent a reoccurrence of this,” a banker said.


“Unfortunately
we can't step down,” Fu murmured.


“Oh
yes you can! A few of the cybers have already!” a heckler called.


“That
is...”


“None
on the board are currently willing to step down,” Sid replied, looking at Fu
and then the audience at large. “Not even me. But I am fully willing to accept
any elected representatives as well as a representative of the chamber,” he
said. Gwen had been added to the chamber but wasn't here now, nor were some of
the other organic members. He looked around. Some were apparently watching from
the sidelines and some were off working with the admiral.


“We
still haven't accepted them!” Kennet said and then looked down as his fellow
cybers glared at him.


“I
think we need a vote. Do we accept the chamber?” Emily asked.


“We
need time to discuss this. Time to look over the relevant documents and
precedents,” an attorney demurred unhappily.  The audience immediately became
restless and annoyed at that suggestion. The grumbling started to grow.


“I
think you should have thought of that before sticking your hand in things. Now
we'll have to deal with the consequences,” Sid said tiredly. “Take a moment to
scan it. I think you'll find Clio just copied the old chamber's documents you
drafted and updated them.”


“I
did,” Clio's voice said.


“Ah,”
the attorney nodded. “I believe I had a hand in that.”


“Then
you should be aware of the contents and therefore shouldn't object,” Emily said
sweetly. “I call for a vote. Seconded?” she looked at her husband. He nodded.
So did the Stewards and a grim Averies.


“All
in favor?”


Only
Kennet abstained. The others all fell in line and voted for the chamber. “Very
well then, the station council ratifies the chamber of commerce. Mr. Bertoli
can you please take a seat here or do you have someone else in mind to man this
position?” Sid said, nodding politely to the pizza chef.


“We'll
rotate it,” a banker said looking at Bertoli. “If you are going to stay do you
mind taking the hot seat?”


“I'm
still not sure I will,” Bertoli said but he got up. The audience thundered in
applause as he made his way to the stage and then up to the seating. Sid and
the other supporters on the council clapped as well. He nodded politely as
Sid's avatar got out of the chair and offered it to him. Another appeared
nearby, this one virtual like Sid. Sid took his seat after Bertoli.


“Now
that that is settled, we need to address the food situation,” Sid said, turning
to the others. “I vote that only contraband that is harmful to the station in
the form of controlled or illicit materials be banned from the station. All
other foods are to be considered on a case by case basis. All in favor?” The
group reluctantly nodded. “Does anyone object to meat?”


Only
Kennet opposed that motion.


“We
can discuss and refine the order at a later time. Mr. Bertoli on behalf of the
council I apologize for the discomfort you have received. We will contact the
Kiev and your shipment will be turned over to you. In compensation we the
station will assume the debt for shipping and any penalties the Kiev applied to
the shipment,” Emily said.


Bertoli
blinked at her and then nodded, suddenly relieved. A great weight had seemed to
be lifted off his shoulders.


 


“So
that's settled?” Irons asked as the media report wound down. He'd listened to
all he could stand of the coverage before switching it off.


“You'd
think so. I think people have awoken to their power. I think the council didn't
like it either. They prefer the masses ignorant and sleeping,” Sprite replied.
“Going about their daily business and not really paying attention to the big
picture.”


“Woke
the sleeping giant?” Irons asked, clearly amused. “Serves them right.” He
tapped at the controls, logging a few reports.


“Yes
well, they also didn't like your part to play in this little farce. We'll catch
flack from it down the road,” Sprite warned.


“I'm
pretty sure we will,” Irons said, studying the board in front of him. He'd
manned ops to let Riff and Gwen attend the meeting. Everything was quiet which
was good. He'd been surprised and a little gratified to see Riff and Gwen had
kept to the audience, avoiding being on the forum and thus an unwilling party
to the drubbing the council had taken.


“Yeah,
I'm certain of it,' Sprite said with a tired air. “I don't see anything coming
up. The meeting is winding down. People were already drifting off so we should
be seeing things returning to normal soon.”


“Hopefully,”
Irons agreed.


 


Word
of the station made its way around the planet in unsavory circles of course.
Vagabonds, pick pockets, drunks, bums... homeless people and others flock to
the space port over time. Some buy tickets. A few try to smuggle themselves on
board shuttles but were caught. A few bribe themselves on board. Kiev,
Lieandra, and the long range shuttle are the only ways to the station. The long
range shuttle has a limited passenger load, only a hundred so it's easy to find
someone who doesn't belong. 


Some
underclass families get together, scrounge money for a ticket or two with hopes
that when the person is on the station they will have enough soon to pay it
back and send more for more of the family to emigrate.


Some
mayors export their troublemakers to the station by deportation. Sometimes it's
through the courts, sometimes it's through voluntary deportation. Anyone can
get a ticket to go if it's a one way. It's a good way to get rid of the town
drunk or bum. Sprite showed Irons an editorial piece on the subject.


The
trouble makers and con artists were dismayed when they were processed like
everyone else, given Ident chips and fingerprinted and then immediately met at
the lock by the sheriff and his unsmiling deputies when they raise flags in the
computer net. They were given fair warning; they were on probation, to keep
their noses clean and to the grindstone. Anyone who acted up can be brigged, if
they act up badly they will get the pleasure of seeing the outside of the
station without a suit.


 


Kiev
made it's goodbyes six and a half months after arriving in the system, two
months after the station had finally come to rest in its permanent parking
spot. They were late leaving but they knew it was worth the time and effort.
They also knew that the station was in good hands and that they would make up
the time in transit with their newly restored systems.


“Let's
be off then,” Captain Chambers urged.


“Prepare
to cast off,” Warner called, turning in place, back straight, arms folded
behind him. “Cast off,” he ordered nodding to the bosun.


“Casting
off aye. We are adrift. Tugs are taking station now. Ten minutes until we are
clear of the station,” the bosun replied, looking up from his station console.


“Very
well,” Mr. Warner said.


“Fine
how do you do when you can't even move under your own power,” Chambers
grumbled. He'd put his foot down when the council had tried to insist on a
station pilot on his helm. Only his people were going to sit there.


“It's
a big ship sir,” Warner said with a smile. “And we're full.”


“That
we are,” Chambers said with a nod. The back and forth trips and all the
dealings had allowed their Telerite cargo master to stuff their holds with
goods. All of it was processed goods too, things like equipment, spares, and
food goods. They had little if any raw metals or materials. It was a first in a
long time for them.


“Antigua
Prime to Kiev 221. We thank you for your services and your aide. Please come
back soon. Safe harbor for you here always. Smooth sailing from here on out,” a
voice said over the net.


M'runi
glanced at his captain. Captain Chambers nodded and lifted a finger.


M'runi
tapped the mike control with his upper left pincer. “Spirit of space be with
you Antigua Prime. Kiev 221 clear,” he chittered.


“Tugs
undocking now sir,” the bosun reported a few minutes later.


“Very
well then. Miss Suarez set course for the Centennial jump line jump point. Mr.
Blackhawk initialize course change on her order. It's high time we got this
show on the road.”


“Yes
sir,” Esmay Suarez said, turning to face her station with a smile as she tapped
the controls. She was still getting used to her implants. The captain had opted
to have only the senior officers, helmsmen, navigators, and a select number of
engineers receive implants.


She
looked at her holo projection. Her station was now one of the most advanced in
the galaxy. She loved the clean curves and feel of the lounge seat under her.
It was perfect. The last trace of doubt left her system. She was eager to see
what Kiev could do in hyper. Beta band here they come.


The
captain looked around the room. There wasn't a trace of doubt in any of his
people. Good. They were ready.


“Chief
O'Mallory...”


“Power
is coming up now sir. Engines are online and begging to be used captain,” The
chief said, turning from her temporary station behind him. He turned to her and
then to the Veraxin ops officer Hir’ruk. The third mate bobbed a nod.


Captain
Chambers nodded. “Smooth sailing they said. We'll see. Very well then,” he
tugged on his uniform jacket before settling deeper into his seat. He flicked
his hand to Blackhawk. “Engage.”


 


With
all the good press about the station coming online Irons used his new political
clout and the swelling emotions over the meat incident to get people motivated
about the future.  Sprite's selling his time paid off for that as well.
He visited a reporter who did a series of interviews with him for an exclusive
club. He also repaired a few pieces of machinery for the club members before it
was shipped back to the planet.


“It's
a men's club admiral,” Sprite said sounding amused. “A place for men to hang
out in a man cave.”


“Jealous?”
he asked amused.


She
sniffed in amusement. “Not a bit. I'm just amused at the need to go through
with such things.”


“People
need to unwind and they need places to do it. This club sounds interesting,” he
said. He wasn't sexist or anything but he did realize men and women needed
their own space, a place to have fun outside the prying eyes of spouses. The
interviews had taken about an hour each time. He had realized early on that the
club was for the rich of Antiguan society, the movers and shakers of the
planet. With a little prodding they might get behind the Constitution he was
pitching.


Several
of the mayors were members of the club. A few of the more prominent business
men seemed interested, but he wasn't sure if it was feigned or not. Each of the
patrons was allowed to send him a recorded question. Fortunately Sprite had
copied them so he could formulate responses to them without feeling sandbagged.



The
media department had an entire wing and seemed a little bewildered by the
space. There were two reporters other than Toni Chambers, an editor, a copier,
and a printer. The printer was a bit put out by the lack of a printing press
but the others seemed readily adapting to the new technological environment.


He'd
spent an extra hour the first day going over the place, repairing a few pieces
of equipment for them and even explaining what they were. They seemed very
interested in the television studio. So far Toni had been doing her broadcasts
and recordings with a hand held camera. When he had left them the editor was in
his office interviewing people to run the studio. Hopefully something good
would come of it soon.


Of
course it would only be local; the planet had no televisions or holo boards.
They didn't even have movies. They did have radio, which was good. He'd heard
that a radio company was interested in doing broadcasts from the station. It
would be interesting to see their reaction when they came up and occupied one
of the other media outlets. Would they adapt easier then the newspaper people?
He hoped so for their sake. 


“Why
did I do these... why didn't they send them up all at once? For that matter why
didn't they ask for me to come down to the planet?” he asked Sprite as they
walked along the main concourse. It was changing rapidly now, the neon signs
were lit in a quarter of the buildings advertising restaurants and shopping
opportunities. He didn't want to think about the shipping bill for some of
those businesses. Hopefully they would be smart enough to invest in replicators
and power soon. If they didn't they'd go out of business when a competitor did.
He was fairly certain the cat house was covered though.


“They
did admiral, but I turned them down. What they wanted was for you to go to the
club and hang out there as an honorary member for a week,” Sprite responded.


“A
week?” he asked surprised. A day maybe, but a week?


“Yes
a week. In their club, sucking up booze and putting up with the haze of smoke
and the half drunk patrons. No tech toys, just a bar with trophies all over the
place. From past experience I knew you wouldn't be interested.”


“Damn
straight. I've got better things to do with my time then to get soused and
listen to people brag about their exploits.”


“Ignoring
your own bragging of course?” Sprite teased. She was fairly certain he would go
stark raving bonkers in boredom if he didn't have his hands busy with some
piece of machinery daily.


“Sprite...”
he sighed and picked up his pace as a few people looked at him. Deputy Fife
nodded his way with a stern warning gaze to slow down. He slowed his pace
slightly and then nodded back. “Not funny. I'm not bragging I am answering
questions. Bragging would be bringing it up and rubbing someone's nose into
it,” he growled to the AI under his breath.


“An
interesting interpretation of the term admiral,” Sprite said amused. “The good
news is your seeds have taken root initially. They are talking about forming a
constitutional convention.”


“Good.”


“They
are also discussing forming a central government beyond the council of mayors.
Apparently they have been discussing it for years now, on and off, but they
never got anywhere because they couldn't agree on a format. The upwelling of
interest had reignited the discussion.”


The
admiral nodded. “Hopefully it goes somewhere. Can you dump a copy of the
constitution highlighting the first amendment to interested parties? Starting
with our media friends?”


“I'll
do that. Some won’t like it, they like to muzzle negative opinion...” she let
the hint linger in the air, “but it is certainly a good idea.”


“It's
the best one that actually works for all involved,” Irons growled. He had run
into his own problems with negative opinion from time to time. He'd tried to
keep it in perspective and learn from it. Or at best ignore the idiots since
they didn't know what they were talking about. 


“Subtle
admiral. I realize you are guiding their central government to a Federation
model. Do you think it will work?” Sprite asked. Personally she thought the
odds were about even.


He
nodded as he rounded a corner. He dodged a couple of kids playing handball
against the wall and then kept going. “I think it's worth it. If we can steer
things like we did in Pyrax then the two models should serve as examples to
others around them, and then to the Federal government when it is formed in the
future.”


“Thinking
big,” Sprite said.


“Start
small but have a goal in mind. Don't limit yourself to one path or plan
though,” Irons replied.


“Words
to live by. Well, hopefully it works,” Sprite said.


“We'll
see.”
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"Crap,"
Sprite said with some feeling. He glanced at her. They were up to their usual
necks in various projects. Sprite was still trying to repair software on the
station. It was after all a big station, more and more of it was coming online
every day.


Fortunately,
she had fellow AI to lend her a hand in some tasks like swatting the occasional
virus or bug. But from her comments she didn't hold some of the dumb AI in high
regard for some reason. Something about air heads.


"Problem
with the tugs?" he asked. They'd replicated tugs to haul materials to the
station. They'd kept the production line going and now tugs not needed to run
materials back and forth were either helping in the rebuild or were slowly
moving the pieces of the other stations back into the system. Bits of the
unfortunate former sister stations were scattered all over the system. It was a
monumental task, scheduled to take two years at this rate.


They
needed the material. Or would. The other derelict stations were garbage of
course, broken derelicts that would be sent to the breakers for recycling. He
wasn't sure what the plan was there. But two years to complete the project?


Of
course that didn't factor in replicating additional tugs. He planned on
replicating them; they were too useful not to have. Unfortunately they only had
so many pilots. Oh sure, they could replicate more automated tugs, but he
wasn't keen about taking an organic out of the command loop. Sure AI like
Sprite could handle one, but they'd be bored to virtual tears in next to no
time. The dumb AI that had brought The Golden Dew drop, rechristened the
Phoenix in had flat out refused to go out again after such a long run. They
needed input; they needed to talk with someone, even if it was an organic. He
was surprised the AI hadn't gone insane. Sprite had explained that it had
barely kept sane by communicating through the limited data network. But the
light speed lag had been incredibly vexing. 


That
was a problem. He had yet to find a workable solution. Until he did they were
forced to keep the tugs closer to home. A cyber could pilot one... if they had
the training and wanted to accept the risk. Most of the cybers in the system
had no flight ops training. And of course the tug had to be nearby due to the
lag if they were remote piloted. Again, if they were going to do that a dumb AI
would suffice.


"No,
the tugs are fine." Sprite hadn't been happy about spinning off a dumb AI
as tug pilots for the newest generation of tugs. He'd copied the base AI core
into each himself since she'd been so reluctant. It had been a tedious task,
one he was glad was complete.


“Phoenix?”
he asked.


Sprite
did a quick check through the net. “Phoenix is fine. She's docked and no one
has bothered with her in her slip. We're still working on the list of stuff for
her.” He frowned, he knew that of course. He'd checked the ship out when it had
docked several days ago. She'd been a mess. 


The
ship was quite a find in a way, a modern yacht built just prior to the Xeno war
and then converted to a military dispatch boat.


She
was just over three hundred meters long end to end, and shaped like an “A”
shaped arrow head. Her center shaft pointed out the rear and came to a tip. The
central shaft had a diamond cross section with a bridge in the center jutting
up and swept back. The bridge tower was festooned with sensors; most of the
sensors had been stripped away due to micrometeorites over the past several
centuries of drifting in the void.


She
had two nacelles on the tips of the wings, each pointed back to her stern. She
wasn't armed but she had a class 3 military grade hyperdrive and power plant in
her stern. With a bit of work she could easily make the high notes of Gamma
band in hyperspace. With a good smart AI and crew she could get to Delta too.


Apparently
she'd been damaged and then run out of fuel before exiting hyper near the
system. Six centuries of drifting had finally brought her into range for pick
up.


There
was a small boat bay tucked in her keel. Getting in and out required a bit of
maneuvering but was doable as long as he limited the parasite compliment to his
launch and a handful of exterior bots. He might be able to squeeze a work boat
in... but had decided against it for now.


She
didn't have much cargo space of course, just the usual space for raw materials
and other consumables and a substantial space for a freezer and wine room of
all things. He planned on gutting both spaces and making his own additions as
soon as he had the spare time and materials. 


It
was a pity the ship's crew hadn't survived. She was a beautiful ship, white and
gold and well cared for before her eventual derelict status. They had obviously
loved the little ship.


Her
interior was a mess, something he'd expected. Life support had been shot; a bot
had been tasked to patch the hole. What also interested him were the bots on
the ship, there were quite a few and the ship boasted not one but three separate
AI cores. All three were damaged to various degrees but they were
salvageable.


He'd
set a pair of cleaner bots up to clean up the mess in the habitats and then
gently bagged the bodies before transporting them to the funeral home for
recycling.


The
little bots should be finished soon; after all it was a yacht not a liner. She
had a couple of decks but only a few were currently useable. A majority were
open to space. From the look of the ship she'd run out of fuel and then drifted
somehow over the hyper line and into subspace. She'd been adrift for so long
she'd taken damage from the occasional wandering rock ball. Right now she
looked a little like a colander. It would take a week or two to sort out all
the damage.


“The
refinery?”


“The
refinery is functioning nominal across the board. The next scheduled pick up is
in a week. A tug has already been dispatched,” Sprite informed him. He'd used
his own replicator to build a gas giant refinery a couple of weeks ago when
Antigua Prime had refused to do so at his urging. Kiev had dropped it off for
him along with a copy for their own refueling needs just before they had left.
Now that he had it out there and working it was sucking hydrogen from the
atmosphere, processing it into useful deuterium. Of course since it was now
functional the station wanted the fuel all for themselves.


They
hadn't been happy when he'd slapped their hands but too bad. He'd offered a
trade, they could get one third of the fuel in exchange for usage of a tug to
go out weekly and pick it up and return all of it. The remaining fuel was his
but they would store it for him free of charge as part of the deal. He'd let
Sprite handle the details of the contract after that. She had later informed
him that the wrangling had taken over an hour and had gotten rather heated
before they'd finally agreed to his demands.


They
had immediately traded for his other two thirds in exchange for usage of the
replicators. Of course that had yet to be allowed, scheduling conflicts and all
that. Then again they hadn't gotten the fuel yet either so he couldn't blame
them for putting him off.


Things
were definitely looking down. He didn't like it, didn't like the way things
were trending against him. Sometimes he felt like he was being a little
paranoid, that he needed a break. He knew he didn't have itchy feet, the urge
to move, but he did have a feeling like something was about to happen,
something bad.


"More
Dilgarth?" A few of the eggs tucked in hidden out of the way places had
hatched with predictable results when the creeling starving young were found.
Fortunately they had had only one fatality.


She
shook her head. "Nary a one."


"Schedule
hick up?" he asked.


"You
could say that," Sprite said. She didn't sound all that thrilled about
admitting it. She was also getting to be a pain in the ass by drawing this out.
Sometimes he swore she did this on purpose to get his BP up.


"Well?"
he asked starting to get exasperated with her little game.


"I
was going to tell you but you got into a guessing game," she said smiling.
He rolled his eyes. "Okay okay, I was trying to tell you admiral that the
political establishment has started weighing in on our golden goose here.
Apparently what you have been telling them all along has finally sunken in. So
much so that I believe it is about to come back and bite us in the ass.”


“Oh?
Don't tell me...” he sighed. He was fairly certain he was in trouble. “Okay.”


“Bracing
yourself?” Sprite snorted. “I think you can figure out what comes next. They've
begun making promises to rebuild their infrastructure in exchange for votes in
their upcoming elections."


He
shrugged. He'd expected it sooner. The constitutional convention had been a big
hit, covered in minute detail by reporters from all over the planet. It had
been held in the old capital, now a crater with a bunch of tents on it. He
wasn't sure why they hadn't had it in one of the underground cities. Sure it
was a neutral spot, but it was also far from any of the utilities and the
logistics had been a nightmare for those who had attended.


Still
they had gotten it done; the constitution had made it through the convention in
less than a month and then voted on and passed by an eighty nine percent vote
yesterday.


Even
before the vote the mayors had started posturing, strutting and maneuvering to
run for the high office of star system governor. Things were going to get
interesting soon. The election was in a six weeks. "Oh, well, not bad, we
can fit them in." He was just glad they didn't have video ground side. If
they had they would be subjected to political infomercials and even more
mudslinging than what was being reported by the printed press.


Sprite
shook her head. "And therein lies the rub. They want it now. As
well as new appliances for everyone, a new air car in every garage, medicine,
clothes... It's well, chaos."


He
scowled. "Great."


"And
we can't tell them no, we need them."


He
held up a hand then sighed, deflating a little.  He wanted to protest he really
did. Technically he didn't need them. Oh he did, but not as much as they
thought he did.


"Okay
that really sucks," he finally said. He really really didn't want to piss
off the establishment right from the beginning. "Has anyone proposed how
they are going to pay for it all?"


She
shook her head, smiling bitterly. "Oh that gets better. Since it's their
station anyway, they get it all for free."


"Seriously?"
he asked, eyes narrowed.


"As
a heart attack."


"Oh
hell," he sighed, closing his eyes and rubbing his temples. "They
talk to anyone on our end yet?" he asked after a moment.


"A
few of the council support it. The peace and flowers faction are all for
it." She sounded more than a little disgusted.


Politics
were just as complicated on the station as it was on the ground. They were
still trying to get a handle on it as things settled down. So far it wasn't
something he was happy about. It was something he could live with, but some of
the ruling council were becoming royal pains in his ass now that things were
settling down and the station was coming back to life.


The
station's ruling council was broken into three main groups. The first were the
old guard. Fu, his wife, and a handful of others that were still sane and
willing to participate. The love and peace group. Then there were the new
guard, led by the Warners. They were from Kiev. Finally there were the new
volunteers from the planet. Many were either people with medical issues or
aged. A few he suspected were political appointees.


They'd
just finished integrating the last one last week actually. He was surprised
that most of them had survived the procedure. The doctors had gotten good at it
apparently. Or just lucky. He wasn't sure which.


The
station council had subdivisions in the factions. A few of the old guard had
reached out to the new, shepherding them through the cyber process. They had
also passed on some of their dislike for war apparently. He'd been getting some
passive resistance lately.


"Trying
to spike the guns before they are built I bet," he grumbled bringing his
mental faculties back to the situation on hand.


"Possibly.
they've already taken orders and are working on scheduling priorities now. They
haven't interrupted station repairs yet..."


He
sighed. "But they probably jogged my long term plans all to hell."


"No
plan survives contact with the enemy admiral," Sprite said shaking her
virtual head.


"They
aren't the enemy," he growled in response. He wiped at his face again with
his left hand. At least not yet, he thought. Hopefully not. Hopefully
not ever.


"No?
They sure act like it," Sprite said disgusted. "Golden euphoria,
that's what it is I bet."


"Probably,"
Irons said in agreement. He scowled coming to a decision he knew he wasn't
going to like. "Book me some face time with the leaders." He needed
to get some face time in with these people. Some he knew but a lot of the
people from the planet he didn't know and that was a problem. He needed to know
all the players.


"You're
seriously thinking of going down there admiral? We're at a delicate moment with
the repairs," Sprite cautioned. She calculated a thirty percent
interruption in the schedule if he did go down to the surface. However perhaps
that was his intent all along? No, she calculated that the admiral's primary
reason was to avoid any avoidance of the issue if he placed a transmission
through to the planet. He wanted a face to face meeting. There was a ninety
point five percent probability that was what he was thinking.


The
admiral smiled slightly. "We need to know the players Sprite. We need to
see the big picture. Aren't you always reminding me to do that? To keep an eye
on the politics along with the engineering?"


"Throwing
my words back at me admiral?" Sprite responded, clearly amused. "I've
booked a seat on the red eye. You'll have to take mass transit to the Doonburg
town. Calculated transit time is three point four days round trip."


He
wrinkled his nose. He wasn't sure about that. "Doonburg?" he asked
amused.


"I
didn't name it. I think it's the usual name hash," she said, rolling her
virtual eyes. "I can't specify a specific time since we're relying on mass
transit and he can't keep the entire day open. We'll have to let his office
know we're in town when we get there."


"And
no doubt cool our heels as he clears his schedule,” he said.


“Hopefully
he doesn't find some excuse to not be there,” Sprite riposted in agreement. He
nodded.


“Okay,
who's he?" he asked. He hated hurry up and wait games. Half the time the
entire wait was fabricated to put the recipient off balance or a show of
dominance to show them who's boss.


"You
specified leaders. The lead mayor is Mayor Jeff Randall. Where he goes the
others inevitably follow. Thirty six, male human. Extremely charismatic, highly
sociable and very educated for his planet. His wife Sandra acts as his XO.
Their town has had the most advances since he took office when he was twenty
nine. He's a player. He has an extremely high probability of becoming planetary
governor when elections are finally organized and held five weeks and six days
from now."


"Interesting.
Anything more?"


"Only
what I can access on the public net, which isn't much. I can give you a
slightly broader thumbnail bio, but I don't have a lot to go off of
admiral," she said with a sniff of disgust.


"Backward
about electronic information?"


"They
were. Also about tying the networks together. Some still use antiquated methods
I'm still trying to puzzle out. The Randall's have been a major component of
change for that. One of their projects is a standardized planetary computer
network with dedicated unrestricted servers."


"Ah.
Interesting."


"One
of the other things he's promising is free tablet computers and open access to
education and historical records."


The
admiral grinned. Perhaps this wouldn't be so bad he thought. "A man after
my own heart. Okay book me. We'll see how it goes when I'm ground side.
Hopefully this won't take long."


"I'm
hoping it goes well," she said. "Your track record with politicians
isn't pretty admiral," Sprite replied.


"Tell
me about it," he grumbled in disgust.


 


The
flight across the system and down to the planet's surface had been a relatively
uneventful affair. The station was only a couple of AU from the planet now, no
more than a couple of hours to get to it by shuttle now that the starships were
gone. Fortunately Barry had been persuaded to part with his big yellow banana
boat before leaving so they had two shuttles to make the run. The school bus
wasn't comfortable at all, it seriously lacked leg room for someone adult size,
but it had plenty of seats. 


Not
of course that there were a lot of people on the return flight. Quite the
contrary. He and the shuttle's crew were it. They had the ship to themselves
and talked for a bit before making planetary orbit. A bit turbulent in the
re-entry, but that was to be expected. He looked out across the port and
stretched, glad that that leg of the transit was over.


Already
vendors were cropping up all over the place he noted. He could see smoke
pouring from smoke stacks in the distance. That's right; they were still using
old iron age industrial technology he thought with a mental nod. Of course
there was the scent of barbeque in the air as well so not quite all that smog
was industrial related. He noticed a few people coughing at the smog and fumes.
He'd read that a river on the other side of the planet had caught fire again.
That was ominous, that it was that polluted that it caught fire. What was also
ominous was that it wasn't the first time and apparently the cities and towns
around the river had opted to field a highly trained fire fighting force over
stopping the pollution and cleaning the river. Hopefully when they got the
industry set up properly things like that would change.


“I
believe you have to go to the mass transit system admiral,” Sprite said,
sounding busy.


“Okay,”
he said, looking around. A constable dressed in a brown button down suit and a
British bobby hat noted his look and pointed to where most of the crowd was
heading with his billy club. 


“Better
hurry gov, no lolly gagging for this lot if you want a prime seat,” the man
said, touching his old fashioned bobby hat.


“Thank
you sir,” Irons said, lips puckering in amusement as he followed the
directions. He caught sight of the constable checking him out. He realized it
was the undress uniform that had him interested.


“Gov?”
Sprite asked amused. “British? In this time period?”


“Some
things transcend time and space Sprite,” he said, amused as well. “Sitrep?”


“I'm
setting up the banking system now admiral.” Sprite hadn't been sure about this
last bit. Fortunately someone in the local banking industry had picked up some
computers and was using them.


“I
meant the station.”


“Oh
that?” She sounded distracted. He frowned as he dodged a cart load of luggage.
Smog was everywhere, forming a haze all over the station. “The gas giant
refineries are working like clockwork. There is a load in transit now. Eta
twenty nine and a half hours.” He had negotiated the building of the Kiev plant
for the first two months of fuel from it. It wasn't like they were going to
miss it after all; the ship was out of the system and wouldn't be back for
nearly a year.


“Do
we need to be on hand for it?”


“A
little late to ask now admiral don't you think?” Sprite asked.


“Sprite...”
he sighed.


“No,
she's good. Warner's have it covered. The crews on the station are falling into
routine.”


“Good.”


“Admiral,
there, okay, it's set up I think.”


“You
think?” he asked.


“We'll
know in a minute,” she said as he slowed. The crush of bodies was stalled by a
narrow turn style bottleneck. He sighed softly. This was definitely going to
take some time. He was glad now he didn't have a hard appointment time.


 


"Admiral
what in the spirit of space is that?" Sprite demanded as they broke away
from the pack a half hour later. He looked up at the whistle and smiled, turning
to the iron behemoth nearby. He of course recognized it right away. Any
engineer worth his salt would.


"Checking
database..." Sprite said. Images flickered in a window on his upper right.


He
grinned, eyes tracing the lines of the behemoth. "Don't bother Sprite,
that is a steam locomotive," he said feeling a little like a kid again. He
was grinning and couldn't help it. His practiced eyes traced the familiar yet
alien lines. They'd followed the classic lines; she had a boiler, smoke stack
and even a cow catcher on the bow. He took another look, studying the train
tracks. She was using the original tracks as well as add ons. Smart.


"Why
would anyone use such an archaic piece of technology? That pile of scrap iron
belongs in a museum!" Sprite said with some heat.


He
snorted in amusement. Sprite may think it was antiquated but he thought it was
fascinating. It also showed him that these people didn't just sit and watch,
they did things. They didn't moan about not having the tools, they went back
and reinvented what they could. "Maybe from where we come from, but for
this time period it's what they have available. They can't replicate what they
need so they bootstrapped it the hard way." He even noted a steam
governor. Good he thought with a nod of approval. They thought of safety and
efficiency as well.


"A
locomotive. Designed to haul goods and materials along a linear track?"
she demanded.


"Yes
Sprite," he replied amused. His lips puckered in another smile at her
tone.


"It's
very inefficient. And it pollutes," she finally said as he continued to
look the machine over.


The
admiral nodded grudgingly. "It's extremely energy inefficient you mean.
Also slow compared to modern transportation methods. but it can be readily
built by the local population out of materials on hand and doesn't rely on
technology they don't have."


"Fascinating,"
Sprite said dryly.


"Actually
it is. If you notice the track, it's actually not the typical design." He
went over to the edge of the platform and studied the track and train. The black
and red train had two sets of wheels to propel it. Eight were on the outside,
riding on the outer two rails. It looked like... he ducked and peeked between
wheels, ignoring the puffs of escaping steam. Yes, there were another broader
set of wheels running down the center of the locomotive. He wasn't sure how the
linkage was done. He looked at the piston. It was solid, the cylinder coated in
brass, probably to keep it from rusting from the constant contact with water
and steam.


He
checked the... truck he thought to himself as he looked. Yes, the four wheeled
contraption under each end of the cars was called a truck. From the looks of it
they each had six wheels instead of the usual four. Four on the outside yes,
but two broad inner ones connected to the axle on the inside on the middle
rail. From the look of it these wrapped... ah.


He
scanned it then straightened and pulled up his recording. Ah yes, not two inner
wheels, but some sort of armature that had smaller wheels. The armature hugged
the inner rail, and it looked like smaller wheels were on the inside edge
hugging the vertical part of the T shape. Or riding on the underside of the top
bar. 


All
in all it was a fascinating piece of engineering. The crew were busy refueling
it. From the look of it the machine took gallons of water along with what
looked like tons of coal.


"Steam
locomotive. Simple boiler arrangement. The steam pressure is used in the
pistons. They need a better governor though," he said.


"How
do you know these things?" Sprite asked amused.


"I
saw one and checked the engineering out when I was a kid. Did a report on the
tech when I was six," the admiral replied watching the crew work. They had
corduroy coveralls on and the class blue hat of the train worker. The conductor
was dressed in a brown suit. The engineer had a red ascot tied around his neck.
He took it off to wipe at his sweaty face and then waved impatiently to the
conductor.


"Oh.
That explains it," she said amused.


"The
track... that's interesting." The track had three rails. Two outer ones
and an inner wide monorail in the shape of a T. The monorail was iron and wood,
but shaped like a modern monorail. He'd seen the design before in mass transit
in his travels. "I bet this can run on the old network. The subway
network," he said. “If it still exists.”


"Possibly,"
Sprite said sounding doubtful. "I'd hate to be in it."


"I
don't think we have a choice Sprite," he said as the man in the brown
uniform, a conductor or assistant waved a lantern in one hand and waved to
people to board with his free hand.


"All
aboard!" he yelled, cupping his free hand to his mouth. Irons winced.


"Aren't
we getting on?" Sprite asked.


"I
believe we need a ticket," he said looking around.


"I
can access... or not," Sprite said sounding vexed. "No electronic links,
no electronic banking," she said sounding disgusted.


"But
there is a booth," he said walking to the nearest counter. The freckle
faced red headed girl on the other side looked at him with a bored expression. 


"Destination?"
she asked.


"The
capital, um Doonburg?" he said uncertainly.


"That'll
be twenty two fifty."


"Credit?"
he asked hopefully.


She
pushed a keypad his way. "Knock yourself out," she said, face resting
on one fist.


He
looked at it and then touched the pad.


"You
new here?" she asked suspiciously.


"Just
got here actually," he said, jerking his thumb to the nearby space port.


"You'll
need to set up a bank account then," she said shaking her head. She looked
over his shoulder to the next in line as she pulled the pad away.


"I
already did," he said, pulling it back.


"Then
enter your account number then the pin."


He
looked down at the pad. That was a recent addition as well. Someone was on the
ball, picking up electronics from the station and putting them to immediate
use. "Um...."


"Put
your finger over the pad admiral," Sprite said. He did so. He felt a
tingle of data flow through him. She must have been using his nanites to
establish a connection. After a moment the girl blinked at her screen.


"What
did you do? You didn't type anything?" she said eyes narrowed.


He
held up his finger and blew on it. "Implants, got to love them." He
smiled at her expression.


"Implants?"
she asked wrinkling her nose.


"Long
story. Can I have my ticket?" he asked as more people started to line up
behind him. From the sounds behind him they were restless.


"Sure
sure," she ripped off a ticket from the roll and handed it to him.
"Keep the stub on you or they'll toss you off. They'll check the tickets
when you're on the move."


"Thanks
miss," he said amused, stepping away and holding the paper stubs.
"Fascinating," he said walking to the boarding ramp of the nearest
car.


"Not
that one sonny, the end one. This one's full up," An assistant said in the
doorway, pushing him gently back with his hand up.


"Sure,
sorry, didn't know," he said. he watched over his shoulder as the man
closed the accordion gate in the doorway.


"Huh,"
he said getting in line for the last car.


"Like
a nightmare," Sprite said. "Hurry up and wait."


"Public
transport usually is," he muttered.


"Who
you talking to boy?" A voice asked behind him. 


He
turned to an old woman. "I haven't been called a boy in ninety years
ma'am," he said amused.


She
blinked at him, eyes wide. "You pulling my leg sonny?" she demanded,
poking him with her mahogany cane.


The
admiral shook his head wryly. "Not at all ma'am, I've had a long life.
Just woke up to rejoin the galaxy actually."


"Oh
one of dem dare sleepers?" she asked with a sniff.


He
nodded. "Yes ma'am."


"Come
on gran gran we're late!" A young boy said waving impatiently. A young
Veraxin chittered with him. His four legs skittered on the wooden floor.


"Here,"
Irons said stepping aside.


"Why
thank ye kindly sir," The grandmother said, craggy face breaking into a
toothless grin. He nodded politely as she seemed to curtsey and step forward.


"And
the wait gets even longer," Sprite said. He snorted.


 


Irons
followed the Veraxin aide into the office several hours later and then sat down
in the indicated chair. He took a cup of coffee from the tray nearby and sat
back in the high backed chair.


The
trip across town from the train station to the mayor's office in the center of
the large town had been an interesting experience. The town was a mix of
periods, mostly something called steamer punk. The architecture of the
buildings, some embedded into the cliff walls lining one side were a mix of
Victorian brick mortar and wood in the nineteenth North American style.
Functional certainly but quaint.


The
people were much the same in appearance. Most of the women, the Terran women at
any rate, were dressed in long dresses of various colors. Some had parasols,
others canes. Most of the men were dressed in various outfits ranging from
western cowboy to simple white shirt, suspenders and slacks. For the men Brown
or black tended to be the primary choice for colors of most of their clothes
other than their shirts.


Here
and there he could see technology creeping into their daily living however. For
instance there was a large LCD screen and a holo emitter just below the clock
face of the city hall. A pair of workers had been studiously watching another
replace lantern lights with LED's. That must have been new; he hadn't known
they had that. The screen was showing the news broadcast from the station.
Interesting, the admiral thought moving on.


Jeff
Randall was certainly everything Sprite said he was the admiral thought,
returning his attention to the here and now. He was a player, suave, and
distinguished from the look of him. He was a trim and fit one point eight meter
tall man, in his early thirties like Sprite had said with a lot of life and
energy in his eyes. He had on a nicely tailored brown business suit, a bit
archaic, but functional and formal. He even had a stately top hat hanging from
a coat rack standing in the corner. This man knew his office and dressed for
success.


They
had shook hands and exchanged pleasantries when he had entered but he felt that
Randall was a bit uncomfortable about being bearded in his own layer by the
admiral. Good Irons thought with a mental smile. It felt good for someone else
to be off balance for once.


His
host looked at him and then shook his head. "Admiral shouldn't you be on
the station rebuilding it?" the mayor asked.


The
admiral spread his hands. "Even I need a break from time to time mister
mayor. And I sometimes take the time to look around and speak with
people."


Mayor
Randall nodded. "Still it's a major project. I would think you would be
focusing your efforts there." That sounded a great deal like both a rebuke
and a dismissal.


"Oh
I am, but we're rapidly coming to a crossroads. I had planned on continuing the
repairs of the station while shaving off ten percent of production for
supporting projects and laying the groundwork for defenses for the star system
but that hit a... shall we call it snag?" he asked taking a sip of coffee.
It tasted like used motor oil. He hid a grimace as the mayor's face worked. He
flicked a glance out the dirty window and then to his host.


"Other
projects?" Mayor Randall asked politely after a moment.


The
admiral nodded. "Yes, apparently the planetary council has put in orders
for other things and overridden me. I'm curious as to why. They aren't taking
the long view into account. They have yet to propose how they plan on paying
for all the changes as well."


"I'll
ah... um..." Randall sputtered. “Pay?” he suddenly asked.


The
admiral nodded virtuously. “Of course. People don't work for free Mr.
Mayor. And the materials and power doesn't come free.”


“I...
um...”


“And
of course if you just hand things out to people it can be good and bad for your
economy,” the admiral continued. “Bad for those currently in business. They
tend to go out of business when something like that happens.”


Mayor
Randall looked decidedly uncomfortable with that little tidbit of news. “I'll
have my staff look into that. I have a plan.”


The
admiral smiled slightly. “But you aren't willing to share it until after the
election. Of course,” Irons said with a knowing nod.


“Oh
of course,” Randall said, smoothly smiling. “I'm glad you understand,” he said.


"He
didn't expect you to call him on the carpet I take it?" Sprite said amused
for his ears only. He twitched a finger but didn't respond. He needed to focus
on this. Randall was a cool customer.


 


"He's
slick I'll give him that. Politician through and through. He didn't admit to
anything, and didn't commit to anything either," Sprite said in disgust
hours later as they made their way back to the space port.


He
snorted, feeling and hearing the clickety clacks of the train as it moved along
the rails. "You expected anything less from a person in his
position?" he asked. He hadn't expected any form of commitment. He just
wanted to feel the man out, put the man on notice, and try to get him on board
with his overall plan. He wasn't sure how well that would work. Hopefully the
man would work out in the long run. He had a look about him, the look of a
dreamer who had the ability to lead. Someone they desperately needed if
his plan was going to succeed.


"I'd
hoped," she said disgusted.


The
admiral snorted. “Wishful thinking Sprite, keep hoping. I think he's a shoe in
for the governor's house if he can keep his head out of his ass and project
that suave charm to the public.”


“Great,”
Sprite sighed in disgust. He looked out the dirty window to see fences rolling
by. Beyond were farms, acres of farm land. There was the occasional pasture
filled with all manner of animals. That was a good sign. 


“Now
what?” Sprite asked.


He
puckered his lips and blew them out in a silent raspberry. “I don't honestly
know. I seriously don't know. I've never been in a situation like this. They
are ignorant of their own potential and ignorant of their own needs.”


“Time
to educate them?” Sprite asked as the train whistled.


“Sorry?”
he asked.


“Oh
never mind,” Sprite said in disgust. She knew the answer already. Irons would
try but things were not going to go so easily as either of them had hoped. His
hands gripped the arm rests as the train entered a tunnel. “Dark times ahead,”
she said.


“Yeah,”
Irons said. “But eventually there is light at the end of the tunnel. We have to
hold out until then,” he replied.


“Easier
said than done,” she murmured in his ear as darkness descended.
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When
Kiev had left last month she'd had a pared down crew of only three hundred and
nineteen people, a steep change from the seven thousand four hundred and twelve
she had before. Seven thousand eighty one people remained on the station or had
transferred to the planet. Over five hundred of the sleepers had survived and
had transferred to the station or to the planet. A few had opted to remain on
the ship in order to transfer to some other world.


The
Lieandra had left behind four thousand five hundred and seventy nine of her own
brood before she'd left the system for the jump to the empty B459c red dwarf
system and the Protodon jump chain yesterday. 


Irons
wasn't happy about their destination but had no way of changing it. Fortunately
they were only planning on going as far as Kathy's world before turning south
back to Pyrax.


He
had been of two minds about giving them the load of material and equipment he'd
fabricated and Sprite had assembled in her auction hunting. Most of it would be
useful in Pyrax, more useful then here for some time to come. Besides he could
always make more.


But
what really concerned him was any of it falling into enemy hands. He'd taken
steps to prevent their misuse but he knew that once they were out of his sight
just about anything could happen. He may never know what happened if Lieandra
disappeared.


Her
crew had been pared down to a measly two hundred and twelve people. Both ships
were carrying parts and news of the changes, they would be the first stones to
ripple out from the Antiguan pond into the rest of the sector.


The
more he thought about it the more he resented the lotus eaters. The hippy peace
love and happiness group led by Fu. That was one way of thinking of them.
Hippies. Peace love and happiness indeed. They didn't have a clue how the real
universe worked.


Lately
he'd drawn an analogy to Odysseus and his journey home in the Odyssey. Of
course the analogy didn't fit perfectly but the more he thought about it the
more he identified with Odysseus and the desire to move on before apathy set in
with him as well. He'd recognized the signs and had fought it off twice but now
it hovered over him like a constant cloud.


Really
they were Lotus eaters before he'd arrived he realized. That's what it really
was. The apathy was over not being able to do something to change the situation
and helplessly watching as the station slowly tore apart around them. But the
cybers had it different now, in no small part to his own efforts. Not that they
saw it that way.


Now
they loved to meddle, to micromanage. It wasn't just for the social
interaction; apparently they all craved the attention. No now it was about
putting their own stamp on things and controlling everything on the station.
Forcing others to follow their directives and beliefs. Of course using
blackmail and other methods were counterproductive. Kennet's meat rebellion had
been something they hadn't anticipated or been at all happy about.


He'd
settled into teaching at the newly restored college and making himself
available to the engineering staff to repair or replace parts and equipment on
the station. By establishing himself with the college he calculated that he
would have some sort of impact in the students there while seemingly out of the
way of the station council. Reactor five was now online and a quarter of the
replicators were now up and available. They really didn't need him right now, the
remaining reactors and equipment needed a lot more people and AI to run than
what they currently had. They also needed ten times the supply they currently
had to use them properly.


Most
of the replicators were tasked, which was annoying. They were booked for months
in advance now. He could no longer siphon off one for his own projects.
Businesses ground side were purchasing equipment to update themselves now that
their competitors were doing so. The station council was positively gleeful
about all the competition for their attention and services.


Of
course they'd let him use the replicators to test them for a while before they
had gotten wise to what he had been replicating. He hadn't made any weapons,
just parts and equipment for the ships under construction in Pyrax. He'd sent
them out in Kiev 221 and Lieandra with hopes that they'd arrive within a year
or so. Now as he repaired each, someone was there to take over before he could
make anything with it. That was annoying. They were using him with no thought
of compensation for his efforts and service. He didn't do it for thanks
but he didn't like the subtle abuse. He wasn't a doormat.


He
of course had retaliated a bit by being busy when they needed him. That hadn't
endeared him to the council or the people trying to get the equipment up and
running of course. Sprite had warned him that sentiment was running against him
in some quarters.


Another
freighter had entered the system from the B459c jump point several days ago and
only this morning had called in. The station council was already at work
communicating with the ship, working out a trade for parts and repairs in
exchange for goods and services.  It would be another day or so before
they got a response back of course.


It
wasn't all good news; Sprite had just picked up an interesting tidbit in the
feed. News from the freighter Cassidy that was particularly alarming to him but
apparently not the cybers. Apparently pirates had raided the Destria star
system last year. Destria was south of them, it was a cul de sac system with
only one jump point in and out. Details were sketchy but from what Sprite had
picked up the system had been not only raided but invaded and occupied. Cassidy
had barely made it out ahead of a frigate that had tried to run her down.


He
checked the star map and encyclopedia. The Destria star system is or at least
was a lonely agro system, a small farm colony on a battered moon orbiting a gas
giant. It didn't make sense that the pirates were not only raiding it but
setting up shop like they intended to stay. Unless of course they intended to
use it as a base of operations? But again why? Destria was well off the beaten
path!


Destria
had four empty systems north of it before it reached the arctic Kathy's World
and the chain leading to Antigua and more settled space. He was fairly certain
they wouldn't make the long jump to Epsilon Triangula, only a fool would take a
ship in their current condition that far.


South
of Destria was mostly empty systems leading back to Horathian controlled space
and Bek. He wasn't sure about Bek; he'd have to find out more sometime if he
could. So far no one he had talked to had known of the system. At least they
hadn't mentioned it. Sprite hadn't found any word of it in the nets she'd been
in either.


He
didn't want to draw attention to the Bek jump chain if no one knew about it. It
wasn't that he was concerned about a private party... but if the pirates ever
got wind of the system... that could pose a problem...  that is if the system
was even still there.


Could
there be something unique on Destria? A medicine? He wasn't sure. From the
sound of it the planet had a barely habitable atmosphere with only a few
thousand people living on it. Sprite had scoured the net but their information
was limited. She'd come up dry after an ten minute search.


“Word
is getting out about Destria. One of the communications techs has a girlfriend
in one of the media outlets,” Sprite reported.


Irons
grimaced. The media had grown rather quickly, filling in the television
stations and other media functions with surprising speed. Toni Chambers now had
competition and from her occasional dirty looks she didn't like it. He'd been
at first gratified but then the tone of some of their reports on his actions
had registered. He hadn't liked how they questioned his every action or
decision.


It
was like they were building up to something, building up a case against him.
Making him look like a bad boy, a dilettante who did more harm than good. That
bothered him. It bothered him a lot, and was bothering him more and more each
day. He wasn't sure what was behind it, if someone was orchestrating it or if
it was a band wagon thing. Either way it was a familiar and extremely
frustrating problem.


 


As
word of the pirates hit the news media just in time for the evening news a
little hysteria bubbled up with the public. He was not amused when he found out
that pirates had been spotted by Cassidy in the Kathy's World system as well.
Somehow Sprite had missed that in her initial report. Or she'd thought it was a
unsubstantiated rumor and waited for confirmation. Either way it didn't do his
mood any good.


When
a reporter had tracked him down for an interview he'd kept it blunt and simple,
stating that he'd look into it. When he'd seen the report on the evening news
he'd been seriously annoyed with the results. The editors had been busy. They
had played him up like a lunny, someone spoiling for a fight instead of someone
ready to defend the system. It galled him.


So
did this, he thought as he sat in the observation lounge. He'd been regulated
to an observer status with the council now that they had a full body. His
opinion apparently no longer mattered. They didn't ask for anything, just
informed him of what they wanted from him. Sometimes they informed him by e-mail
or instant message, not even bothering to ask in person. Sometimes he went
along with it... and sometimes he ignored it. They of course expressed their
dislike when he ignored things for too long. That was tough for them. Well, he
planned on using the first amendment to give them a piece of his mind tonight
anyway.


He
waited patiently as they worked through the basic agenda. Most of it was a
rehash of old news, some new, most were ego stroking pieces to get them moving
along and make the public see that they were indeed doing their jobs and the
station was progressing forward. Fine.


When
it got down to new business Sprite immediately put in a request to be heard.
Surprisingly it was granted.


Irons
stood. “I think we're all aware of the growing pirate threat,” he said bluntly
and simply, stepping around the other people watching the proceedings. This was
even being broadcast on the station's public channel and apparently the news
media as well. A few looked up at him in concern or interest. A few others were
bored.


“It's
rather far away,” Kennet said dismissively. “It's also someone else's problem.”


“A
fire on your neighbor's property can easily spread to your own in time,” Irons
replied, knowing that the translated Japanese proverb would resonate with the Asian
mandarins. He wasn't sure if it would have its intended effect though.


Yan
Fu's eyes narrowed. He made a brushing motion but otherwise didn't speak.
Kennet looked at him and then looked at the admiral with a smirk.


“I'd
like to continue with my plan to defend this station and the system. To that
end I need support from the council and access to resources,” the admiral said.


“To
build weapons of war,” Kennet said, smirk widening into a tight lipped grin. He
knew he had the sanctimonious admiral over a barrel this time. He planned on
taking full advantage of it too.


“To
build among other things yes, Weapon systems to defend this system and this
station when the pirates eventually come.”


“They
won’t. They are far away,” Kennet replied with a sneer.


The
admiral cocked his head, face cold. “Did you forget about Kathy's World? That's
only four jumps away you know. A factory station has a lot more to offer then
an arctic planet with little or no resources to speak of.”


“Pirates
are after booty?” Sid asked, cocking his head. He turned to the others and then
back to the admiral. “Of course they are. But admiral you have to admit it's
not a current problem. We need to focus on the here and now.”


Irons
tried hard not to gnash his teeth or clench his fists. He also focused on not
glaring at Sid. The man meant well but he wasn't helping. “Actually, you have
to plan for that if you are going to have any chance of surviving
something like that when it does become here and now. Filing briefs and motions
won’t cut it.”


“Then
plan. We'll read them and let you know our answer,” Fu said, stroking his
beard. He made it clear from his eyes what the inevitable answer would be. If
there was going to be any answer. They could keep him in limbo like the mayors
council was doing on the same subject.


The
admiral however had anticipated this little stunt. “I've uploaded a basic plan
already. You should have it. In fact I uploaded it to the system net three
months ago,” Irons replied. “It was approved then.”


Kennet
looked at Fu. He hadn't expected that. Fu's eyes narrowed in annoyance. “Then
it is out of date,” he finally said, brushing his beard and then waving his
hand. “Please update it and send us another in a month.”


“New
business then...” Kennet said smirking and indicating to the admiral to sit
down. Irons realized that no matter what he said or did he was going to be
ignored. He turned and left without a backwards glance. He felt and heard the
murmurs of the people as he left.


“Good
riddance,” Kennet said just loudly enough for him to hear as the door closed
behind him. His shoulders stiffened in anger at that.


 


“Admiral
are you sure about this?” Sprite asked, sounding a bit put out. He'd come
straight to the dispatch boat without a word. She could tell he was seriously
pissed. Smoldering.


“Yes,”
he ground out, not taking his eyes off his work. He tightened the bolt and then
checked the torque.


Sprite
told herself not to sigh or raspberry in the admiral's ear. She was tempted,
Antigua was everything they had dreamed and hoped for. Now he was throwing it
away. “It's just that, we've finally got another system capable of the
Renaissance you planned...”


“Not
quite,” he said, interrupting but not looking up.


“Not
quite?” she asked, confused. She'd missed a few conversations he had had with
cybers while jacked in. She'd been a little too focused on programming to
really pay attention at the time. Now she regretted that. She had access to his
log but it wasn't the same.


Of
course she could call up the log. There had to be something there. She didn't
understand why he was... she called up the log and winced internally as she
digested it. Not good. His so called allies were clearly changing sides.


“They
don't have a military presence. None at all beyond what's on the planet. And
right now they are more interested in expanding their industrial capacity and
rebuilding the planetary facilities instead of investing in the fleet.” He
scowled. “The politicians promised them bread and circuses to get their votes
and they are determined to follow through. No, I'm not going to sit idle and
watch this fall apart.”


“That's....
do they know they are making themselves ripe for invasion by the pirates?” she
demanded. She knew all this of course, she'd briefed him, but she had a duty to
play devil's advocate with him to help his mental processes along. Organics. Go
figure.


“I
pointed that out to them while you were busy reprogramming the yacht and
helping the cybers. It didn't faze them,” the admiral replied.


“Ouch?”
Sprite asked after a long pause.


He
grunted. “Pretty much what I was thinking. Even if we did have a fleet presence
we don't have the tools and hulls. Not to mention the warm bodies to man all
those posts.”


“You
could make them...” Sprite said suggestively.


“Sprite...”
he sighed shaking his head. “A civilian replicator can make some
military parts. The declassified ones that are common. But they can't make what
we need. Hulls. Ships, defensive systems. They aren't programmed with
the plans and have lock outs.”


“Which
you could override,” she said stubbornly. “Or make new replicators.”


“Bootstrap
you mean? With the replicator in the launch?” he asked amused. He'd sent some
of the other repaired milspec replicators out with Kiev and Lieandra. He was
regretting that now, regretting it sorely. “It's one hundred and fifty cubic
centimeters of volume Sprite! Even if I made the next size up piecemeal it'd
take a week to do. And then I'd have to do it all over again and again until we
got to the proper size!”


“But
it's still possible,” she said stubbornly holding onto her argument.


“Yes
it is, but where do I get the material for it? Right now the Antiguans are
focused on their own works and have no interest in trading or supplying
materials for the fleet.”


Her
virtual eyes flashed. “Again that...”


“Is
suicide I know. Risky at least. No, we can let them hang for a while. We can
come back and check on them in a year and see if they are better off if we
don't find anything anywhere else. By that time they should be more interested
in protecting their space assets and the system.”


“If
you say so,” she said dubiously.


He
frowned. “I'm not completely abandoning them. I have sent messages off on
Lieandra and Kiev to get to Pyrax. Hopefully Horatio can peel off a frigate to
babysit here in a couple of months when he receives the orders. Maybe after a
year the Antiguans will wake up a bit and refocus their efforts. I don't know.
We'll drop word as well in case he doesn't get it quick enough.”


“Oh.”


“The
pirates have ignored Antigua for a while Sprite. They only pass through it.
With Pyrax a black hole they will naturally shift in this direction. And since
most of the systems between here and Pyrax are stripped they will most likely
find other more safer hunting grounds.” He knew he was talking out of his ass
since he didn't have any hard intel but he also knew there wasn't much else to
say. When word of the station got out it would call the pirates in like
buzzards to the smell of fresh meat.


Sprite
could see that as easily as he could. “But the presence of this station will make
it an inviting target admiral. When word gets back to the pirates they will
come for it.”


He
nodded grimly. “Which is why we need to figure something out for them.
Eventually. I'd like to see Logan send a ship or two here to hold the fort.”


Sprite
sighed. “The ruling council will change admiral. Governor Randall will start
thinking clearly after the election.”


“Given
time. He's not the governor yet Sprite,” he sighed and shook his head.
“No. Time. Give me anything but time. Unfortunately right now they are focused
on improving the quality of life on the planet. Bread and circuses!” he spread
is hands in anger and winced as his left one slammed into a casing. He shook
off the pins and needles as he continued. “Hell, they don't even have the
standard of education Pyrax had! It'll be a year or two before they start to
focus on the big picture. I'm not going to try to make something with the
droppings they let loose from their plate every once and a while.”


“Ouch.”


“It's
true,” he said stubbornly. The planetary council had put a moratorium on any
large projects and any military construction for the time being. The station
council had agreed. They had tried to lock him out but then had realized he was
needed. He'd even caught a cyber trying to copy his codes. He'd been amused
when the same cyber had tried the codes and it had fried a class one
replicator. He was both amused and annoyed, now someone had to rebuild the damn
thing, namely him. At least they had learned their lesson not to try that
again. He wasn't in any hurry to repair the thing either.


“I
can't argue with that logic admiral,” Sprite sighed.


“In
theory we could stay. I could use the replicator in the launch to make another
truss extruder. Set it up to make an orbital refinery frame,” he mused.


“It
is possible.”


“I
may do something like that before we leave,” he finally admitted.


“Admiral!
The prohibitions of leaving an unsupervised machine...” She was totally aghast
to such a suggestion.


“I'm
not going to leave it unsupervised,” he said holding up a hand to forestall her
protests. She blinked at him on his HUD.


“You're
not?”


“No.
What we're going to do is set up a couple of them and then hand them over to
our friends on the station council for supervision.” That bothered him. No one
in the system was interested in defending it. No one. None of his students,
none on the station, no one on the planet showed a remote interest in the navy.
He was a bit rankled over that.


“The
Warners?” she asked, virtual lips puckering. Her eyes grew distance as she processed
the idea.


He
nodded. Unfortunately both Taylor and Rasha had missed the meeting a few hours
ago. He wasn't sure why, nor was Sprite. “They are certainly supporters of
rebuilding the fleet and having a fleet presence in the system. They know what
is at stake here. They are most likely going to be high on the new ruling
council once it gets itself sorted out,” she said after a moment.


Which
was true, eventually. When the Fu's finally stepped aside or retired or
whatever. Right now the Warner's were marginalized. “They'll figure it out.
Eventually.”


“Civilians,
what can you say?” she asked dryly. He chuckled lightly.


“I'd
like to get Navy specific platforms out there. A DEW net would be nice.
Refinery, maybe a basic dock. We can leave them the basics and a plan and see
what they can do in their spare time. They know it's worth the investment to
protect what's here and what will come with it. After all, their grandchildren
will be here too some day,” he said.


Sprite
raised a virtual eyebrow on his HUD. “Laying the ground work for supporting
infrastructure admiral?”


“Exactly.
I'm not saying Antigua won’t work as a core world, it's got the potential, and
it’s just not ripe yet. We're getting what we can out of it. I managed to stuff
some goodies in Lieandra and Kiev before they left remember? They'll help
Horatio when he gets them. But we're not doing any good here and I prefer to be
a moving target.”


“Which
is why you want to go walk about some more,” Sprite said tiredly. “Fishing in
troubled waters?” she asked amused.


He
smirked slightly at that analogy. “Exactly. There is nothing better to
concentrate one's attention than the threat of a hanging. People will be
interested in getting off their asses and protecting what they have.”


“Which
is where we come in. If we get the timing right.”


“Correct,”
he said smiling. “Now, let’s get to work.”


 


Two
days later he was pretty sure his predictions were about to come home to roost.
He'd turned down every demand of his time to focus on the Phoenix. Even his
friends on the station were getting annoyed with his preoccupation. 


He'd
been called in for a council meeting in a rather curtly worded e-mail. Out of
pique he'd decided to attend. Perhaps the one eyed man could convince his blind
fellows to reason. When he had arrived he had found most of the Pyrax mayors on
board. Apparently they were doing a tour of the station at the time.


Randall
and both of his competitors for the Governorship were there of course. They had
to make sure that they were in the photo op and not slighted or excluded by the
competition. Some of the lesser mayors were not happy about the elbowing for
room to grandstand from each of the others.


The
meeting wasn't going well, he could tell right from the beginning. Everyone
came in with baggage, with their own viewpoint set in stone. No one was open to
compromise. He'd tried to be reasonable as he laid out his arguments once more.


"Admiral
we're working on the priorities of this system. You don't seem to be on board
with that," Mayor Randall finally said.


"Really?
I object to that statement. I believe we both have the best interests of the
people at heart, but we have different priorities," Irons said. “I was
willing to bend and compromise mine. You however aren't.”


“Oh?”


“I
had planned ten percent...”


“Ten?
That's it? Ten lousy percent??” A mayor scoffed.


The
admiral spread his hands. “It's a start.”


“And
the rest goes to what?”


“Repairing
the station, creating and maintaining infrastructure to support it, and
building a naval presence to defend the station, the star system and
surrounding space,” the admiral replied.


"Building
warships?" Mayor Randall said with narrowed eyes.


The
admiral shook his head. "Not right off mister mayor. I've actually put
priority on rebuilding the station and it's supporting exterior infrastructure
first. After that expanding resource production to meet demand, and then
building the tools to build ships."


"Such
as the dry dock for a shipyard you had built?" Another mayor asked. Irons
felt his jaw tighten and tried to fight the urge to glare. "You're
planning on expanding it perhaps? To build warships?" she added smiling
sweetly as the barb seemingly struck home.


All
three competitors were in on barbing him, in goading him. He wished he wasn't
so hands off, wished he didn't have an imperative to institute a democracy.
Wished that he had declared martial law and had the resources to back it up.
But no, he didn't and even if he had he wouldn't. If he had held onto the
governorship of Pyrax he would have... but then he didn't have a fleet presence
in the system to back him up this time did he? He thought with a pang. No, if
he had tried it here he would have been laughed out of the system. The old
military adage to never give an order that you know won’t be obeyed played
through his head as he set his jaw and prepped for an uncomfortable session.
Let the matadors sink their peccadilloes where they could.


"No
to fulfill the obligations and initial investment to Kiev 221, the freighter
Lieandra, and Cassidy actually," Irons said keeping a lid on his temper.
"In exchange for crew, materials, support, and fuel they each get a
rebuild. That was their contract. We've finished with Kiev and they have left
the system. The Lieandra has as well. The Cassidy undertook a similar contract
and has fulfilled a part of their end of the bargain. The work on the Cassidy
should be finished by tomorrow."


Cassidy
hadn't put in as much work as the other two ships so wasn't getting as much as
they had. But what they were getting they were pathetically eager to have. New
sensors, a new hyperdrive, repaired and rebuilt fusion reactor and a partially
restored shield.


"Oh."


It
wasn't like they didn't know that. The contract lawyers in the room had gone
over the contract, questioning every point and every comma. Fortunately Sprite
had rammed it through to them to get it out of their systems fast or they would
still be floating on the edge of the heliopause twiddling their thumbs.


Mayor
Randall frowned. “You've diverted enough resources to those projects as it is.
They will be leaving the system and will have no benefit to Antigua.”


“First
off the admiral wasn't the only person to authorize this project, the station
council did. It's something you're going to have to deal with and move on.”
Warner said, sounding annoyed. The Berkhearts nodded.


“It
was for the benefit of everyone,” another station council member said.


“They
are no longer drawing resources from this station,” Ron Steward volunteered.


“Then
why are they still in dock?” Kennet demanded.


“Placing
and fitting components,” Irons said. “Testing and making sure everything works.
They should be out of the dock by oh six hundred tomorrow.” He wondered how
anyone on the station council couldn't keep abreast of such simple matters. It
wasn't like they currently had dozens or hundreds of ships in dock at the
moment.


"But
you're going to build a warship afterward?" Randall pressed on.


The
admiral frowned. "Possibly, but not for some time. We have other ships
that are a priority we can repair. We don't have the infrastructure to support
a yard right now. I'd like to have at least a corvette or frigate on station as
soon as possible. If not home built than we can contact Pyrax and I can order
one from there."


"Really?"
another voice asked. He nodded.


"So
why..." Randall held up a hand interrupting the others. "I don't see
the need for this admiral; it's a monumental waste of materials and people.
Materials we desperately need elsewhere and skilled people we can best put to
use in other capacities."


“Desperate?
They thought making toys was a desperate endeavor?” Sprite demanded only to
him. He ignored her rant.


He
shook his head. "I disagree mister mayor, protecting the system is of vital
importance. You do not desperately need air cars for every person on the
planet. You do not desperately need new appliances for every home. You
do need to update your hospitals and medics, I freely admit that point. Making
certain that the pirates don't come and take over is of more immediate
concern than the other things I should imagine."


The
mayors shot an amused glance between themselves. Randall smirked as he returned
his attention to Irons. "We don't need protection. Our defensive
grid..."


"Protects
the planet," Taylor Warner growled. "Not the station.
Or anything not in orbit of the planet. In fact your defenses actually protect
less than a third of your planet." Some of the station council nodded or
looked decidedly uncomfortable.


"Which
we will rectify," Randall said smoothly, glancing at the mayors of cities
and towns not covered. “In time.”


“It
is a priority,” a mayor said sounding nettled. Apparently he was the mayor of a
town not covered by the defensive grid.


Irons
was pretty sure that was how Randall was getting their support now. However
they didn't know all the facts. Time to rectify that little oversight.
"Eventually. With my help," Irons said sitting back. Randall's
eyes narrowed as he caught that qualifier.


"Are
you blackmailing us Irons?" he asked as his fellows murmured. They stopped
and looked at the two in surprise. A few were looking at Irons warily.


The
admiral frowned. That wasn't what he meant. "Not at all. But I am
pointing out that to make weapons you need my access keys. You also need
my access keys to make reactors and parts for them for your towns and cities, as
well as most of the other major items on your lists."


"So
you are blackmailing us!" Randall said, nostrils flaring and smiling a
little in triumph. He glanced at his fellow mayors. Most were now grimly
glaring at the admiral.


Irons
felt like grinding his teeth together but restrained the urge. What he'd really
like to do wasn't legal anyway. Dropping an annoying politician in a black hole
wasn't legal right? Satisfying, but not right. Or at least not legal. Besides,
looking back he'd definitely walked into the trap. He should have seen it, but
his pride had blinded him again. Damn.


He
kept from grinding his teeth together with sheer iron will. He wasn't about to
let them see him off balance. "No I am pointing out a reality you fail to
grasp. It isn't my decision to hold the keys, it's built into me." He
tapped his forehead. "In me, an engineering fleet admiral. Deal with
it."


"So
you're saying..."


"I'm
not saying anything against your priorities. I am actually the one that is
urging you to work on defenses remember? I am however politely pointing out to
you that you just told me you want me to make weapons for you."


"Um..."


"Weapons
that will protect your enclaves, towns, and cities. But not the
factories and people that make parts for them to function and continue to
function in the future. You are saying that their lives aren't important in
your great scheme." Gwen and a few of the other stationers exchanged
looks. From the admiral’s perspective they were suddenly not happy about that
idea. Good he thought.


"Uh..."
Randall raised a hand to interrupt but Irons plowed on.


“Weapons
I cannot make for civilians, they have to be made for military personnel only.
It's also part of my...” he smiled and tapped his temple again. “Programming. I
can't authorize civilians to have weapons of mass destruction. It's against the
law. I can't just hand them over to you.”


“Wait,
wait,” a mayor interrupted before Randall could retort. “The station isn't
protected?” he asked looking first at the admiral and then to the council. The
Berkhearts shook their heads no.


"So
we put them on the station right?" a voice in the back said. "It's no
big deal..."


"A
planetary class defense instillation on an industrial station of this
size?" Taylor Warner asked laughing. "Her power grid wouldn't handle
it. She'd be torn apart the first time you tried to fire one of those
monsters."


"Besides,
if you just focused on the planet any pirate could pick off your defenses from
outside your engagement range," Sprite said entering the conversation
again. "All they have to do is drop rocks from far enough out from you. If
they came in fast enough on the right vector you'd never see them coming until
it was too late. They could do the same with the station."


"Says
you," Randall said dismissively.


"Say's
me," Irons growled thumping his chest with an index finger. "Say's
nearly a century of military training and experience. Say's nearly a century of
experience in combat. I'm the expert in that subject remember? I've seen
it happen. Hell, I've done it myself. I've built systems up from nothing
and I've torn them apart. Torn the enemy apart down to bedrock."


The
mayors were taken aback by the intensity of that admission. "You're
focused on short sighted goals. Goals to keep your constituents happy. I am
trying to protect your infrastructure and your constituents. That is my
job. I am also looking after the long view. Let's take your current plan
here," he said waving a hand. A holo appeared before him. "Let's see,
mayor Randall here promised a new air car and a tablet pc, new appliances,
power, along with free medical care for everyone by the end of the year
correct?"


"I
don't see the problem the factory station can churn them out quickly..."
Randall said smoothly.


"The
problem is every other mayor or politician has now also made the same promise.
Some have upped the ante a bit. So now instead of a few thousand we've got an
order for over one hundred thousand. That number is expected to double by the
end of the day. By the end of the month it will probably be around fifty
million."


"Again
I don't see the problem!"


The
admiral frowned. "I do. Did you stop to think about how you're going to pay
for this? Where are you going to get the material to make these things?
Shipping to and from the station? Fuel for the fusion reactors to power the
industrial plants? Chemicals? Did you stop to think of any of that?”


He
could see that Randall and the others hadn't. He snorted softly. “I know,
that's for someone else to work out the details. Sure, fine. But how about
this. How about that you could instead have the factory make the parts for an
air car factory?" Irons demanded, standing and leaning forward intently
focused on the audience, trying to drill his ideas into them by sheer force of
will. "Think about it. You could employ your people in the making
of these air cars and tablet computers instead of just tossing them the things
like candy!"


A
few of the mayors looked at each other and nodded. They had high unemployment
in their cities and therefore a high crime rate. The point was going home. “How
would we get the money to pay for it as you pointed out?” a mayor asked.


The
admiral shrugged. “Bank loans, bonds, or taxes. Or you could invite investors
to buy shares. Bonds of a different sort in other words. Subsidized bonds and loans,
whatever you feel most comfortable doing. They could do the same to build a lot
of the infrastructure I mentioned. People to own the shipping companies, people
to mine the asteroid belt. People that would employ others and their wages
would go into the system. Economy folks.”


“Sounds
good in theory...”


“At
least I've got a grasp of the theory. I can send you the plans if you like. The
admiral is correct,” Sid Berkheart said with a nod to the admiral. Several
others on the council who had been uncomfortable with making all those things
for free also nodded. Some nodded grudgingly but the support was there for
others to see.


Randall
looked nonplussed. Finally his face cleared and his shrugged. "But what
about when the air cars and the factory are no longer needed?" Randall
asked slyly.


Emily
chuckled, drawing their attention to her. "You repair or recycle them of
course. Oh do you mean the factory?” Emily smiled. “A new model can come out
every year. Or different styles and paint jobs. People could be employed to
design new features. People who have families. Their wages go into the economy
because they would use them to buy food and goods and not just draw them and
sit around doing nothing. That's the fundamentals of a capitalistic democracy
over a socialist one." She too looked at the admiral. “I understand where
you are going with this now,” she murmured with a nod in his direction. He
nodded in return. He was glad someone was finally on board.


"I
resent that!" A mayor growled, eyes flashing. "We have a lot of poor
uneducated people who must be..."


"Coddled
you mean yes I know Bernie, we all know," another mayor said.


"Not
my point. But to finish my example with the air cars, once local demand is
exhausted you could look into exporting them to other worlds," Irons said,
tossing them another carrot.


"Like
they could pay for them!" a woman said shaking her head. "Get
real!"


“Oh
I dunno Henrietta, some planets like Avalon and New Texas could,” Bernie mused,
suddenly thinking over the idea with new eyes.


"The
balance of trade might be uneven for now. But you never know. Some planets have
resources you lack here. Trace or rare materials that aren't in abundant supply
here might be in other places. Or luxury goods you may want. That's called
trade. But there is another feature. You've been doing that for centuries with
the ships that have come here remember? You could loan the other colonies the
credits to get on their feet. Your banking industry would gain customers and
draw interest from the loans others take out."


A
few of the bankers in the group looked interested in that idea. Irons nodded
politely to them.


"So
we'd be subsidizing the poor on other planets. Get real Irons!" An annoyed
older mayor said waving his hand dismissively and thumping a cane. "Hard
work here is what we need. Honest work for honest people."


"I
don't like your tone admiral; you aren't bringing anything positive to this
discussion. Perhaps you should leave," Randall said firmly, looking at the
others for support. Irons felt his heart sink a little as a majority nodded in
response to Randall's request. Of course they were all supporters of Randall.
He rose.


"Fine
then. Good luck and good day," he got up and walked out. He heard a mayor
saying something about the military needing to know it's place. Another laughed
and said something about playing soldier and tin gods fighting the last war. He
tried not to scowl blackly at that.


"That's
it?" Sprite said as the hatch door closed behind him.


"What
more do you want Sprite?" he asked tiredly. He let his anger wash out of
him. He didn't need to break something; oh he wanted to, wanted to badly, but
knew it wouldn't help him. Well, it would help him vent, but really, in the end
it would just break something he'd then have to fix. He kicked a stone pebble
near the door someone had left for some reason as he exited. "I can't hold
a pulser to their heads. They are accusing me of doing it now!" 


"I
don't know what to say admiral," Warner said over his communications.


The
admiral closed his eyes. "Don't. I blew it. I should have handled that
better," he sighed, shaking his head. "I knew there would be an
uphill battle..."


"But
you couldn't anticipate the response you've gotten. I'm afraid a majority of the
station council are with them admiral," Warner said apologetically.
"I can't blame the old ones, they're tired and just want to keep people
happy. They hate fighting and arguing."


"Coasters,"
Sprite said with a sniff of disgust.


"They
like it simple," Warner said defensively. "After... ah hell, I don't
want to argue about it Sprite!"


"Agreed,"
she said gruffly. "I apologize if I offended you lieutenant."


"Thanks,"
Warner said with a nod. "I... admiral what are you going to do?"


"I
can't do my job so I'll take the Phoenix and head out to somewhere I can,"
he answered with a heartfelt grimace. They were so close! They lacked the
political will to do what needed to be done though. “It's looking more and more
likely that I'm going to be doing just that damn it!” he shook his head in
disgust clenching his left hand.


"Ouch,"
Warner said after a moment. He sighed. "I can't blame you sir," he
said quietly.


 


There's
a reception later in the evening. It's supposed to be another photo op, also a
chance to do some real politicking. Irons attended because the Berkhearts,
Warners, Averies, the Stewards, Gwen, and the chamber of commerce had each
asked him to do so.


He
came to the party in full dress uniform, complete with medals. They sparkled
when the photographers snapped the occasional photo. More than one person who
had stood outside the party room had commented about his white dress uniform.
Some of the comments were admiring, others rude.


Right
off the bat as he entered Irons overheard people calling him names. It nettled,
but not a whole lot. He was after all expecting such treatment. He'd put up
with such treatment before and could do so again. Uniform flunky, barbarian,
Neanderthal... did they realize they were acting like school children with the
name calling he wondered?


He
put it aside, dressed in his formal dress uniform he drew comfort from
centuries of traditions of duty, honor and in being a gentleman. He hated
wearing the thing sometimes. Now it was a comforting presence. A reminder of
duty, honor, and sacrifice against adversity. He was concerned that Sprite was
in a formal gown, blending in with the other peacocks. She drifted away from
him right away. She is wearing a formal dress cut off the shoulder that
sparkled silver and blue. Circuitry designs and coding occasionally wrapped
around her body. The Warners were also dressed in black tie civilian formal
wear as well.  He decided to stick to the background as a wall flower and see
how the party played out.


“My
aren't we pretty,” a chestnut haired female human aide commented as he passed
her an hour into the party. He at first thought it's a compliment and bowed
politely. But her snicker of snide mirth made him stiffen.


“Uniformed
Neanderthal,” she commented, toying with her near empty wine glass before moving
on.


He
caught other comments about the barbarian in their midst, uncultured,
uncivilized, uneducated. “What did you expect? He joined the military because
no one else would have him. Poor sod.” The mandarin Fu's nodded sagely.


That
did need addressing he decided. He cleared his throat and met Yan Fu's eyes.
“Actually, no I joined for other reasons,” Irons said, voice cutting over the
chatter in the room. The room quieted. “And I am far from the most uneducated
one in the room. Let's do a little poll shall we?” He turned to the hologram of
Doctor's Trask and Myers as those in the room parted around him, suddenly
giving him space. “I believe you both have doctorates, am I correct?” They both
nodded. “Anyone else?” he asked looking around the room. No one said anything.
“I mean other than me?” he asked raising a hand.


“You?”
A woman asked in surprise.


“Now,
doctors,” he said turning to them both, ignoring the woman. “Either of you have
more than one doctorate?” he asked. Both shook their heads. He turned. “Anyone
else?” No one said anything. He slowly raised his hand again. “Other than me?”
he asked making a show of looking around the room once more.


Someone
scoffed. His eyes narrowed. “I have three doctorates, nine masters and thirteen
associate degrees,” he said it simply, coldly, letting the room echo with his
words.


“In
war of course,” Fu murmured. He seemed so assured of that. So assured that it
was a dirty thing, a thing that was contemptible.


“No
in science and engineering actually,” Irons replied with a tiger smile. Fu's
body stilled. “Also hyperspace and subspace navigation, piloting, mechanical
and electronic engineering, programming, teaching, medicine, metallurgy,” he
bowed to the resident doctors. “Alien psychology, Diplomacy, Human resource management,”
he said letting them digest that for a moment “And law among other things. And
yes tucked in there are a couple of master degrees in ship construction and
design and fleet management and fighting.” He shrugged and took a drink from
his glass and then set it down on a tray off to the side. A butler bot hovered
over and scooped it up with a light beeping scold and then left.


He
surveyed the room with cold shark like eyes. “I've done quite a bit in my one
hundred and five years of life. I've worked on the Stargate program, I've
worked on a Dyson Sphere, I've worked on hyper platforms, set up science
stations, and I've been across the breath of the Federation and back again
several times.”


“I
am an engineering admiral, a damn good one and I am proud of what I've seen and
done in my life. Eight decades in the service, seven as an officer, four as a
flag officer. The things I've built, the science... Can any of you say the
same?” He looked around the room but no one rose to the bait.


Irons
turned back to the crowd. “To quote a famous twentieth century admiral, Trained
in the art of war and the profession of peace,” he said, making sure his
command presence was felt in the room at large.


“I
don't see how any of that matters,” a portly mayor said clearing his throat. He
had a brass chain in his pocket that was clipped to the front of his vest. He
liked to hold the front of his jacket lapel like an old Earth politician in the
middle of a speech. Irons looked at him and then to the Fu's.


The
admiral turned to him. “I'm just pointing out that I'm far from the most
uneducated person in this group. I did a bit more than a couple of years at a
high end or junior college on mommy or the state's dime and then off to a cushy
job. To be in the military means you have to learn a lot of jobs. Piloting,
navigation, managing a ship and crew, engineering, search and rescue, and many
many many other jobs. It is a constant process, both in learning new skills and
keeping old ones up to date and sharp in case of need. A ship is as much a
college as it is a starship.”


“True,”
Taylor Warner said with a smile. “I remember admiral,” he said saluting Irons
with his virtual glass. Irons nodded his way. Rasha was on Taylor's arm. She
nodded back, stiff with pride as she looked around the room.


“Oh
and these?” Irons asked, pointing to the medals. His fingertip lingered on the
medal of honor and the golden comet. Fu looked at them and then looked away.
“Yes I earned them in combat. Some of them anyway.” His finger lingered over
the highest medals for a moment more. More than one old eye locked onto them as
well. 


“I
paid a high price for some of them. Sometimes too high in my opinion,” he
paused for a moment in bitter memory before continuing. “That's my burden
though. I went into the fire with my friends and comrades, watching them die
around me willingly to give their lives to save others.” His right hand
raised and changed to a silver color. His right eye flared brightly and then
faded back to normal. The implants in his body glowed a bright blue before
fading. He seemed to swell, to brighten like a blue star before fading out.


“But
others like oh this and this and this... and this...” He pointed out a few here
and there, tracing his fingertip under a few. “These were earned saving
people. Riding to the rescue of a ship or station in trouble. When a solar
flare erupts, black hole, accident, terrorism, or mischief. That's one of the other
roles of the military. It's not just to keep the barbarians outside the gates,”
he said coldly looking around again.


“When
I was in Pyrax a year ago there was a solar flare. They have them from time to
time. This one hit a colony head on. Thousands died. Many were Taurens,” he
said nodding to Gwen who stiffened.


“None
of the other colonies lifted a finger to help. They were all wrapped up in
their own lives, their own misery. All just trying to get by comfortably. They
wrung their hands and said someone should do something but they themselves did
nothing.”


He
looked around for a moment, eyes glittering. “But I sent the nearest ships in
to do what they could the moment I heard the news. To try to save those that we
can. To rebuild the colony. That's one of the reasons I put on this uniform. So
before you denigrate it with your hypocritical attitudes maybe you should think
about that some.”


“You
are still a barbarian,” a mayor said lifting his nose.


“Maybe,”
Irons replied turning to him. “But then again, maybe not. I'm not afraid of the
application of force. I'm not going to resort to it every time though. It is a tool
I can use if I must, but it is a tool of last resort.”


“You
killed the cybers,” Fu murmured.


“And
you didn't hypocrite?” Sprite demanded rounding on him. He turned to her, eyes
glinting coldly. His back was stiff. His arms were tucked into his sleeves
behind him. “He killed people who were killing others. Serial killers who
killed out of boredom. For fun,” she said, eyes flashing. “They were a
danger to themselves and others. To this station and it's community.” She
tapped a virtual foot and pointed down to the deck with her right index finger.


More
than one mayor looked at Fu over that. They had their own experiences with
frontier justice. It of course made them a little uncomfortable to admit it in
front of such distinguished company however. “You killed the helpless.
The ones who were lost in dream, who couldn't fight back. You were too afraid
to fight or stop the ones who were hurting others. But it didn't stop you to kill
the dreamers did it?” she snarled, fully incensed. “To snuff out their lives even
though they were doing nothing to harm you?”


He
stared at her for a long moment. She held her ground, crossed her arms and
raised an eyebrow. “Well? We're waiting to hear your so called justification.”
After a moment his image winked out. His wife looked surprised and then sad.
She winked out too after bowing slightly. “Yes, that's what I thought,” Sprite
said turning to the others with a slight air of triumph. “You can't make the
hard decisions. None of you can. When it comes down to a crisis none of you are
trained like a military person is.” She ran a hand down her side and her dress
changed into a formal dress uniform. “Like I am,” she said,
straightening her shoulders. Her commander insignia gleamed and sparkled. Irons
knew she was highlighting the rank insignia on purpose.


“Let
he who is without sin cast the first stone,” Sid murmured softly. Irons looked
his way and then nodded to Sprite. He hadn't called her on coming to the party
in civilian clothes. Now he was glad he hadn't.


“Tell
me, how many of you learned anything new while as a cyber in the dark times?”
Irons asked looking around. “Learned the skills to help Averies and the
others survive. The Stewards did, did anyone else?” he asked looking around the
room. “You had plenty of time after all. All of you could have learned
something in seven centuries right? You're not that stupid right?


He
smiled a cold cruel smile when no one volunteered anything. In fact most of the
old guard were now looking distinctively uncomfortable and down at their virtual
shoes. “I thought not,” he said quietly, mouth twisting in a cruel tight lipped
smile of pity. “Couldn't sully yourselves with menial tasks even if it
was for your own survival. With doing what needs to be done. That's a peon's
task after all. It's too bad Fu left. I was going to point out that his
precious game of Go and Chess were both created as military strategy games.”


“Ouch,”
Warner said with a grin. He knew Irons was twisting the knife to get some of
his own back. The admiral was probably doing more harm than good but he seemed
to be getting some of his anger out. Venting had its uses after all.


“Then
of course there is all that calligraphy some of you love to do. Veraxin
poetry...” He shook his head amused. “I took that in college as well. I've been
to the home world of the Veraxin, of the T’clock, of humanity. I've been
educated in their cultures. Don't lecture me on education. None of you, none
of you can hold a candle to me. I'm a teacher, a professor. I've been a teacher
longer than some of you have been alive.”


He
let that sink in for a long moment. He shook his head, studying them. None of
them were really getting it. They were closing ranks against him, he could feel
it. Fine. All he was getting was hostile expressions from the mayors. Randall
looked both hostile and amused. He knew this was going to make the circuit
since the cameras were on filming it all; it was going to hurt his cause more
than help it. But he had to try.


“I've
been trained folks, that's what it boils down to. I see the promises you make
and it makes me wince. Politicians are known to say that. To make promises they
know they can't keep. Lie in other words. Lie big. The bigger the
promise the bigger the lie. Try to sort it out and pay for it later. I've seen
it in school when a child ran for class president.” The sleepers and a hand
full of old guard people smiled a little at that dig. They of all people
remembered the class presidents and how they would campaign on no more homework
or shorter school days. 


He
looked around the room once more. “I've seen it my entire life. So have you. So
have the people you are lying to, they don't believe half of what you promise.
None of you have any education in the macro. You have great people skills, you
can deal with small groups, shaking hands, kissing babies, photo ops... but can
any of you handle the big picture? Handle things on a planetary scale? What
about the entire star system? What about dealing with other star systems? I'm
trained for it are you? I'm willing to help but you're not willing to listen.”
He shook his head sadly. He knew the appeal was falling on deaf ears.


“I've
got a question, you are all beating your chests about what you want, what are
you going to do when the real barbarians show up? What are we going to do?”
Warner asked, looking around. His wife took his virtual hand. His fingers
stroked it as he looked down at it and then up to her eyes. “I've lived a full
life,” he said to the room at large before he turned to confront them. “I know
eventually death will come for me. But there are others here just starting
their lives. What do we do when the barbarians are here? You can't stop them at
the gate when there is no gate! When you don't invest in it! Filing an
injunction won’t WORK!”


“And
when they arrive it will be too late,” Irons murmured in the ensuing
uncomfortable silence. “You will watch helplessly as everything you
tried to accomplish burns around you. They will take what they want and
leave you dead or crying over the dead.”


“You
made your point Irons,” a voice murmured.


“In
the kingdom of the blind the one eyed man is not king. He's stoned to death,”
Emily said. Others around her reared back from her in shock and dismay. She
hunched her shoulders and then shrugged spreading her hands. Irons snagged
another drink from a butler bot and then took a swig before nodding to her.
Someone else understood his predicament.


Irons
understood the analogy of course. He twisted his mouth and then downed his
drink and held up a finger. An exhalation went around the room; they had
assumed he was done. When the drink was gone he smiled bitterly. “No, just one
little tidbit more. The admiral who said the quote? Trained in the art of war
and the profession of peace?” he asked, turning. “He was also a lawyer,” he
said, shooting a look at the politicians with a little extra oomph to the
lawyers like D'red. He nodded to Sid Berkheart and the Warners then turned and
walked out. After a moment Sprite blinked out as well.


“And
now you know why the military should be seen and not heard,” Randall said,
downing his drink.


“Oh
shut up asshole,” Warner snarled and blinked out. His wife blinked out as well.


“Well!”
Sandra said with a sniff of disdain. “Some people!” She tucked her arm into her
husband's and tried her best to smile politely and salvage the situation.


 


“Thanks
commander,” Irons said to her quietly as he made his way down the companionway
to his quarters. He nodded to a few people he recognized in passing. Most of
the expressions that were directed his way were neutral. A few were hostile,
but only a few. Some looked like they were interested in his formal uniform and
medals. Sprite nodded on her HUD. 


“Think
it did any good admiral?” she asked.


He
frowned and then shook his head. He had to be honest with himself, what he had
done had needed to be said but it had probably done more harm than good in the
long run. In the short run things were pretty fracked up and appeared to be on
the road to staying that way for the foreseeable future. At least until
something came along to shake things up. “Doubtful. You can't make people
listen and think. You can't wake them up; they have to do it on their own. I
think they will close their eyes and ears and just stay the course. Damn them,”
he muttered.


“Great,”
she sighed. “So, the question is, do we?” She was still listening in at the
reception. Most of the people were now looking at the admiral with even more
hate and resentment, now because he seemed better than them and knew it. He'd
rubbed their noses into it and that hadn't set well at all. There were some
choice comments about his looking down at them. It was ironic; they had snubbed
him because they thought that they were better than him. When he rubbed their
collective noses in the truth they of course didn't like it and resented him
even more. The one eyed man truly wasn't king.


“I'm
going to keep trying if that's what you are asking. I haven't given up
completely yet. But I'm putting a whole lot more focus on my go to hell plan.
Just in case,” he said finally. Actually he was going to throw just about
everything he had at his little escape plan now, he thought. There was no point
in sticking around here anymore to watch everything he'd worked to accomplish
burn around him. He hated feeling both frustrated and helpless.


Sprite
sighed. “Admiral about that quote...”


“Did
I mangle it?” Irons asked slowing his stride. That quote was one of his
favorites in cases like this.


She
shook her head. “No, but I should point out that the quote is from a twentieth
century television show,” she replied. She smiled at his sudden snort.


“Oops,”
he said and then chuckled softly.


“Well,
you got part of it right. It did come from an actor playing an admiral who was
a lawyer.”


“Ah,”
Irons said with a shrug. “Whatever works, it's a good quote,” he said.


“Definitely.”


“Still
not happy about leaving?” Irons asked.


“Let's
just say I've still got mixed feelings about it. But I'm leaning more and more
to the dark side.”


He
smiled. “Glad to have you aboard Commander.”


“I'm
not there yet Admiral. There is still a chance they will change their minds,”
she tried to sound hopeful but he could hear an edge of doubt creeping into her
voice. She was at least honest with him in expressing it in that way. Good he
thought.


“They're
politicians. They do that on a daily basis if the polls change or flat out
refuse to change if they look weak. Either way I'm not waiting in the wings for
an answer. Not for much longer anyway,” Irons growled.


What
also irked him was that he could be an asset for any of the politicians if they
thought of it. Oh he couldn't and wouldn't take sides, he wouldn't endorse
anyone unless their opponent really was incompetent, but he could offer free
advice on strategy on a variety of subjects. Instead they used him as a
rallying point to point a finger at and blame or deride.


“Maybe
if they hear about your leaving that will shake them up you wonder?” Sprite
mused.


He
frowned. “It's a thought. We'll see. I bet they'll throw a party when they hear
the news,” Irons replied disgustedly as he tugged on the collar of his uniform.
“Time to get out of this monkey suit and into my coverall. I've got some real
work to do.”


 


“Is
he right?” Mrs. Fu asked softly. Her husband grunted. They had retreated but
hadn't lost interest in the conversation. Fu was staring at the reception, not
really paying attention as he wrestled with his own internal demons and doubts.
What the admiral and his AI had said had hit more than one nerve he realized.


“I
underestimated him,” Fu murmured.


“I
think we all did,” Mrs. Fu said. He turned to her. “We have been blinded by our
ideals for centuries,” she admitted, hands tucked into her red kimono.


“It
is who we are. Civilized.”


“He
just pointed out that we're not. Not in comparison to him,” she said, smiling
sadly. “I checked. He was telling the truth. His clippings show his education
and heroism.”


“You
admire him,” Fu accused her.


“I
do,” she said simply. “I think it is time for us to rethink our position on
this.”


Yan
Fu frowned. “He is a soldier. They cannot be trusted. He will seize power if he
can.”


“And
yet he hasn't,” she said with a smile.


“He...”


“I'll
remind you that my father was a military man. A general in his time. My little
brother was killed by pirates. What the admiral said about them is true. You
can't fight them if they are here among us.”


He
stared at her, shocked to the core to hear her say that. To doubt him, to not
back him. She smiled again, this time tenderly. “You are my love but you blind
yourself with arrogance. We need people like him to keep us safe. To do what we
cannot. Draco should have taught you that. It is easy to feel superior. Far
harder to truly be superior.”


He
was still staring at her. She looked away for a moment, looking into the camera
as Irons entered his quarters. Of course the cameras in his quarters were now
blocked. “He is a good honorable man. A man who chose to put himself in between
those like us and the barbarians. We owe him for that. Our respect. Our support
so he can do his job as best he can.”


“You...
you have never spoken this way before,” Fu said. He was lost now, unsure of
what to do. For the first time in his long life his usually submissive wife had
an opinion that differed with his own. That shook his worldview.


“You
were never ready to listen. You still aren't sure are you?” she asked sadly.
She noted the admiral had exited his quarters in record time, dressed in his
usual coveralls and moving with speed and grim purpose. She was fairly certain
of his destination.


“To
listen?”


“To
listen with your head as much as your heart. Think about it,” she said gently
and left him. He stared around their virtual quarters, suddenly alone and
adrift with only his thoughts. It was not comforting to him. Not at all.
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Irons
grimaced as he worked on the reactor. He really wanted to rebuild the little
ship's EPS conduits, they needed an overhaul. Hell, he'd rather do a keel up
overhaul if he could. His dinky little replicator in the launch wasn't up to
this though. At least whatever he did replace was milspec when he was through
with it. Of course it slowed him down to have to pull the part, transport it to
the replicator, remake it, then transport it back and install it. "Admiral
a word if you're not too busy," Sprite said interrupting his musing.


"Just
a minute," he said, watching the weld form. Nanites were fusing the two
metal parts together in a seamless bond. He mentally handed the job off to
Proteus and then turned his attention to Sprite on his HUD. "What
now?" he asked.


"The
council has booked more parts for replicators and power plants since our
leaving has hit the grapevine recently. They need you jacked in to do them.
They want you there now."


Apparently
his leaving had hit the grapevine yesterday. Warner must have dropped it on his
end. He wondered why. Maybe the cyber was hoping to get the council to
reconsider? To think about what his leaving would cost them? If so it wasn't
working. Or at least not in the way Taylor had hoped.


"Oh
they do do they? Well, tell them I'm busy, I've got a ship to patch up and I
don't have the time to make spare parts." He paused for a minute. “Nor the
inclination,” he added with a growl.


"Okay
now that is petulant," she said after a moment as he scrolled through his
to do list. It was a long one.


He
scowled, nor really interested in hearing any flack. "So sue me. They
aren't paying me so they can damn well piss up a rope. I wear a uniform but I
am not a flunky and I am seriously tired of being treated like one. Like
a slave or a servant. I am not responsible to them. We've got a lot to do and I
want it done as soon as possible. And at this rate it's going to take a long
time," he sighed. He was pretty sure all the interruptions were calculated
to keep him from leaving. "I want to be out of here as soon as
practicable," he snarled. There he had said it; he'd made up his mind.


They
had denied him the docking cradle early on when he had started working on
Phoenix so he was docked to one of the newly restored airlocks on the docking
ring. Newly restored because he had taken the time to repair the passage to it
and the airlock itself on his own time. There had been some protest over that
but he'd stamped on it or ignored it. He'd given them a simple choice; if he
had to he would undock Phoenix and do the repairs on her away from the station.
Then they wouldn't have access to him, his wealth of knowledge, or his key
codes at all.


"Admiral..."
Sprite paused and then sighed. "Let's say something happens to you when
we're away. They will need parts to maintain the equipment they have. Parts
that will keep them functional for years to come."


He
scowled. "Their problem they told me remember? I was told to butt out. No
access to the replicators. That cuts both ways."


He'd
been pissed at that. There was no need of cutting him off completely like that.
None at all. He'd helped these people and that was the thanks he got? Things
had really soured after that little party. He'd kick himself over it but he
wouldn't change a thing he had said or done.


The
Warner's had been apologetic about it. It was a directive from the government
and held up by the station council. Fu had tried to explain it off by saying
that the replicators were all booked. Since Sprite could access the schedule
just as easily as he could that hadn't washed. Fu hadn't liked it when she had
pointed that out to him.


Of
course after that they had started to further restrict Sprite's access to the
net. That had pissed her off. She'd fumed for a few hours before someone
had realized she wasn't repairing the computer anymore. Then they had lightened
up on the restrictions. She'd taken her time getting back to it.


"Admiral,"
she sighed in exasperation. "Be the adult here. So turn it around. We need
parts for Phoenix correct? Not just your to do list but your wish list right?
All the things you want Phoenix to be. To have and be able to use. So? We tell them
they want access you get equal opportunity access to make parts for the ship.
Split the trays so they get half you get half. That way they can't play games
with you."


"Quid
pro quo? I'm not sure they'll go for it Sprite, there is no way for them to cheat.
Unless of course they seize the parts. Or charge me for them. Or..."


"I
get it," Sprite said further exasperated. She shook her virtual head. He
was really being cynical and hard headed over this. Bitter. She honestly
couldn't blame him. 


“Admiral,
we'll work it out. Iron clad contract. Let me handle the details. Just make a
list of what you really need or want, what you think they are worth and we'll
get it done. Think about a bigger replicator in Phoenix. That second reactor
you were muttering about. You've been muttering about the little class one for
a week now sir."


"True,"
he growled. The weld was finished so he let his hand fall and stood. "Go
ahead and get the ball rolling. See where it leads. Don't commit me to anything
without my final approval though."


"Thank
you admiral. All I ask is to keep an open mind," Sprite said.


"What
you're really hoping for is a sudden last minute change of heart on one side or
the other," Proteus said in an aside to her. "Or the admiral making
parts for the Navy projects. That way he'll remain here until they wise
up."


"True,"
she answered.


“The
odds of this happening?” Proteus asked.


“One
in a billion,” Sprite sighed.


 


Randall
has a mixed reaction when he heard about the swap. "Only parts for his
ship, nothing for his weapons or shipyard plan," he growled. He toyed with
a stylus and stared blackly at a holo portrait. He hadn't been happy about
Iron's plan to leave when he had heard about it. He'd been amused, his staff
had made a lot of hay out of his plan to leave, but he had thought it had been
a threat. Honestly, he had thought it as some sort of hobby, that the old fart
was sulking. Now he wasn't so sure. He might actually pull it off. He might be
that pig headed enough to actually pull out of the system.


He'd
checked after the party. Everything Irons had said about himself had been
completely true. That and more, much more. Irons was a key, as a fleet
engineering admiral he was a key to the cornucopia that the replicators
represented. 


He
was also a key to any military hardware they found. He could unlock anything
he could access... and he could make AI. Lots of AI if needed. He was a
treasure, one he Jeff Randall had finally realized was important.


His
wife shook her head and set her wine glass down. She came over and rubbed his
shoulders.


"Jeff,"
his wife sighed. "You and I both know you're a shoe in for the
governorship now. We've been working toward that goal since you became mayor of
Doonburg. Now think. Think about the big picture."


"I
am," he said not looking up. Sandra was a great wife, a great XO and she
shared his interests but she didn't desire power for herself. Something about
her he also loved.


She
shook her head smiling slightly at how obtuse he was. "No, you're thinking
about kissing babies and tossing cookies to the masses, who you can win over
for the next election, not to what Irons has been trying to tell you.
Manufacturing. Economics. Jobs for the people. Defenses to keep them safe. The
big picture honey."


That
stung a little. Irons had been right damn him, and he'd quietly taken a lot of
what Irons had said and put them into his master plan. His staff was hard at
work, researching the basics that Irons had casually thrown out to the room at
large. He hadn't realized that Irons was an expert, that he could do these
sorts of things. He'd underestimated the man, underestimated him badly. That
wasn't something he liked to do.


"I...
He's serious about leaving isn't he?" he finally demanded looking up.


His
wife rubbed his shoulders gently but firmly. "As a mink in a chicken coup
lovey. You've pissed the man off thoroughly. Time to bury the hatchet. Get him
on your side and stop dividing the people."


He
shook his head firmly. The election was too close right now to do something
like that. If he made any reconciliation moves toward Irons his opponents would
pounce. It would get ugly; his opponents would say he caved. "Later. Right
now I need opposition to fight against to make my point with the voters. To get
our own people to rally behind me. After the election we can kiss and make up.
I'll let him make his war toys." He made a brushing motion.


Just
as soon as he was elected he planned to get implants. Then Irons would have to
transfer some of the key codes to Randall. After that he'd have to reconsider
their relationship he thought.


"After
the election will be to late Jeff," she sighed shaking her head as her
hands stopped. "You'll of poisoned the well."


Jeff
frowned ferociously. "I don't believe that. Irons is a practical man,
he'll see the light. He needs us. He knows we need him. He's not that
shortsighted." He shook his head and scowled. Irons was an experienced
man, he knew the way the game was played, he'd come out and admitted it to
everyone... so why was he still leaving?


She
looked down at him and hugged him from behind. "Does he? the moment he got
that station turned around we booted him out of office. That's real nice of us
now isn't it?" she asked. she rubbed his shoulders once more. “You even
had him cut off from all station controls and the use of the replicators.”


He
tossed the tablet in front of him away then flicked the stylus across the desk.
He'd picked the thing up from the station to show his people what was in store
for them but now he realized it was a toy. It took time to learn and it gave
him frequent eye strain. The stylus rolled off onto the floor. He rubbed his
temples. 


"Besides,
he won’t be here for elections. I heard his ship is about ready to go,"
she said, dropping another bomb in his lap. Or at least his ear.


"No,"
he said firmly, shaking his head and opening his eyes. “No, not possible. I
won't allow it.”


"Yes,"
she shook her head, digging into his shoulders. "Yes it is possible. You
forget the man and what he's capable of doing. We gave him the tools to meet
his self imposed deadline. He'll have what he needs by next week or sooner.
Charlie estimates it should take him a week to install it all. But Irons is a
miracle worker so I'm betting Charlie's off by a day or two." Charlie was
their industrial expert. He was a shoe in for the industrial cabinet seat and
knew it. Fortunately Charlie was good at his job.


He
looked at her over his shoulder, scowling now. "He can't leave. We need
him here. We need..." he looked at her stubbornly. She rolled her eyes.


"You're
wasting that on the wrong person honey. Listen to yourself. We need. Not
what he needs. Not what the people need. Not what civilization
needs? He's as good as gone."


"We'll
see about that," he said picking up the phone.


 


The
admiral read a report and snorted. Sprite saw his slight levity and took a look
at what he was looking at. “Eternia? Why are you so interested in some ground
side city admiral?”


“It's
not just the city, it's the people. Some of the Kiev people went there.”


“Scanning,”
Sprite said, checking her files. She came up with several names prominently
among them were the Prince family. “The prince family? What about them?”


“I'd
hoped they would make the jump to the military. Oh well,” Irons sighed leaning
back in his chair. Things were just about where he wanted them with Phoenix. A
bit more fine tuning and they would be off.


“You
were hoping they'd join the military?” Sprite asked, sensing the opening. “The
son doesn't strike me as Navy admiral. According to his file he's lazy,
spoiled, narcissistic...”


“What
do you base that last on?”


“The
heavy body building. He's was frequently reprimanded for working out and being
late to work or calling off.” Irons grunted. “But you saw something more?”


“I
only met the young man a few times. There is something, I don't know, something
of a hero in him. If he'd get that spoiled streak out of his head. He'd make a
pretty fair marine. The same for Teela.”


“Teela?”
Sprite asked and then nodded on his HUD. “A marine possibly or a Fed special
agent with a bit more seasoning. She seems okay, handy in a brawl but she tends
to take the straight view and break heads over using her own.”


Irons
smiled. “Which is why others fear her. Which means the next altercation she
gets into they won't test her.”


“Interesting
observation you've made there. Something from personal experience?” Sprite
asked. Irons snorted.


“Something
like that. I like her father, nice guy.”


“A
bit old to be a marine admiral,” Sprite replied, pulling Duncan's bio up. The
mustached MP's image came up beside her avatar on his HUD. He waved it away. He
didn't need to see the man to know what he looked like. “Sorry,” Sprite
murmured. “You are most likely correct, but his personal attachment to the
Prince family will deter him from ever signing up.”


“True,”
Irons sighed. “What really bothers me...”


“Yes?”


“The
whole stupidity of it all. Not just that they wont let me recruit, that no
one, no one at all, is interested in signing up. No one,” he said in
disgust, flicking the stylus in front of him off the desk bloater.


Sprite
registered his not quite despair in that remark. He was clearly frustrated, so
was she. She took a moment, a full second to think over her response before she
gave it. “I agree admiral, it is odd. However Pyrax had different things going
for it when we were there. One the external threat of Pirates. Two the recovery
of Firefly and the other derelicts, and three the capture of the pirate task
force. All of those factors made it much easier to get recruiting underway.”


“I
think you are forgetting a few people there Commander,” Irons sighed. “But
you've got a point.”


“Oh?
The Logans? True. They and the others served as an excellent core. Admiral I
strongly suggest we go back there and get things back on track.”


“The
situation hasn't changed there Sprite, or at least not enough.”


“Well
admiral, if history has proven anything it is that we never really know what
changes the future may bring us. Hopefully the Horathians don't serve the
people here a bad wake up call. And hopefully someone is around when they do
wake up to help them,” she pointed out gently.


“But
not us. Not now,” Irons growled.


 


Fu
frowned, studying the calligraphy in front of him. He was kneeling before the
ancient table; the scroll was in front of him, the past rolled up carefully and
neatly. The future was unwritten and ready. He held a paint brush in his hand,
poised to use it. He was still, his body forgotten. Normally he'd be happy with
this, happy about being at peace but unfortunately he wasn’t, his mind was in
turmoil.


It
all came back to the admiral. Why was he doing this? Why did he help them? He
didn't take over, which Fu had assumed that was what he had planned. Indeed all
his plans had been put in place against that eventuality. Now they were going
off... he frowned.


Irons
was an odd man. He'd let his assumptions blind him. He hadn't done his homework
on his opponent, something truly stupid of him. He was certain Irons hadn't
made the same mistake. Oh he had made mistakes, but not like that. He truly was
getting old if he was underestimating an enemy like that so easily. Irons
wouldn't make mistakes like that. Missteps in the game.


But
he was making a mistake now. He was leaving. Again why? Was it for show?
Or did he truly believe what he said about the pirates?


The
references to the cyber dreamers haunted him. He frowned, looking down at the
paper in front of him. He glanced at the gloriously simple Baku pictogram to
his right and then to the empty spot before him. What to do?


What
Irons, what most of the other cyber didn't know was that it was not so
simple as they thought. The past was imperfect. When the pirates had attacked
they had taken what they wanted but Draco and the others had fended them off.
The others had wanted to return to their post, to rebuild and protect Antigua.


He
and a few others of the peace faction had needed time and a position of
strength to sway the undecided votes on the council. They had to see reason and
in time he knew they would. He'd done an incredibly shameful thing, he'd
resorted to force.


Oh
not physical force, not in the way that the admiral and his kind used. No, what
he and the others had done was something more simple and subtle. A little cyber
jujitsu. They denied their enemy in this case Draco and the other engineers a
chance to sway the others.


His
hand shook slightly, still holding the brush. His left hand tightened in his
lap. What he had done had to be done, but it had cost them dearly. Oh so
dearly. He hadn't known, how could he of known? How? But it had cost them. He
closed his eyes in pain.


He'd
done it. He'd used his access as the station CEO to distract a few, easily
enough. Someone was needed to maintain the station and keep an eye on the
repairs of course. Draco and the engineering faction of course, that was their
job. Easily handled. Then when they realized the crucial meeting was underway
they had tried to barge in. And he and his followers had sprung the second
trap.


They'd
fought of course, something he hadn't expected but now regretted not seeing. At
the time he'd thought of himself superior, that it was proof that they were in
the end violent and deserved what they had gotten. What a fool he had been!


When
the other councilors had walked into the trap they had been cut off. Cut off
from the net, from their senses, everything. Trapped, to use the martial arts
expression, using their own force against themselves, thus undoing the
attacker.


In
cutting them off though he had done the unthinkable, he had driven them insane.
An organic mind needed constant stimulus, an AI mind as well. They needed it to
function, an anchor. He hadn't thought of that. It was the primal fear of every
AI, of every sentient ever hooked up to be cut off and lost and alone in their
own mind. Trapped in a powerless body. Oh how he should have remembered that!


He'd
come to realize what an error he had made when they had released them after the
vote. He had expected accusations, expected an argument but to his surprise
there had been none. Just a maniacal giggle and they were gone. Scattered to
the far corners of the net.


His
eyes opened. Slowly he drew the pictogram of Draco. Draco had found out of
course. He knew. He had acted, cutting off Fu's ability to ever touch the
insane ones again. He had raged at Fu, in private though. Which was why when they
had proven their insanity he was helpless to act.


His
eyes closed again in familiar pain. Yes. He'd made a terrible error. One that
many, all too many paid for with their lives. He regretted that. Regretted it
deeply. But it was his burden, his cross to bear.


He
hadn't anticipated Draco's response either. The cold way the AI had cut off
support, had stopped repairs and cut him and the others off from the station.
The AI couldn't undo what had been done but had been determined to prevent it
from ever happening again. And in so doing the AI had further tied his hands,
preventing him from doing what was right.


None
of them had known that Draco hadn't been insane. Not then. Perhaps never but
again, the past was done; Draco was gone as if he had never existed.


None
of the others knew. One by one most of the peace faction involved in the trap
had died or gave up hope and lost themselves in dream. And he, HE! He had been
forced to cut them off. To kill his friends. The admiral didn't know that
agony. That pain. No. He was certain that the admiral killed without remorse.
It was after all in him.


But
that was the rub. It was in him again. In him. He opened his eyes. A drop of
paint had fallen onto the wrong spot. No matter. A flick of a thought and the
drop was gone, as if it never existed.


His
wife's actions haunted him. She had never spoken out against him. Never in all
this time together. Now she supported Irons. He could see it in her eyes. She
hadn't come out again and said it, but she did. He didn't know what to do. He
didn't know if he could do anything. 


“Like
a leaf in the wind,” he murmured and bent forward to paint once more.


 


Sparks
looked up to see a familiar male approaching. He waved the admiral over and
then poked his partner. Freeze looked up in annoyance and then turned as Sparks
pointed to Irons. “Admiral!” he said with a welcoming smile. Irons turned
around. “Over here!” Sparks said, waving.


“Something
I can do for you gents?” Irons asked, smiling politely as he strolled through
the light crowd. People parted around them, too busy on their own tasked to
realize who was in their way.


“Are
you really going sir?” Freeze blurted out without thinking.


Irons
sighed. He'd heard that same question a lot lately. He nodded. “It looks that
way.”


“Too
bad. I was looking forward to becoming a yard worker,” Sparks said.


“Yard
dog,” Irons murmured. “We call them yard dogs.”


“Oh,”
Sparks wrinkled his nose.


“Old
story,” Irons replied with a smile. “You can still build a small yard or
servicing station.”


“We
can?” Freeze asked, looking at his partner with wide eyes before turning his
stare on Irons. “How?”


“Save
up your money. Come up with a plan, get some investors and then build a small
place. A dock or something. Take on odd jobs like fixing stuff for other people
or fixing ships when they come into port. When you've got enough expand.”


“Is
it possible?” Sparks asked. He rubbed the back of his head. He was just a
techie; he didn't know anything about business.


“Talk
to your families. It's possible. Talk to your friends. See if any of them are
interested or interested in investing in the project. In fact look up a neo
couple, Savo and Petunia. They are a primate EVA tech and a security sector
chief with too much time on his hands who might be interested in helping. There
is another pair, um,” Sprite helpfully put the names up on his HUD for him.
“Yeah, a pair of neochimp welders, Howi and Shari. Both are pretty cool and
might be interested. Get some of the council interested like the Warners and
have someone with business skills and you'll be able to pull it off.”


“Thanks,”
Freeze said with a nod.


“I
can have Sprite send you a build plan. A simple one if you are interested in
it.”


“Really?”
Freeze asked shocked. “Sure! I mean wow that would be all right!”


Sparks
rolled his eyes and pointed his thumb at his friend. “Don't mind him, stars in
his eyes,” he said.


“We
all get that way sometimes,” Irons said with a nod and small smile. “Now, if
you'll excuse me I've got a date with a replicator.”


“Thanks
admiral,” Freeze said. He reached out with one hand. Irons paused and then
realized he was offering a hand to shake. He shook the man's hand, and then
Sparks. 


“Keep
working hard, keep looking forward. One step at a time gentlemen, don't get
discouraged if things don't work out the right way at first. Keep plugging,” he
said.


“Thanks
admiral. We'll try,” Freeze said, looking at his partner. Sparks nodded firmly.


“That's
all I ask. That and take care of each other and your families. If I don't see
you again, good luck and safe haven.”


“Fair
sailing sir,” Sparks said soberly, waiving as Irons left.


“Now
there goes a class act.”


“Who's
really getting shafted. After everything he did for us. That sucks,” Freeze
growled, turning and kicking a can. The can clattered down the corridor.


“Ain't
that the truth,” Sparks muttered. He sighed looking at the wiring job in front
of him. “Come on. Let's get this done and then move on like the man said.”


 


“Did
you see that?” Kennet demanded waving a virtual hand. “He could have encouraged
them to revolt! To stop working!” He and a few of the other cybers were
zealously watching the admiral's every move, listening and picking apart his
every word. It didn't help that Irons didn't set himself up for anything, he
just kept working.


Warner
shook his head. “But he didn't.”


“But
he could have,” the other cyber insisted.


“But
he didn't,” Emily said. “He could have encouraged a sick out. A work stop, all
sorts of things. But he's not doing that. It says a lot about the man's character.”


“I'd
say he's beaten and he knows it,” Averies said, sounding unhappy.


“You
don't sound so enthused by that,” Kennet demanded.


“That's
because I'm not. I've gotten to know the man. He's going through the motions
now but he's already thinking of what he's going to do next. Not one move ahead
but six or seven. I've played chess against him. He's a nice guy; he'll give
you the shirt off his back if he thinks it will help, but if you kick him
enough...”


“We
haven't kicked him!” Kennet said indignantly. “We've just asserted ourselves!”


“Haven't
we?” Emily asked softly, watching the admiral as he walked into the replicator
control room. He made his acquaintances with the people on duty and then went
straight to work. “He only wanted to help. We were desperate for that help at
first. We took it like a man in vacuum in need of oxygen. He gave us life once
more. He gave us a reason to live, renewed direction and purpose. He only asked
us to help him. But now we've decided for better or for worse that we didn't
want his direction, and after everything he's done we've shut him out and then
needled him. Well you have,” she said turning cold eyes on Kennet. “You and Fu
and the others. Averies is right. He's an honorable man. It's a pity it has to
be this way.”


Kennet's
eyes flared. “It's... not like that!”


“Really?”


“I
mean he... I... He encouraged them into...” Kennet sputtered, suddenly unsure.


“Into
what? Into going into business for themselves? What's the harm in that? We will
be gracious sellers won't we?” Sid Berkheart asked. “The tide of resentment
over his treatment is increasing. I think the only thing keeping it all in
check is Irons refusal to tap that resentment.”


“He'll
leave soon,” Emily said sadly.


“He
can't! We need him!” Kennet said, aghast as Irons plugged the keys in. He knew
better then to try to clone the keys now. They changed each time apparently.
Irons never had rebuilt the replicator they had fried. When the admiral left...
“He won’t! He won’t go!”


“It's
done. You'll see,” Averies said quietly, turning away.


 


Irons
was knee deep in replicating parts after three hours. He's amused that they
were watching him closely, ticking off each tray of parts when it's finished.
They even had a cyber watching both him and Sprite in the net while an inspection
team watched him in the real world. Talk about paranoid. The contract had
specified no weapons at all. Nothing for his naval project. He was limited to
what he wanted for his ship and that was it.


He
had retaliated by limiting what he would replicate. In careful thought of what
the legal ramifications of handing such technology over to civilians were of
course. They hadn't seen it that way though but tough. Two could act badly. Tit
for tat. He felt a little childish but damn it they'd pissed him off!


He
also refused to replicate any more then was in the contract. No emergency
requisitions they tried to pass off on him at the last minute. No more, no
less. He ignored any last minute additions or items slipped into the list that
weren't agreed to beforehand. The agreed upon list was all he was doing and he
had his own copy so when they tried to pull that stunt he'd cc's a copy of it
and then left. That was it. They were getting a thirty to one advantage; he
didn't want them getting greedy after all.


They
were determined to keep him under their thumb. He could have of course quit,
used the replicators he had to make something, but what was the point? Right
now sentiment was firmly against him. The man on the street was being torn,
most on the station were sympathetic to him but the politicians were steering
things against him. Sentiment on the ground was firmly against him and rising.
Things were going to boil over soon. The media of course was playing a part,
showing tidbits of his recordings. Edited of course, they claimed they were
edited for brevity but they took most of what he said out of context and
twisted it all around. He was tired of the crap and wanted out.


"Admiral,
we've got an issue," Sprite said slowly. She wasn't sure how he'd react to
this set of news. She was annoyed that the cybers had tried to block her from
finding it out. She had thought that the Berkhearts and Warners were allies.
Apparently alliances were shifting in cyberspace. Loyalties had a price. She
wondered what they could have been offered to induce them to go along with
this?


"Oh?"
he asked. 


"Yes,"
she said slowly, she looked a little embarrassed and contrite on the HUD. 


"Spit
it out Sprite," he said, finishing the key coding sequence for these fuel
injectors. There were thirty on the tray, plus the spare injectors for his
ship's reactor. Each had to be fitted, tested, tuned, and then tied into the
rest of the system and then synched up. If a single piece of microscopic debris
got involved it became a royal headache. There was a reason some manufacturers
had done jobs like this in a clean room and kept the injectors vacuum packed
until assembly. Unfortunately he couldn't.


He
was down to spares now. He'd completed the critical things, his larger more
powerful class one military grade industrial replicator right off just in case
they pulled something. From there the critical lists, his wish list, and now
spares. Or at least spares once these were finished and installed or stored.
Technically they weren't critical, he could get away with using the existing
ones, but why not replace them and be done with it?


"Well,
it seems the Antiguans, or concerned citizens have petitioned the court
to take Phoenix back," Sprite's tone had air quotes all over that
statement. He knew who she was talking about. It was hardly surprising someone
would try something, even if it was out of spite.


"Oh?"
he asked focusing intently on what he has going on in front of him. "Fat
lot of good that will do, we covered our back sides already," he said with
a sniff of amusement. Didn't they know Federation courts trumped Civilian?
Since he was the only Federation officer in the system he was it. Besides,
Phoenix had been registered as an official Naval dispatch boat! His navy, Federal
navy.


She
nodded, eyes troubled. "Which they are finding out right now. You were
right."


"Really,"
he said sarcastically. Something told him this would be the last tray.
Fortunately he had put his hyperdrive parts through earlier this morning and
they were loaded on the ship. He could now make what he needed once it was
assembled. As long as he had power and materials of course. He'd already
refueled the ship so that wasn't a problem.


They
were cutting their own throats if they pushed it any further really. He had the
replicators on Phoenix and his launch; with them he could finish restoring the
ship. Technically he didn't need to continue helping them. It was just taking
time away from repairing the ship. But he had hoped that a last minute outbreak
of sanity would prevail on the opposition’s side. He'd been a fool to think
that. They were too entrenched in their beliefs and ideology. Too committed to
the bread and circuses the mayors had promised.


"Yes.
I think they didn't realize that the Golden Dew Drop ship had been turned over
to the Navy as a dispatch vessel during the Xeno war and therefore was still on
the books as a Naval vessel."


Irons
smiled. DB-1701E. He had to love that choice bit of irony, that they couldn't
touch her. The cyber lawyers should have known better than to have tried.
"True. Why are you telling me this again?" he asked amused. "I
already went over this remember?" They had even filed to change the ship's
name to Phoenix he thought.


"Just
recapping admiral. As I was saying, we filed a Federal salvage claim when the ship
was recovered and it was recognized by the station court and the planetary
courts. When she was restored to partial service we meaning me filed the
necessary court documents. I covered the paper trail. None were opposed."
She was pretty certain that they hadn't opposed it for this very reason. At the
time they had wanted the admiral to leave. Now they realized he was the
key to the galaxy and they didn't want him going anywhere. Talk about ironic!


"I
know Sprite," he said trying not to roll his eyes. He looked over to the
Veraxin tech working nearby. The tech was busy watching another tray forming
while listening to tribal drums. Veraxin's loved a good drum beat, the low
frequency vibrations were stimulating to them.


"I'm
getting to my point now sir. Apparently they tried to claim that there wasn't
proper time for notification of possible plaintiffs and therefore the previous
court rulings should be nullified," Sprite said formally. He grunted in
irritation.


"Interesting.
A stretch though," he finally said rubbing his jaw. "There aren't any
surviving parties to warrant an intervention. There also isn't a Federal court
to file in. With the right judge though..."


He
wondered how far they would take this. Would he have to declare the ship as
property of the navy, stand his ground and if necessary flee the system as a
fugitive? Wouldn't that be nice! He thought with a bitter twist of his lips.
Quite the feather in his cap. He was really living up to his Pyraxian example
here!


Sprite
shook her head. "That they didn't get. The judge saw through the gambit
when I helpfully pointed it out to him this morning." She was pretty sure
politics were in this. From what it looked like under the surface Randall had
tried to stall their departure and one of his competitors had placed the judge
to squelch it. Or the judge could be a real independent. Who knows, stranger
things have been known to happen.


"This
was going on this morning? Why am I just being told?" he demanded.


"I
found out at the last minute. The cybers tried to keep me out of the loop. And
get this, someone on the station council tried to block my communications
privileges when I found out. I ended up going through Phoenix's systems to
connect to the courts."


"Really!"
he said nostril's dilating in anger. From her tone Sprite wasn't at all happy
about doing that. Nor did she sound happy about having to admit that to him
either. Somehow he was pretty sure she wasn't going to resist leaving as much
anymore.


"Yes,
and I made sure that was brought to the judge's attention as well. He wasn't
amused by it. Access to the courts is supposed to be unrestricted by all
parties. He's ordered an investigation. The plaintiffs in the form of D'red are
claiming a misunderstanding and dropped the suit. That dropped the investigation."


Irons
swallowed a cynical smile. "Funny how that worked out."


"Isn't
it?" she asked. Right on cue a file appeared in his inbox. "But it
looks like this party is at an end. You have an e-mail from the council saying
your services are on hold."


"Oh?
So I'm no longer needed?" he asked amused as he prepared himself to get
up. “I had figured as much already Sprite,” he said as he unjacked. He got up
off the couch when the tray was completed. Robotic arms were swinging into
action in the replicator bay, clearing the tray and then sorting out what went
where.


"Not
exactly. What they are saying is that they ah, get this. They still want your
services, but on retainer. Available upon request in a moment's notice. Open
ended."


"Oh
hell with that," he said shaking his head and stretching. "Please
bring up Paragraph VII clause B. The contract is only good while I am on
station and both parties are acting in good faith. Clause C states that either
party can terminate the contract at any time. And I am leaving. Once I am on
Phoenix and underway it's voided." He didn't like having to tell them
that, but he had no choice.


"I
think I'll wait until you are half way off the station before sending that if
you don't mind admiral,” Sprite said dryly.


“Good
idea,” he said glancing at the Veraxin in the room. He didn't need them
throwing up any last minute road blocks or starting a physical altercation.
Once he was off the station they couldn't try to brig him on some trumped up
charge. “Set it for a delayed return,” he sub vocalized.


“Already
done admiral. I think their little delaying tactic backfired," Sprite
said.


"It
did help my resolve a little," he said getting up and following the
robotic forklift out. He would be on Phoenix in less than an hour as long as
there weren't any problems in transit. The docks and cargo corridors weren't at
max capacity but there were the occasional accidents or bottlenecks now to slow
things up. They were even talking about appointing a traffic coordinator.


“Mine
as well apparently,” Sprite said sounding disgusted. 


“Welcome
to the dark side commander. We've been expecting you,” he joked.


“Cute,”
she replied dryly.


 


Irons
nodded politely to the holo of the ruling council members. "Yes gentlemen?
Ladies?" he said politely, determined to keep his temper in check. They'd
called him here to this council room and he was pretty sure what it was about.
He was curious how it would play out though. Yan Fu sat, a presence of calm in
the storm of faces around the room. Oddly he didn't pick up an echo of that
same calm from Fu's wife. She looked sad and torn.


She
was dressed in a beautiful red kimono, one trimmed in gold lace with lung chi
dragons embroidered onto its virtual surface. He wondered why she threw that
much detail into that. Then he realized it was her virtual face, her virtual
appearance so attention to detail was vital to her, a woman. She was a quiet
woman, one he wished he could have known a little better.


He'd
gotten his materials to the yacht just before a second stop order had come down
through the ranks. For some reason the corridors leading to his docking port
were closed due to maintenance. Fortunately they had miss-timed it. Or possibly
it had been one of the Warners or a supporter who had delayed the order until
he was in the corridor in question.


He
wasn't sure what or who had caused the delay but he was grateful. Things had so
far gone just about as he'd expected. He was a little disappointed that they
had.


He'd
just finished breakfast when he'd gotten the call. He'd stayed docked, mainly
because he wanted to finish installing and testing the equipment before he
left. He didn't want anything happening in deep space. It would be just his
luck if something went wrong. Then again they could have slipped something
in... No, he was getting a bit paranoid. Still, it would be mighty inconvenient
if oh say some part scrammed his reactor now wouldn't it?


Sprite
had firewalled the ship's systems early on. There had been a few pings, but
nothing serious. When he had returned to the ship last night he had set up a
cut out. Anyone who attempted to access the ship through the data links would
end up in a dead end system. Of course their entry would be logged as an
unlawful intrusion.


He'd
been wary of a trap going to the council but was pretty sure the situation
hadn't elevated to the use of force yet, they were pacifists after all. Then
again, they were hypocrites. Still, to be cautious they were doing this through
the communications system and his implants. He really didn't want things to go
where they would all regret.


"Admiral,
we'd... we'd like you to remain," The portly programming councilor said
beginning the discussion.


"I've
made up my mind," Irons said, resting his hands in his lap. The programmer
was of the new guard, a political appointee recently added to the rank of
cybers. He'd proven totally clueless about actually programming the first day
he'd been a cyber. That had pretty much told everyone why he had really become
a cyber.


"Perhaps
a negotiation is in order?" the Veraxin cargo and logistics master
chittered. "A price for your cooperation?"


Irons
was fairly certain the Veraxin hadn't been happy about the closure to the cargo
corridors. That had probably thrown his carefully arranged schedules into
chaos. Running the logistics of a station, especially a factory station was a
careful ballet of material and people. If any one thing was delayed it cascaded
downhill fast, throwing everything out of wack and sending critical parts of
the station into teeth gnashing idle. If things piled up they also caused
problems, taking up space and blocking traffic. Factory execs hated that.
"I'm not interested in credits," Irons said dismissively.


"Perhaps
another method?" the cargo master asked desperately.


"We
were just doing that remember?" Warner said shaking his head. He leaned
forward to see past the portly programmer. "And look how well that worked
out. As soon as you realized what you were doing you shut it down. Despite
getting a thirty to one exchange rate in our favor."


"I?
I did no such thing! The order came from above!" The Veraxin chittered in
dismay. His holo image glanced at Irons, obviously unhappy about that slip
getting out. His upper arms showed first level shame and discomfort. He clearly
wasn't happy about being put in this position. "I had nothing to do with
it. I never wanted it to end!"


"Perhaps
we can continue the previous contract admiral?" a councilor asked. That
request sounded resigned, like the councilor already knew his answer.


"I
don't really see the need. I have most of what I need and I can make what I'm
missing when I need to do so," Irons said, lips twisting in a slightly
cynical smile.


"What
about your naval projects? Aren't you still interested in doing them?"
another asked desperately.


"What
about them?" he asked, cocking his head politely as an eyebrow was raised.
The other councilors turned to the woman.


She
spread her hands in entry. "Perhaps we can make an arrangement. We can
petition for you to build your projects in the future in exchange for your help
in rebuilding the station admiral."


"Tried
that remember?" Warner said in disgust. "You've reneged on that
agreement twice now. He's not likely to fall for promises of the future.
Promises that will be renegotiated, drawn out, delayed or ignored like you've
been doing to him over and over for the past seven months. The admiral knows
all the tricks. He taught them to me a long time ago. He has no intention of
being used and abused anymore. Nor can I blame him. The admiral keeps his word.
He is an honorable man." His dig was straight at the Fu's. Both
looked tired but didn't rise to the bait.


"Then
what do you want?" The portly councilor said throwing his hands up.
"Not money, not parts, what?"


"Honestly?
A stop to the opposition to protecting this station is a good start," he
growled. They looked at each other. A few nodded, but a few kept a polite mask.
Yan Fu looked at his wife. Both had their hands in their laps. Fu's long snow
white beard twitched though. He was probably fighting the urge to stroke his
beard Irons thought.


"I
want one week of unrestricted use of the replicators. All of them.” The
admiral turned a cold look on all the councilors, meeting any eyes that would
meet his. More than one set dropped or looked away after a moment. Only the
Warners nodded his way when he met their eyes. “One full week, twenty
four standard hours a day, one standard seven day week. Full use of the
replicators and full access to all materials on hand or incoming during that
period. No charge for use and no interruption of power or computer support for
that time period. No accounting games or other shenanigans," he said
turning a glare on first Kennet and then Yan Fu.


"To
do what?" one asked.


"To
make weapons," a woman sighed in disgust. 


"No,"
Warner said thoughtfully. He studied the admiral as he rubbed his virtual chin.
Irons looked at him with a grim but firmly set face. “I've known Fleet admiral
Irons long before you did and that's not how the man's mind works.” He shook
his head. "No I don't think so. Weapons wouldn't do us much good. Oh you
could make weapon satellites, but they could be picked off from a distance.
You're an engineering admiral at heart, you take the long view."


A
few of the others nodded to each other. That at least they could appreciate and
understand. They had seen what the admiral could do; they had seen how his mind
worked as they had worked together rebuilding the station.


"So
what would he make?" the Veraxin asked, looking from Warner to the others.
After they all shrugged they looked at him.


He
cleared his throat and set his shoulders but Warner snapped his fingers. Virtual
eyes cut to him. "I got it! You'd make power plants and replicators! The
infrastructure you needed to build a naval annex!"


The
others blinked. "He could do that?" one asked.


The
Veraxin chittered, mid arms moving in signs of dismay. "It is
possible."


Warner
nodded. "With the replicators and a power supply you wouldn't need us. You
could then build the tools and materials you need."


"Correct,"
Irons said nodding. “Your hands would then be clean. I could then set up
recruiting stations on the planet to take in those who are interested in
defending their home system.”


"And
you wouldn't need the docking slips and dry dock? What about them?" the
Veraxin asked, four eyes swiveling to view him intently.


Irons
indicated the council with his hands. "Yes I built them, but I did so as
part of the council to fulfill a set of contracts. Contracts with the Kiev 221,
Lieandra, and the Cassidy. Therefore they belong to the station. With the
replicators I could make more. Or an entire yard given time, fuel, materials, and
manpower."


Averies
for once was more than just a set of hands and eyes. He had a form, albeit an
outline. He blinked at the admiral as the others looked at each other.
"That is a... that is an interesting proposal admiral."


"Highly
ambitious," Mrs. Fu murmured in approval. She glanced at her mate. He
nodded but remained silent.


"I'm
not sure I like the idea of setting up competition," the Veraxin mused.
Kennet nodded in agreement to that statement.


"Or
having him independent," the portly councilor said. He looked stricken as
Irons eyes narrowed. "Um... perhaps we should ah..."


"Discuss
this amongst yourselves and then contact me later. I get it," Irons said.
He gave a polite nod. "You have twenty four standard hours to decide. I am
pretty sure what your answer will be anyway but I will allow that time limit.
Good day then," he said. He flicked a thought through the link to shut it
down.


"They'll
never go for it. A week? that would disrupt their build schedules all to hell.
It would be total chaos. And the political fallout would be enormous,"
Sprite said.


Irons
knew that. He knew it was a long shot but he had to try. If they ate some crow
so much the better. It wouldn't be good for him in the short term,
relationships would be at best strained, but it would allow him to get the ball
rolling here. He'd have a hell of a lot less to work with than what he had
started with in Pyrax, but then again he'd started with virtually nothing there
before picking up Firefly to begin with. "Not to mention turning me into a
bad guy," Irons replied in agreement. “More of a bad guy than they are
already making me out to be at any rate,” he mused.  "Pissing people off
who would be bumped by the project, even if it was a temporary bump."


"True."


They
both sat there for a few minutes. Sprite was curious if he'd actually follow
through with the plan if they jumped in and agreed to it. She laid the odds at
eighty nine percent that they wouldn't. But if they did?


Irons
however was thinking about where he went wrong and why. In the end though he
decided that it didn't matter. He'd agonize over it during hyper. He tugged on
his right ear for a minute and then shrugged. 


"I've
got more important things to worry about. Let's see if we can get this
navigational suite calibrated properly this time around," he said finally.
Getting the computer systems sorted out on this bird was a pain. Since he had
to do it anyway he had gone to his wish list and rebuilt from scratch to
milspec. Sprite had thrown her own wish list into the works so hardware and
software integration was lagging behind a great deal. It was time to get that
mess sorted out.


 


"Not
a chance," the portly councilor said shaking his head. He looked
regretful. Many on the council nodded in agreement. "To do that..."


"Perhaps
we should discuss this with the Antigua ruling council?" Margret one of
the reactor techs suggested pensively. She'd been nominated to join the cybers
by Randall of course. The others were pretty sure she was his eyes and ears in
their midst. Her and her fat friend Albert. Neither one of them had any clue
about how to do their real job, that had become abundantly clear right off.


"To
do so would add an unnecessary political voice that we don't need here,"
the portly councilor said, jowls turning red. He didn't like being marginalized
and Margret always was a follower and not a doer. He joined this for his own
plans for the future despite being appointed by Randall. "We know they
want him to remain, but this is too costly."


"Why?
It gets what he wants and it gets what we want. He'll be happy and busy, we'll
have a momentary disruption and then we won’t need to support him for projects
anymore," Warner said. "He'll be on hand if we have a problem. We can
replicate the contract as often as we need over time.” His eyes flicked to each
of them, trying to gauge their reaction to the idea. “I talked with Sprite. He
did essentially the same thing in Pyrax when Anvil became swamped with orders
and politics started to interfere with his construction rates."


Sid
blinked at him in surprise. “He did?”


Taylor
nodded. “Yes. He built a seed station and then handed the civilians back
control of their equipment, all fully repaired and restored. Then they built
several stations, a shipyard, and a micro Dyson sphere in less than nine months
before he left.”


“Impressive,”
Myers said with a nod. Doctor Trask and Averies both nodded.


Taylor
nodded as well. “They were well on their way to building their first ships as
well. The first should have launched a month ago.”


“Seriously?
All that as well?” Averies asked, eyes wide.


Taylor
snorted. After all this time Averies should have known better. Irons was an
engineer after all. “Indeed. The admiral is formidable.”


"Still..."


"Still
nothing. He's a war monger. Just think about what he'll make with that gear. He
won’t defend this system! He'll take it and throw it away chasing the
pirates," Kennet snarled. He shot an appealing look to Fu.


"I
find that hard to believe," Rasha Warner said shaking her head.


"You
should abstain from this discussion. You're too close, You and your
husband," Albert said, staring at her.


"I
will when you four cut off your balls. Or I can do it for you," she
growled, eyes snapping.


The
others stared at her. "I'm tired of your squeamishness. You're complaining
about my bias? You're inserting your own peacenik bias into every breath
you take! The admiral is trying to cover all bases. He's trying to make
sure your alive to spout crap like that and your sniping and carping isn't
helping!"


She
shook her virtual head. She could see the faces closing and hardening around
her. "It's only making it worse. Hell, I'm making it worse now! I can see
you throwing up barriers, closing your minds to what you don't want to hear and
see. I know damn well when people throw up walls and barriers to ideas they
can't stand. I'm tired of this crap!" She threw her virtual hands up in
disgust.


"You
are correct," the Asian male said. They all turned to him. Fu was ancient,
the oldest of their group. He seemed to be able to draw consensus from all of them
most of the time. In his youth he had led the station into a bright and
seemingly glorious future. Now he was someone the younger set chafed against.


Most
of the old guard new that he wasn't perfect but he was good. They knew that the
Xeno war wasn't his fault, and ignored his mistakes. They trusted his serenity,
he formed their center.


The
new guard was still in awe and idolized the old cybers. Fu took ruthless
advantage of that, knowing he could bend them to his will. Hence their present
dilemma.


 He
stroked his long flowing white beard. "You are close to this and our
associates are clouding their judgment with their personal beliefs. But the
essence of this discussion is not in doubt. It will not, cannot be done in the
time frame available. We have too many commitments."


"Like
all the factories going up! I just got an order for an electronics factory! and
a tablet one!" The Veraxin chittered. "More competition!" He had
been surprised it hadn't been Randall. Apparently Irons had gotten through to
someone; they had formed a cooperative with other investors and now were
bidding for the materials. They already had the real estate picked out for the
plants.


"Exactly,"
Albert said in disgust. “Another thing we can lay at Irons feet.”


"No,
it is good. We are here to maintain the function of this station not judge it's
use," Fu said quietly. His mate nodded sagely. She knew the lie of that
statement though. Her husband would never allow the station to be used to make
weapons. The admiral was correct, her husband was a liar and a hypocrite she
thought deep down, feeling something in her soul twist and writhe
uncomfortably. "We cannot commit to the admiral's request because it is
not our function to do so. We must bow to a higher authority." He waved his
hand to indicate the holo of the world floating at the center of the table.


"And
that's the problem. We're bucking it up to people we know won't commit or
aren't trustworthy. We've already seen it. They won’t do it. Or they will drag
it out until his deadline expires and he leaves. Mark my words," Warner
growled.


"Let
the leaves of destiny fall as they may brother. We can only watch and
admire," Fu said with a patient air.


"True,"
Warner sighed. His wife patted his virtual hand. “But you and I both know the direction
of this wind and what's about to happen. It's going to leave us wide open for
the hurricane that will follow in its wake. Mark my words, it's coming and when
it gets here we'll have this moment and you to thank for it.”


 


"I
don't think they will go for it admiral," Warner said, shaking his virtual
head a half hour later. He had just finished relating the meeting to Irons. Fu
and Albert had written the presentation to the Antiguan mayors and submitted it
a minute before Taylor came to talk.


Irons
smiled bitterly. He'd known that from the beginning. He locked down the emitter
he was working on. It was still kicking by a nanometer but it was within a
point oh four tolerance. He made a note to swap it or the wiring to it later
when he had time and materials. "So? you knew this would happen," he
said.


The
Antigua ruling council had been locked in chambers in a closed session most of
the day according to the media. So far the media knew something was going on,
something important but not what. He was hoping it would stay that way at least
until he was underway. He had no intention of being mobbed on the station. He
was pretty sure the debate was raging hot and heavy right now.


"Anything
I can do?" Warner asked finally. 


The
admiral smiled slightly. "Nothing son, not a thing. I've got what I could
get. I'll make do," Irons said sitting up on his elbows to look at the
holo. "How are things on your end?"


Taylor's
face worked. He could see disgust and annoyance writ all over him. "The
Fu's are bridging the gap between the two groups but it's hard to stay cool
knowing what's at stake. My wife really blew her stack in there. She was
something else,” he smiled in pride.


"She's
a firecracker that one. I can see why you married her. Keep her safe,"
Irons said getting up and brushing himself off.


"She
is, I've known that for decades," Warner said with a note of admiration in
his voice. "I've always loved watching her temper. From a distance you
understand," he said hastily, hands up. Irons grinned. "Like a force
of nature," Warner continued smiling himself. Irons nodded.


"The
good ones usually are," Irons replied. Warner smiled again in
appreciation.


"The
reactor, replicators, and parts... Sprite shot me a list of what you had
planned. Ambitious," Warner said. He ran a hand through his virtual hair.
"A fully functional micro yard I bet, it'd take you what?"


"A
year, give or take a month. It all depends on what other support I could drum
up," the admiral admitted. Prime was more advanced with more materials and
equipment than Anvil but he lacked the volunteer support he had in Pyrax. With
the same amount of support he could do the same thing they had done in Pyrax in
half the time. Well, except for San Diego. San Diego would require resources he
wasn't ready to commit to here.


"So
where were you planning on getting bodies for this? Robots? AI?
Volunteers?" Warner asked.


"My
problem," Irons said putting his equipment away. He used a couple of zip
ties to tie wiring harnesses together and out of the way. “Which won't be an issue
since I don't see it happening anyway.”


"Just
asking admiral, no need to be rude," Warner said hands up again.


Irons
sighed, grimacing. "Sorry, didn't come out the way I wanted." He
shook his head. "Yes volunteers. Bots and AI too of course."


"Which
is an ethical dilemma," Sprite said interjecting herself. "I'd like
to point out that building a sentient being to do a service without
compensation or control of their own destiny is slavery. It violates all the
codes of AI creation and I wouldn't be a party to it admiral." She looked
at him defiantly.


He
studied her for a moment, feeling a rising anger. He didn't need this... this
complication. He watched the stern resolve there. "I'd resign my
commission if necessary admiral," she said quietly.


That
hit him in the gut. To do so... He shied away from the thought. She was serious
about this. He made himself step back from the anger of being thwarted and
think about it. He knew he was still too vexed to think clearly, but he
grudgingly admitted she had a point.


"You're...
right," he admitted after a moment, jaw working. "We'd work something
out." His face worked for a moment. “It's hypothetical anyway so we don't
need to get up in arms over it.”


"Good
to hear," Warner said, looking from one to the other. "I see it's not
all worked out on your end," he said quietly.


"Not
by half," Sprite laughed, shaking her head. Apparently she was willing to
let it go if he was. "Sometimes we make it up as we go along. But we try,
and that's the main thing. That's the only thing we can all do, is try to make
the best of what life hands us."


"Right,"
Irons nodded. "When life hands you lemons make lemonade. I get it Sprite.
Subtle as a sledgehammer as usual."


"Mowa?"
she asked, hand on her chest, but virtual eyes twinkling. He snorted, good
humor restored.


"I've
got to go, my shift starts in five. Whatever happens, good luck admiral,"
Warner said nodding. His virtual image blinked out of existence.


"A
man torn... I don't envy him in the slightest," Sprite said softly.


"Me
neither. We've given him enough headaches. I'll try to make a peaceful
exit."


"Good
idea," Sprite said. "Let's not burn anymore bridges than we have
to."


"True,"
he said and then went back to work.
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Irons
looked out the view port, studying the lean lines of the yacht. He'd renamed it
Phoenix and it seemed appropriate. He had considered Prometheus, but he'd
already laid the keel for the Prometheus back in Pyrax months ago. He'd even
taken the time to embed a ghost phoenix in the hull's smart paint. Or at least
he'd programmed a bot to do it. It looked good. A little blocky, but he wasn't
an artist so it was okay with him.


It
was a beautiful ship alright. Right now it felt more like The Billy Ruffian,
the ship that had taken Napoleon off into exile to Elba. Not that Napoleon
could fight a naval battle. You'd have thought he would have realized having
good people, tech, and applying the macro strategic lessons he'd learned on the
battlefield to Naval strategy should have been...


He
grimaced, and shook his head wryly. Woolgathering again. He shook his head
again, clearing it. Phoenix would be it for a while. She'd need some repairs,
but they'd managed the critical ones before the ruling council had cut off his
access to the station's fabricators. Warner had been apologetic about it.


That
was fine, the critical systems were functional, he had plenty of spares now,
she was fully fueled, and anything he needed he could do on his own. 


He
had the parts he didn't have time to install, and the larger industrial replicator
tucked away inside her. He also had plenty of provisions, fuel, and material. A
few more hours and he'd be off.


He
had been amused when the ruling council of Antigua, after eighteen hours of
apparently acrimonious closed doors debate had tabled the issue for a later
unspecified date. Just as he had figured from the beginning. Typical
politicians, unable to stare reality in the face. The public hadn't weighed in
on this, as far as he knew they didn't know about the shifting tide. He was
glad. He didn't need the complication. If they thought by putting it off he'd
cool his heels and wait they were about to realize how sadly mistaken they were
going to be.


"Kind
of ironic isn't it?" Sprite asked. "Almost amusing."


"What?"
he asked disinterested. He glanced at the tablet in his hand, not really
reading it.


"I
checked. After that meeting you had a while back some of the mayors have
changed their priority requests. Instead of air cars and doodads to impress
their constituents they are now requesting factory equipment."


"Interesting,"
he said disinterested.


She
smirked. "Yes, one even went so far as to cancel their request for new
combines and instead put in for a combine factory."


"Fascinating,"
he said scrolling through the document.


"Of
course where they are going to get the supporting infrastructure for it all is
yet to be determined. I don't think they thought of that part," she said
thoughtfully. “I see a few of the electronic factory requests are near deposits
of silenium and silicon. I believe existing electronic factories are there so
they should make the jump easily enough. I'm not sure how it's all going to
work out. From here it doesn't look likely,” she said.


"Probably
not," he said absently. He tapped the tablet controls, signing off on the
document then tucked the tablet under his arm and then climbed through the
hatch onto the ship.


"They
are going to need parts factories, materials, forges, the works," Sprite
finally said. 


"Some
of which they have already Sprite," he replied absently still not looking
up or really paying attention.


"You're
not listening admiral; they need you, whether they know it now or not."
She sounded almost desperate. That made him pause. “They do sir, they'll come
around. In time.”


He
snorted and paused at the bridge hatch. "Need me Sprite?" He shook
his head. "Yes, a pat on the head would be nice but that's not what we're
here for. We're here to get galactic civilization going again, and we've done
that. Time to move on."


"You're
acting like a child you know. A petulant child who can't get his own way,"
she said in exasperation. "Give it time admiral! They'll come
around!"


"Am
I?" he threw the tablet through the hatch and slammed a fist against the
bulkhead. "Am I? I'm getting out while the getting's good Sprite. This is
one ripe target for the pirates. Perfect. Manufacturing, dense mining, dry dock
slips, Blueprints and a partially educated population. And NO DEFENSES,"
his snarl rose to a full bull bellow.


"True,
but..."


"But
what?" he demanded glaring. "If you're about to say we can change it
then you my cybernetic friend are wrong. Dead wrong. The best we're
going to do is beg for the crumbs that they'll occasionally toss our way. Then
when the shit hits the fan, and trust me it will, the pirates will roll
over any pathetic thing I've gotten in place and then set up shop and I'll be
helpless to do a damn thing about it." He shook his head. “With my luck
I'll have to put up with the politicians screaming about the useless military
and where you when we needed you crap.”


"Admiral
you don't know that! Not for certain! Warner..."


He
scowled. "The Warner's are two people, new on the station council with no
connection to any of the old guard. They know the importance of it, but they
also know that they can't divide the council. They are also tired and lack the
will to continue."


"So
you'll let it all burn down? Do nothing?" Sprite asked.


"No,
I'm going to leave,” he said firmly. “Hopefully Lieandra or Kiev will
get word to Pyrax before the Horathian's find out. Hopefully Horatio will shift
Fuentes or something else here to ride herd on them until they see sense. I'm
not sure. I doubt it. He'll be opening a can of worms on his end if he
does," he shook his head, sitting down in the captain's chair harder than
he intended. he grimaced for a moment and then sighed. The thought of what
Horatio was probably going to have to go through; the political screaming on
his end suddenly hit him. He ran his hands through his hair, thoroughly frustrated
before sitting back tiredly.


He
thought about it, turning the situation over and over in his mind and then
grimaced. There wasn't a damn thing he could do about it. "Sprite this
system is ripe. It only lacks the political will to get the job done. Unfortunately
we don't have it. If they have a close call then it might change. I don't
know."


"If
the pirates were smart they'd ignore the planet and just pick the station
clean," Sprite mused. He winced.


"Yeah,"
he said softly in agreement. "That's what I would do," he said
studying the controls. "How are we doing here?" Phoenix had three
cybernetic cores but for some reason no AI had been loaded in any of them. Well
one had, but it had committed virtual suicide when the ship had lost power.
There had been a great deal of data, all message traffic that was of course
encrypted. He couldn't decrypt it since he didn't have the up to date
encryption key embedded in his implants. If he had he would have been able to
decrypt the purely military message traffic, but over half of the messages in
the bank were government related. They used a different cipher so of course he
couldn't access them.


"Mama
AI is checking now. Baby is still in the oven, not quite ready for
hatching," Sprite said flippantly. Her holo image appeared on the arm
rest. He glanced at it. She was noticeably pregnant. It was odd because she had
decided to go with a dumber AI for Phoenix since she would be tied into the
system as well. He wasn't sure he liked the idea, but then again, she had been right
about making AI into slaves. He'd have to watch that from now on.


"You
do have an odd sense of humor you know that?" he asked amused.


"Comes
from the people I associate with," she said with a sweet smile. "I
can't put a definite time table on it admiral, but I'd say AI Phoenix will be
ready in three or four standard days. Maybe five. At least the electronics
side. I'd still prefer a larger crew."


He
shook his head. "I'm not going to go headhunting or recruiting or whatever
you want to call it Sprite. I'm not going to shanghai people... to drag people
away from their homes when things are changing so fast for the better here now.
New jobs every day, new opportunities."


"Um...
Admiral this ship is for short lengths and normally has a crew of twelve
with AI support. You can't be everywhere at once. We're just fortunate that it
was built with a smart AI." Sprite knew she was grasping at threadbare
excuses. From his bioscan he didn't buy it. Her virtual heart sank.


"The
AI was purged though," he said grimacing. Phoenix had spent her previous
life as the Golden Dew Drop, running her rich owners around the quadrant before
being volunteered as a courier ship. She'd run out of luck or made one too many
runs without overhauls and had been stranded in the system for the past six and
a half centuries.


"We've
got three, four counting Defender..." Sprite replied wincing. She still
wasn't at all happy about interacting with Defender.


The
admiral nodded in response. "Four AI. Motivated AI who have their own
cybernetic hides on the line so I'm not worried. If we need to spin off another
AI, then we can do that."


"Another
AI?" Sprite asked, raising a virtual eyebrow. She wasn't comfortable with
that idea. Not anymore at any rate.


He
nodded again. "One for the bridge, one for main engineering."


"And
where..." she started to ask. He merely smiled.


"Seriously?"
she asked after a moment, eyes wide.


"Why
not?" he replied as he shrugged. "You've done fine with the other AI.
We can use Proteus as a downer AI and if necessary me. You can map my neural
net and use it and Proteus as a template for an engineering AI. Or we can go
with dumb AI for now. They can decide to run the ship or they can get off when
we can build another core and deposit them somewhere else."


The
mere thought of that was in some ways appealing... in others appalling. First
off he had no real inkling of what sort of work was involved in combining a
human intellect with a diverse AI like Proteus. "Admiral..."


"What?"


"That's...
I don't even begin to have the capacity for something of that complexity. Nor
the computer reserves in the system. We can't do that when we're in hyper for
one, the ship will need all its computing power to focus on that! Too..."


"We've
got time Sprite," he said shaking his head. "Plenty of time. Think
about it," he said. "When they reach sentience we can give them the
choice of staying on or being dropped off in a system of their choosing."


"That
fits the context but not the spirit of the AI creation laws admiral,"
Sprite mused.


"Just
think about it Sprite," he said tiredly. He was tired of talking about it.


"Yes
sir,” she said. After a moment she smiled again and brushed hair over her ear.


“What?”
he asked.


She
snorted. “Just reading your e-mail. You've got about a dozen requests for consultation
work. Mayors and industrialists wanting your input on how to set up all those
factories I mentioned.”


He
frowned. “Joy. Send them references from the Galactic Encyclopedia and get with
Proteus to jot out an outline. It's all there, logistics.”


“Hmm-mm...”
She didn't sound all that convinced.


“I'm
busy Sprite. I tell you what. Jot it out, a basic thing than if you want my
input let me know and I'll take a quick look. Toss in some of my lectures on
logistics and manufacturing as well. Hell, give them most of what I've got on
that anyway. Shoot copies to any interested parties and any colleges as well.
Charge a nominal fee to cover the basics I suppose.”


“Right,”
she said nodding. “I've already filed most of your lectures with the online
college. I'll give them links to them though.”


“Good.
Now if you'll excuse me, we've got work to do,” he said firmly.


“Aye
aye sir.”


“Dismissed
commander.”


 


The
admiral nodded to the holo of the Warner’s as he approached the airlock for the
last time. Well, last time on this station for now, he mused darkly. He subtly
glanced around. A few of the ruling council were around, hovering in the
background. Glad to see him gone, he thought cynically.


He
didn't care. He had his launch on board, the ship was fully fueled, and he'd
said good bye to a few of his favorite students a few minutes ago. He'd smiled
politely while they had their going away party and had graciously accepted
their gifts. He knew he'd really appreciate the food gifts in time; even he got
tired of replicated food after a while. 


Security
had been conspicuous in its absence during the party. He'd felt a little
nervous, but had accepted the invitation in order to keep on good terms with
the students. They after all were the future. Had it been a trap it would have
gotten ugly. Fortunately the Warner's had kept a lid on things. Now it was time
to hit the space lanes and see what else was out there.


Savo
had taken the day off to attend the party. It had been a bit bitter for
everyone, a little painful for all but he'd attended.


Making
his good byes to Sparks, Mr. Freeze, Savo, and the others had been difficult.
They were all good people. Hopefully this wouldn't get them down.


"Admiral."
he turned to Mr. Warner and nodded politely. This was one good bye he'd anticipated
but had been left to the last minute. Lieutenant Taylor Warner had yet to
resign his commission. Irons hadn't called him on it in this entire time. He'd
never lean on the man, though he had hoped the Lieutenant and Ensign would have
come forward on their own initiative to help him. "Admiral I wish you'd
change your mind," he sighed. "But I know at this late a juncture you
won’t." He looked at the admiral and then to his avatar wife.


Her
virtual hand wrapped around her husband's. "Give it a year admiral,
they'll come around. It's euphoria and, well, stubborn stupidity," she
said softly.


"I've
never been a barnacle Lieutenant Warner, Ensign Warner, I don't intend to be
one now," he growled. He shook himself mentally as they straightened
instinctively. He firmly got a grip on his temper. He didn't need to take out
his ire on them. "I accomplished a part of my mission anyway; Civilization
is taking root here once more. That I can leave in your capable hands. I'll be
around. If I don't find anything near I'll be back in oh say a year or so.
Eighteen months tops. Maybe things will have changed by then."


"Thank
you admiral," Warner said, he suddenly looked relieved. He unlike the
admiral had spent nearly one hundred and twenty years bumming around on the Kiev.
He knew Pyrax and Antigua were the best places to set up shop. “We'll leave a
light on for you,” he said, smiling a little. Irons nodded. 


Warner
held out a holographic hand and then stopped. "I can't shake your hand
anymore but well, I can do this." He came to attention and saluted.


His
wife did with him. Irons instinctively dropped his duffel and came to attention
and returned the salute.


"Are
you two willing to take on one more assignment?" he asked amused. He
hadn't been sure this opportunity would present itself. He wasn't sure how they
would handle it but he had to try.


"Sir?"
Lieutenant Warner asked cautiously.


The
admiral straightened, looking at both of them with his hands behind his back.
"You two were never formally discharged from the military. I can do that
now, or..."


Rasha
glanced at her husband and then back to the admiral. "Or?"


The
admiral smiled slightly. "Or I can transfer you to the reserves. That will
allow you authority over the military hardware I've left in system until
someone of higher rank comes along." He had the refinery and a few bits
here and there he'd left behind. Then there was the Kiev refinery. Both
refineries would still be shipping their fuel to the station so someone had to
look after his interests and the interests of Kiev.


They
exchanged looks. The ensign nodded and smiled. Warner cleared his virtual
throat and nodded, eyes going to Irons. "We'll take it sir,” he said
formally.


"Good.
You are both hereby transferred to the reserve as of this moment," he said
with a nod. They saluted again. He sent a mental command to his implants. Codes
transferred to the Warners. Now they would have access to military hardware in
the system. He'd left a few things here and there. Hopefully it would help.


What
he was really doing was covering a base. He hoped that in time they could find
a derelict warship and gain access to it somehow. Apparently Pyrax had been a
graveyard of ships, Antigua didn't have many, but maybe... just maybe they'd
get lucky.


"Good
luck and goddess speed admiral," Warner said.


"Fair
shores and smooth sailing," Rasha said smiling again.


Irons
nodded. "To you both as well. Good luck in this endeavor.” He gave a nod
to the others drifting behind them. The Berkhearts and Stewards were in the
front, Averies and Dr. Trask behind them. "To the rest of you as
well," he said gruffly then stepped through the hatch and was gone. There
was one last good bye to get over with.


 


“Admiral,
thank you for seeing me,” Hishina Fu said as Irons entered the virtual world.
He paused, watching cherry blossoms drift in the wind. It was a picture perfect
scene, an Asian home complete with rice paper walls and a beautiful mountain.
He turned, hearing the gently burble and occasional slap of wood. A fountain
was nearby, filling with water and then tipping to unload into a basin below.
It was a Shishi Odoshi, a simple bamboo device used to frighten deer away from
manicured gardens but later the sound and motion was considered an element of
change and the passage of time. It's occasional thump and burbling were somehow
soothing.


Irons
was pretty sure the simulation was taking up quite a lot of memory and
processing. It was quite realistic, right down to the fabrics and fluids. If he
didn't know any better he would be confused about reality. He wasn't sure if it
was a recreation of their old home or if it was a restored file.


“Quite
nice,” Irons said politely. “Very peaceful,” he said. Hishina Fu didn't say
anything. The woman indicated the wooden steps to the house. He followed her
and then stopped at the door. Her wooden sandals had disappeared. He took his
virtual shoes off in a show of proper etiquette, setting them outside and then
stepping onto the hardwood floor.


Mrs.
Fu paused when he did, looking back at him. She smiled at his effort of diplomacy
and then looked at her husband. Her husband had paused in his meditation,
raised an eyebrow and then snorted softly. One hand played with his long beard.


Mrs.
Fu indicated the seat across from her husband. When Irons was seated in a
kneeling position she bowed and left them.


“You
respect the old ways,” Yan Fu murmured, stroking the beard. He hadn't expected
that. He'd expected the gaijin to just barge in, make a scene and then leave.
The difference humbled him. He truly had underestimated and misjudged the man.


“I've
been to old Earth a few times,” Irons replied. He wondered if they had planned
a tea ceremony or something. He didn't have the time or inclination to
participate in such matters. He had come here as a courtesy.


“You
are leaving,” Fu said. It wasn't a question; it was a statement of fact. One
apparently Fu was no longer happy about. Irons wondered what had changed in the
cyber.


“Indeed,”
Irons replied, keeping his face neutral.


Fu
continued to stroke the beard but something in his manner made him look
uncomfortable. “I wish you would change your mind,” he said. “We were not meant
to be enemies. I realize that now.”


“Took
you long enough,” Sprite said to Irons. He ignored the jibe.


Yan
Fu continued. “You did well here. I never properly thanked you for what you
have done.”


The
admiral didn't nod but his right index finger twitched. “I am an engineer. It's
what we do. Making things right. I didn't do it for thanks. I did it because it
was the right thing to do.”


“And
your mind is closed to remaining,” Fu murmured.


The
admiral recognized the trap for what it was. A subtle dig at him for not going
with the majority, for not keeping an open mind and conforming. He however had
an easy counter argument. “I am not the only one who's mind has closed to
possibilities. You and I both know I have helped. I cannot help those who have
already made up their minds and closed them to my help. I have done what I can.
My mind is opening to new opportunities elsewhere that is all. It is a big
galaxy.” He smiled politely, waiting.


“And
yet you leave us unfinished,” Fu said. His shoulders stiffened at the mention
of closed minds. The admiral had a way of turning his own words against him. A
worthy man indeed, a master in his own way. He'd finally taken the time to research
the admiral after the admiral had pointed out his own education. He hadn't
known the admiral was a martial arts master. His own prejudicial thoughts
turned to the martial side immediately, but as it turned out the admiral had
learned many of the other founding philosophies as well. 


Irons
looked at him patiently. He studied the avatar of Yan Fu. There wasn't a hint
of defiance or anger. No malice. Strangely there was something there,
submission. He wouldn't meet the admiral's eyes. He looked cowed, beaten. That
in itself was unusual the admiral realized. Perhaps he had thought of what was
to come and didn't like it? Had a change in heart?


“I
leave your fate in your own hands as I should,” he said politely, breaking the
silence. “As you insisted I should.”


“We
are not ready. I realize that now,” Fu said quietly.


The
admiral smiled internally at that admission. “It is a mark of maturity that you
have realized that,” the admiral replied quietly after a long moment. “You have
chafed and rebelled despite my attempts to help and guide you. I understand the
analogy now, the parental one the Berkhearts had pointed out to me months ago.
They tried to get me to see it from that perspective and change my priorities
in accordance to that view. You yourself pointed it out to me. I have been a
parent. A parent must step back and allow his child to grow and stand on his
own feet. To let them fall if they will, and learn to pick themselves up once
they have. To learn for themselves just how the universe truly works. It is a
cold hard lesson but it is one that must be learned by stepping aside. I am
doing that here.”


Fu
didn't say anything, just stroked his beard some more. Irons... he was humbled
again. The admiral truly was a master. He was also determined to leave; words
would not sway him from the path he had chosen. “Will you return?” he finally
asked.


The
admiral shifted slightly in a slight shrug. “I don't know where the winds of
fate and time will take me. Perhaps. Then again, perhaps not. The fates will
take me where they may; I am but a leaf in their wind.”


Fu
bowed slightly, completely undone. “Spoken as a true master,” he said, voice
shaking slightly. 


Irons
didn't say anything, he just waited patiently. The hand stroking the beard
stopped and shook a little. He wasn't sure if it was theater or not. “Your ship
is ready to depart?” Fu finally asked.


“It
is. I am on my way out bound now,” he said with a slight nod. “I'll have to cut
this short. The time lag will become a problem shortly.”


Yan
Fu nodded. “Indeed. We, I, wish you well admiral. Good luck and
Godspeed. You go with our thanks and our sincere apology for our behavior.”


“Thank
you,” Irons said, bowing. He stood and bowed again as the old man made a
dismissive wave of a hand. 


“Go.
And good luck.”


“I'm
an engineer. We make our own,” Irons replied and left.


 


"So,
he really did it. Talk about holding a grudge,” Shandra said shaking her head
and setting the wine glass down. She'd half expected Irons to go, but she
hadn't been sure. She had hoped that the admiral would sulk for a bit and then
set up shop somewhere in the system away from the others and build something or
other. Apparently it was not to be. 


Men
and their pride, she mused, watching the icon of the little ship retreat
towards the jump point. Always the pride with them. Speaking of men and their
pride... She looked over her shoulder to see the main display holo of the
admiral's ship departing the station. “I told you so,” she said turning to her
husband.


"Petulance,"
Jeff Randall said grudgingly, shaking his head as he set his own glass down.
The election was scheduled for next week. He was a shoe in for the
governorship. The polls had him with a clear double digit lead over the
competition. His competitors were already making noises about an appropriate
cabinet position if they threw their support his way. He was letting them stew
for the moment. Some of the muckraking they had done in the press had really
rankled him.


His
staff was making the most hay out of the admiral's hasty retreat as they could
but the opposition members were starting to point out how he'd run an honorable
man, a man who has done a great deal for everyone and they had instead slapped
him and then ran him out of town. An undercurrent of resentment for the
underdog had changed hands. It was starting to sink in that he'd run a decent
man, the man responsible for their new Renaissance out of the system. The
architect of their bright new future. His staff people said they were on top of
that but he was pretty sure it wasn't going to work out well. Spin control
never worked the way you hoped or planned when it was against you. Not when the
people knew you were spinning something.


It
was easier when he was the underdog and Irons was the authority to rail
against. But many were pointing out that Irons never exercised that
authority. He had never been a tyrant even though Randall had been quick to
label him as such. It was annoying how fickle the media was, first piling it on
and now turning on him.


Sandra
shook her head mournfully. "It's not petulance when you're slapped down
repeatedly and told to heel like a dog. He's a grown man, set in his ways. He's
used to getting things done his way or the navy way, which is tantamount to the
same thing. It's both pride and common sense. He's getting out to find
something else."


"I..."
Randall grimaced, clearly irritated. He knew better than to take that
irritation out on his wife. It galled him that she was right. He should be used
to it by now he mused; she was normally right after all. 


"I
don't feel right about this. We shouldn't be allowing him to leave. He's the
key to everything," he grumbled. He realized that now. Irons had vision,
he had the ability to not only see the big picture but actually put the pieces
in motion to get what he wanted done. And what he had done in the past six and
a half months! He realized that now. He also knew now that Irons had all the
replicator keys. All of them, or at least all that mattered. He was a master
key, the only one left in the universe. Damn the man for his short sighted over
weening pride!


"You're
damn right he is! He holds the keys to unlock all the ancient tech. All
of it. Everything. You should have seen that sooner, but you were too blind to
it. Too short sighted,” his wife said hugging him.


 He
glared at her. She glared right back. She wasn't about to back down, no matter
how many titles he had or was about to have. He admired her all the more for
it. "You know I'm telling the truth Jeff," she growled eyes flashing
dangerously.


"I
know," he sighed, shaking himself. He didn't need a marital spat.
Especially when he was on the losing side. He also didn't need the opposition
hearing about it. He tried to hide a mental snort. She was usually right
anyway. He'd just taken his time seeing it this round. Now that he was getting
a handle on what the governorship really entailed he had come to realize how
badly they needed Irons. He didn't want to admit that he should have listened
to the man. "It's just..." he started to explain. He knew it was futile
though. He was explaining to someone who already knew.


"We
couldn't stop him if we'd tried. And you did try remember that? The court thing
was..."


He
grimaced, running a hand through his hair. That had blown up in his face. He'd
thought the judge would have seen reason. So much for that idea. The man had
stubbornly clung to the letter and spirit of the law. He had to grudgingly
admit that was probably a good thing for the long term. Grudgingly though, he
still was uncomfortable about admitting he had been in error. "I wish he
had more patience," he growled.


She
threw her head back and laughed. He looked at her in surprise. Her eyes caught
his and sparkled as she smiled a little. "Patience? He's a Fleet
Admiral of the Federation silly! You don't get there by many short
cuts and by being impatient me bucko! He's got patience by the bucket load! He
put in his time at each rank, rising on his merit and earning his
titles. Eighty years in the navy, seventy as an officer. No, he knows a losing
hand when he sees one and isn't willing to throw good money after bad and waste
his time."


"What
do you mean?" Randall asked, pursing his lips.


She
rolled her eyes. "Come on honey, you're not normally this dense and
stupid. I didn't marry a moron. You and I know he was telling the truth about
the pirates. When they hear about this," she waved to indicate the
station. 


"When
people hear about this they will come in droves. They'll come to get their
ships fixed, To buy new ships or tech, for work, for a quick credit, and for a
taste of civilization as it once was. A golden euphoria. A new golden age. A
real El Dorado.” She shivered a little, hugging him tighter. “When word gets
about eventually the pirates will pick up on it. And when they do they
too will come. Come for that station. Come with missiles and guns."


"So?"
he said dubiously. “We've done fine without it. The station isn't needed. We
can do fine with the defensive system on the planet.”


"So?
So?" she asked shaking her head mournfully. She shook him gently. "So
you ninny there goes our golden goose,” she said waving a hand to indicate it
going away. “Our ticket to a better future. Remember that?" she demanded,
tone softening as she wrapped her arms around him and looked up into his eyes.
"When you and I sat under the stars as kids and talked about how we would
make a difference? When we wanted to rebuild civilization? Not just for
ourselves but for our children? Remember Ramona and Kylie? Our daughters?"
she asked, voice softening.


Randall
rumbled a sigh, not able to hold her gaze. What she said was true but it had
been something they had said in their youth, something... a dream. Now that
dream could become a reality. He closed his eyes and rested his cheek on her
head and stroked her arms. "You're right," he said softly after a moment.
"You're right," he sighed. He felt the anger leave him.


"Of
course I am, you should know that by now,” she said, smiling at him as he
looked at her once more. He snorted at the twinkling eyes and smile as he
gently stroked her cheek. “Irons was never an obstacle. He was an ally.
You should have seen that from the beginning Jeff. If you'd tucked him in your
corner he would have pulled out a lot of stops for you."


"I
know," he murmured, rubbing his temples with his fingertips. After all it
had been the admiral who had gotten the collection of mayors off their fat
asses and moving towards a constitutional convention, and now the government
they were about to form. He'd tried for years to do that and none of them had
budged since he was so young. It was because of him that the station was there
in orbit now! He'd done it all and he realized now that all they had given him
was heart ache and a kick in the teeth. He squirmed away from the mental
imagery, uncomfortable with the truth.


"I
know but it's too late now," he shook his head and clasped his hands
together. “Even if we had managed to stop him with Phoenix all he had to do was
get a berth on a ship leaving the system. We've pissed him off pretty good,
poisoning the well like you said. He won’t come back even if we wanted him to.
Even if I got on my knees, ate crow and begged him to.”


She
looked thoughtful. "Don't be too sure,” she said slowly. “There aren't
many places like us, and as you said, he is a practical man. He's experienced
in politics, he knows politicians. He knows times change and heal all wounds.
He may come back. Hopefully he does. And where ever he goes, I think he'll do
his best to help people. People that may one day work with us."


"I
hope so," he said softly. Together they watched the holo of the golden
ship moving off to the jump point and the future.


 


“Think
they'll be okay?” Sprite asked softly as the Admiral went through the
hyperspace check list one last time. Phoenix was shaking down quite nicely. She
had remarkably few bugs to iron out in their little shakedown. It had taken
less than a day to cross the system for the jump point. She was a fast little
ship, faster than the bumbling freighters they had traveled on for the past
year.


“I
think they need to learn for themselves,” he replied, not looking up from the
report he was scanning. He'd gotten plenty of downtime, a full twelve hours of
sleep for what was about to happen. He would need it; he'd have to con the ship
on his own for the whole trip to the next system. Sprite might spell him for
brief periods but they'd have to see about that. She'd never actually conned a
ship before.


“Talk
about a fun introduction to democracy and priorities,” Sprite said.


His
lips puckered in a sour tight smile. He was two for two when it came to getting
run out of town. Well technically Antigua didn't really want him to leave
anymore. He just didn't want to stick around and watch it all burn down around
his ears. “It'll work out. Or it won’t. It's up to them now.” He checked the
navigational suite one more time. It had been a long time since he had flown
solo. At least solo in hyper. He wasn't looking forward to the trip. It would
have been nice to of had someone along for the ride, if only to share the
duties. He really wasn't looking forward to helming the ship for a week or so
each time. A week without a break since none of the AI could handle the helm.


“Thinking
deep thoughts?” Sprite asked.


“Hmmm...?
Woolgathering,” he grunted. He did have someone, Sprite. Several someone’s
actually. The Phoenix AI was still growing; only at point oh four build but
alive enough to help out a little. But soon he'd have another AI to help out
even more, one built from the ground up for this job. In time Phoenix might be
as powerful as Firefly or any of the other ship AI that they had started.
Hopefully. April would have had a ball in this ship he thought. “Just missing
April I guess,” he admitted.


“April?”
Sprite asked surprised. She had thought he was regretting their departure.
“Um... I'm sure she's fine. Are we going the roundabout path to Pyrax to check
on her?”


“Hmmm?”
he asked, checking their location. They were lined up for the jump point he
wanted. He shook his head. “No, I was just thinking of her. I'll send word to
her where ever we end up.”


“Okay.
Approaching jump coordinates. Drive is nominal Admiral. Hyperdrive shows ready.
Higgs Boson particles are leaking a bit but we've got it covered,” Sprite said
professionally.


“Charge
the drive. Course plotted?”


“Course
is plotted,” Sprite responded. She was handling navigation since the dumb AI
Phoenix was still settling in. They were setting course for the empty B450a
system. The admiral had considered opening Pandora but had eventually rejected
the option since it was extremely dangerous.


B450a
led to a string of empty systems and then to the Epsilon Triangula system. If
they didn't find a place to fuel along the way they would be bone dry by the
time they arrived in Epsilon orbit. That is if they did. A lot could go
wrong between here and there after all.


“Hyperdrive
is nominal admiral. Within plus or minus one point four oh percent tolerance,”
Proteus reported. “Subspace drive is ready to transition. Bow emitters
charging. Life support is nominal. Fusion reactor one and two are functioning
normally. I am glad you had the second reactor installed admiral.”


“So
am I,” Irons said. It had been on his wish list. He'd rather have antimatter
for the antimatter reactor, but having a second fusion reactor was a good
thing. Sure it cut into their limited cargo space, and sure it was only half as
powerful as the ship's only primary fusion reactor, but it was good to have a
back up. Definitely in this case.


“Hyperdrive
is at ten percent charge and climbing. One percent per ten second interval
admiral. We will achieve threshold in approximately fifteen standard minutes,”
Sprite reported.


“Engineering
robots are stored admiral,” Phoenix reported. Her voice was a lot like her
mother's smooth and professional yet eager. She sounded ready to try out her
wings. That was good he thought.


“Then
let's do this,” Irons said with a nod as he took the helm personally. “Engage
bow emitters. Take us in when we get to one hundred percent.”


“Aye
aye admiral,” Sprite replied. She checked the calculations once more and then
sighed internally. Off again on another adventure.


 


The End.
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Yup,
did it again, Irons finds what he wants but has to leave. Don't worry, things
will look up soon. Not the next book Plague Planet, but well, let’s just
say things get a lot more lively in the book following that one called Pirate's
Bane. That is where things start coming together. :)


I
had planned on having this book written and out the door months ago. As a few
of you pointed out in the reviews (Yes I do read them) I messed my planned time
line up. Let's just say Afraid of the Dark and life got in the way. AD took on
a life of its own. Lol


Plague
Planet is going to take a bit of work
to get out the door; it's only a ten or twelve page treatment right now. I've
been more interested in writing the Jethro sequel so that's mucking me up too.
I can't release that book until after Plague planet, but I'm
having a lot more fun writing it! Lol In fact you can see a bit of what I'm
working on in the Sneak Peek below.


You
can also read more on my progress and missives and see some of the concept
images of the aliens and other bits at my blog.


http://cyberforge3d.blogspot.com/
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Here are some of the people in the Wandering engineer
universe.


 


Fleet
Admiral John Henry Irons: Engineering
fleet admiral, possibly the last in the galaxy. At the time of stasis he was
102 years old with nearly eighty years in the service, 70 as an officer. He has
3 doctorates and multiple other degrees, most of them engineering related. He
slept in stasis for 713 years missing the end of the Xeno war. He was a bit of
a celebrity before and during the Xeno war, having a hand in the design of the
first Stargate and one of the Dyson spheres. 


He
spent 15 months on Io 11 after being rescued by her crew. He then spent a year
in the Pyrax system and then 8 months on Destiny before transferring to Kiev
221.


 


Lieutenant
Commander Sprite: Smart, sometimes
spunky smart AI and central core of Trinity. Serves as his adjunct. She is
currently growing and evolving.


 


Proteus:
Experimental distributed AI
based in the admiral's nanites. Serves as his engineering helper and bridge to
controlling his nanites.


 


Lieutenant
JG Defender: Extremely intolerant
dumb AI programmed as the admiral's security.


 


Phoenix:
Semi-smart female AI core of the
starship Phoenix, yet to be integrated by Sprite and Proteus.


 


IO 11:


Captain:
Crotchety old woman. Hard captain,
but beloved by her crew. In her eighth decade.


 


Vanessa:
Purser of the ship, hard penny
pinching witch of a woman.


 


Emily:
Chief of security and XO of the ship.
Blue hair, hard cold temperament. Granddaughter of the captain.


 


Lessa:
chief navigator.


 


Shandra: Chief helmsman. Partner of Jennie.


 


Jennie: Assistant chief.


 


Faith: Scottish chief engineer. Had been injured just prior
to the admiral's arrival. Restored to full health after long time in stasis.


 


Io: AI of the ship. First AI created by Sprite.


 


Doctor:
Female doctor. Mother of Mindy, spent
years in stasis after injury.


 


Mindy: Teenage goth daughter of the doctor.


 


Doctor:  Male doctor, shanghaied from Seti Alpha 5. resettled
there with wife and child.


 


Deidra: Chief pilot.


 


Hibiki: Junior pilot.


 


Taki: chief load master.


 


Leri: chief of fuel.


 


In Pyrax:


Commander
Horatio Logan: Former yeoman and
enlisted petty officer prior to and during Xeno war. Sleeper, he was awoken
over a century prior to the admiral and served as the chief engineer of Anvil
space station before the admiral's arrival. Currently the commanding officer of
Pyrax.


 


1st
Lieutenant Junior Valdez: Son of
Senior Valdez, former tug pilot turned small craft pilot and later first
fighter pilot in Pyrax. Currently acting LT commander in charge of all pilots
in the system.


 


System
governor Walker: Elected governor of
the system. Tall, rather good looking and charming. A corrupt politician. One
of the conspirators to remove the admiral from the system.


 


Marines:


 


Major
Jersey Forth: Former captain of a
planetary militia and then security captain on Anvil before retiring to enter
private service. Tough and very good at his job. Recruited into the Marines as
a captain but then elevated to Major.


 


Captain
Pendeckle: Former 1st
lieutenant. Commander of the 1st Agnostan recon detachment.


 


1st
lieutenant Dana Harley: Former 2nd
lieutenant. Later promoted to captain. Second in command of the 1st
Agnostan recon detachment.


 


Sergeant
Jefferson: Former assistant DI of F
platoon. Later recon and sniper trainer and full DI.


 


Sergeant
Brenet: Former assistant DI of F
platoon. Later advanced trainer.


 


Lance
Corporal Jethro Panther: Black Neo
panther assassin.


 


Gunny
Schultz: Neo Doberman, former Drill
instructor of F platoon.


 


Ensign
Valenko Kodiak: Neo grizzly bear
corporal, graduate of F platoon bootstrapped to ensign.


 


Sergio:
Neo white Liger, heavy weapons. PFC.


 


Hurranna:
Neo lynx/bobcat PFC small, wishes to
be a pilot.


 


Ox: Last Tauren in the Pyrax system. Engineer,
communications tech, and apprentice armorer. Lance Corporal.


 


PFC
Asazi: former female prize fighting
champion. Heavy worlder genes, hard charger. Shooter. She has a broken nose and
facial scar.


 


Lance
Corporal Letanga: Leopard cousin of
Jethro. Went through sniper and recon training with Jethro. Quiet, reserved but
very loyal. He has a limited cloaking ability.


 


Lance
Corporal Betty: Neo chimp. Went
through F platoon with the others.  Also outfitted and trained in powered
combat armor.


 


PFC
Shiku: Arctic white Neofox sniper.


 


Senjix: Neocheetah, cousin of Cheetahra. PFC. Excellent
scout. Graduate of F platoon like all the other Neos.


 


PFC
Zebo: Gashg driver. Former member of
F platoon.


 


PFC
Ris'ha: Naga driver. Former member of
F platoon.


 


Private
Shep: Neo Sheppard.  Later Sergeant Shep.
Head of the Military Police.


 


Tungulria: Black Neowolf. The only other neo to have almost the
same cloaking ability as Jethro.


 


Petty
officers Gusterson: Neo greyhound
naval corpsman assigned to Valenko's squad as the medic.


 


Harley
Quinn: PFC Neo Hyena, jokester.
Infamous in F platoon for her pranks.


 


Lance
Corporal Déjà: Selkie. Former slave
of the pirates serving as the chief helmsman on Destiny. Now wants to be a
marine pilot.


 


Others in the system:


 


Lieutenant
Commander Vargess: Love interest of captain
Mayweather. Captain of the Arboth class destroyer Fuentes.


 


Fuentes
(AI): ancient AI recovered and
rebuilt prior to the admiral's departure. The AI had only 1 of 3 cores and was
partially insane. Fortunately the AI had been repaired and returned to service.


 


Lieutenant
Commander Harris: commander, former
tactical officer of Firefly. Currently captain of Maya.


 


On Firefly:


Captain
(Lieutenant commander) Mayweather: Former
XO of the Carib queen, a star Yacht. Rose through the ranks quickly to become captain
of the Maya and then Firefly.


 


Lieutenant
Commander Shelby Logan XO: Daughter
of Horatio Logan, formerly his XO on Anvil, recruited as chief engineer of
Firefly before taking over the XO slot.


 


Commander
Firefly (AI): Old AI core of the
light cruiser Firefly.


 


Janice:
1st Lieutenant, helm and navigational
officer. Former helmsman of the Carib Queen.


 


Purple
Thorn: 1st Lieutenant Elf
tactical officer. Former officer on Sun-Yat w/ Commander Logan before
transferring to Maya. Served with Captain Mayweather on the Maya.


 


Doctor
Standish: 1st Lieutenant,
chief doctor on Firefly. He is an understudy of Doctor Thornby. He worked at
the college before volunteering his services to the navy.


 


Riley:
sergeant, Marine armorer. Former
fitter and blacksmith on Avalon. While traveling to Briev he stopped in Pyrax
to become an EVA suit fitter. Brilliant in his job but grumpy.


 


Anvil:


Anvil
governor: Enrique Former XO of the
station. Tough but pragmatic, politician able to compromise his ideals and
honor to get things done.


 


Smithy
(AI): dumb AI turned “Semi” smart


 


Liam
O'Reilly: Former assistant chief
engineer now chief engineer of the station. Married into the Valdez family.
Wife is a life support supervisor.


 


Judge
Hershey: Junior Judge on the station.
Renown for being above corruption and impartial like Judge Farley.


 


Judge
Farley: Senior judge in the system,
he helped to refine the Pyrax Constitution. He's tough, hard on crime and
impartial to a fault.


 


Sheriff
Trac: Veraxin sheriff. Bluff lawman
with a love of American Western clothing.


 


Lieutenant
commander (doctor) Thornby: Reservist.
She is the chief medical officer on Anvil and the chief of medicine for the
navy. She is a hard worker not above soaking the rich to provide medical care
for the poor.


 


Valdez
family:


Jorge
Valdez: chief tug pilot and owner of
the growing tug business.


Juanita
Valdez: No nonsense matriarch of the
Valdez clan. Has multiple children of various ages.


 


Matilda:
Dean of the Anvil college. Has a
granddaughter.


 


Doctor
Jenni Martel: Geneticist and
genealogist. She is in charge of attempting to resurrect the fallen sentients.


 


Matriarch: Elderly neolion in charge of the Anvil cat clan and
the nominally in charge of the Neos in the system. She may be old but she's
wise and tough.


 


Hrris
Leo: Young neolion. Friend of Jethro
and the other cats. Has a job as an engineering supervisor on the station.


 


Chung
Li: Siberian Neo tiger.


 


On Destiny:


Captain
Ferguson: Tough civilian captain, one
of the original crew of the Destiny. He rose from being a slave and third mate
to captain after being liberated.


 


Chief
engineer Bailey: Balding Neo chimp.
Tough, loves martial arts. Smart and independent, friend of the admiral. Wives
Galiet, Clennie, Sylvia, sons Fiben, John, and Devin


 


Everett:
Electronics tech 2nd class


 


Bryan
Kelley: Medic and owner of several
coonies.


 


Galiet:
Senior wife of Bailey. College
student.


 


Sylvia:
Second wife of Bailey, Bonobo,
pregnant with Fiben when Irons leaves Destiny. Bridge officer.


 


Clennie:
Bridge officer, third wife of chief
Bailey.


 


Miss
Mayfair: Head of the Pyraxian
diplomatic delegation. Shrewish woman.


 


April
O’Neill: Red haired reporter for Knox
news with a love of yellow jumpers. Love interest of the admiral.


 


On Agnosta:


Cheetahra:
Neo Cheetah medic. Former member of
the Anvil cat clan.


 


Nana
Jersey: Elderly woman, grandmother of
Billy and Pidge.


 


George
Custard: Leader of the Agnosta
delegation. Avid reader, mayor, w/ largest book collection on the planet.


 


Jim:
Delegate, former mayor.


 


Chumly:
Farmer, aide to other Agnosta
delegates. Works as a manager in a store George owns.


 


Doc
Wallace Waley: Balding Dentist,
former pirate slave. Returned to Agnosta on Destiny. 


 


Maggie
Lu Kasey: Friend of Nana Jersey.
Former Pirate slave returned to Agnosta on Destiny. Became the outspoken leader
of former slaves. In her 20's.


 


Vesuvian: A giant adult Vesuvian near the growing space port.
Several juvenile Vesuvians from Destiny joined it to form a small colonial
forest.


 


Briev:


The
Red Queen: Psychotic older power
hungry woman.


 


Triang:


Neo
cats: A group of neo cats from Pyrax
who traveled there on Destiny with the admiral. They are led by Hera and Asia.


 


Kiev 221:


Captain
Robert Chambers. Wife Cora: Captain
of the Kiev 221.


 


Toni
Chambers: 17 year old adopted
daughter of the captain. Transferred to the station to become a news reporter
and anchor.


 


1st
mate John Henry Warner: Son of the
Warners. Named after the admiral. Xo of the ship. He'd been married before his
wife left him and the ship over a forced abortion.


 


Chief
engineer and second mate Quinna O'Mallory: Hard charging Irish woman bent on repairing her ship.


 


Yvonne: Assistant chief engineer, mother of deceased Art.


 


Esmay
Suarez: chief navigator 3rd
mate


 


Jeremy
Blackhawk: chief helm officer, Native
American descendant.


 


Hir'ruk:
Veraxin Chief logistics officer


 


M'Runi: Veraxin communications tech.


 


Blur:
Telerite purser


 


Q’Bert:
Naga security officer


 


Numiria: Neo jackal doctor. Husband is chief of sanitation Neo
Hyena Lobo.


 


Lieandra:


Captain
Yen ‘Kelly: Veraxin captain. Old,
past his prime but eager to help in order to improve his ship and unload some
of his excess passengers.


 


Antigua Prime:


Cybers:


Yan
Fu + wife Hishina Fu: Leaders of the
pacifist and old guard parties.


 


Kenny
Kennet: Lawyer, follower of the Fu's.


 


Averies:
Dilettante and self taught programmer
of cybers.


 


Sid
and Emily Berkheart: Directors of
Human resources.


 


Doctor
Megan Trask: Head of the medical
department.


 


Ron
and Rachael Steward: Neo bears, 1
grizzly, 1 half human half black bear. Life Support managers. They like Averies
trained themselves to run and repair what they could after the station went
dark. They usually give their council proxy to the Fu's to vote since they are
so busy.


 


Doctor
Templeton Myers: Head of science and
R&D.


 


Ribber: Gashg gardener. Signed over his proxy to Yan Fu
before resigning from the council. He is a pacifist, preferring to attend to
his garden over dealing with people.


 


The
Warners, 1st Lt Taylor Warner and ensign Rasha Warner: Sleepers awakened over 100 years ago. Their son is
the exec of Kiev 221. Both have been placed in the reserves and are currently
the system naval commanders.


 


AI:


The
muses: all class one dumb AI


Clio:
historian/researcher. repurposed to
manage the first fusion reactor.


 


Euterpe
and Terpsichore: Music and Dance: air
heads, entertainment coordinators and directors


 


Thalia:
Muse of comedy: recovered. Rebuilt.


 


Urania:
Astronomy: science. Found and
recovered. Brought online. Assistant to doctor Myers in science and
teaching.


 


Mnemosyne: Memory computer management Smart AI. Took a lot of
her higher functions down to keep system running. Did permanent damage to
herself. She has to be reintegrated as each fragment is recovered. She is an
experimental civilian AI.


 


Tribal leaders:


Romeo:
Terran male.


 


Y'ru:
Veraxin, old but wise.


 


Juliet:
Terran female. Genie descendant.


 


Sheriff
Derrango: Curly handle bar mustache,
old, silver hair, beady eyes. Laid back attitude. Has a wife, kids, and grand
kids.


 


Deputy
Barney Fife: Nervous gangly 1st
deputy. Terrible shot, very by the book person. The Sheriff frequently uses him
as a foil to get others to accept his directives.


 


General Staff On the station:


 


Savo
and Petunia: Primate neo chimp
security officer and Neo gorilla space worker. Transferred from Kiev 221


 


Howi
and Shari: Tribal members. Neo
chimps. Both have become welders on the station.


 


Sparks
and Regina: 40's something couple
transferred from Kiev 221. Sparks is an electrician, Regina is a SBA training
to be a nurse.


 


Mr.
Freeze and Ezri: Freeze is a lifetime
friend of Sparks. Partner, HAC tech. Ezri is his wife; she is a RN and surgical
nurse. 1 adult child left on Kiev 221.


 


Ralphie
and Alice: 50's couple bartenders
from Kiev 221. Adult son left in charge of bar on Kiev 221. Own Ralphie's bar
and grill and Alice's nail salon.


 


Gwen,
Riff, and Torg: Tauren engineers who
transferred to the station from Kiev 221.


 


Doctor
Kraft: Sleeper from Kiev,
specializing in implant surgeries. Dr. Kraft is old, a former teacher of
implant tech.


 


Antiguans:


Governor
elect mayor Jeff Randall and his wife Sandra: Politically charismatic couple set on changing their world. 2
daughters, Ramona/Kylie, age six and four. 
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My bog:


http://cyberforge3d.blogspot.com/


 


Interesting web comics:


http://www.schlockmercenary.com/


http://www.vexxarr.com/Index.php


http://www.sluggy.com/


 


And I can't forget my friend Mechmaster's Dalek comic:


http://www.mechmaster.co.uk/cg-lair/daleks_page1.htm


 


My cousin's blog:


http://bossymoksie.wordpress.com/


 


Some of the material references I used:


http://anthro-glamour.deviantart.com/gallery/


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extracellular_matrix


http://www.google.com/patents/US5489304


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fusion_power


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inertial_confinement_fusion


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Polywell


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three-dimensional_chess


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Powered_exoskeleton


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japanese_proverbs


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lagrangian_point


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lotus-Eaters


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Napoleon#Exile_on_Saint_Helena


http://www.factmonster.com/ipka/A0881991.html
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Here is an sneak peek at the upcoming sequel to Jethro
goes to war titled “Jethro, First to Fight.” Expect it late 2013 or
early 2014 if not sooner! I'm a quarter done writing it already!


 


The next day Valenko's team
participated in a practice extraction op. The squad they were covering was on
its way across a variety of terrain, most of it forest. First lieutenant Myers
was a prickly human, by the book and not experienced in ground combat. The
squad has a few wounded and it's a tricky op to participate in. Their
coordination has to be spot on, and the bear is pretty sure the other platoons
were more interested in pounding his team flat rather than winning the
scenario. 


It's a complex scenario, one he's
pretty sure will tax all the systems and people involved before it is done. To
make it interesting he decided right off to change a few things. Time to teach
a few people about not only thinking outside the box but staying the hell out
of the box all together.


The dropship was a heavy marine
ascraft, one designed for planetary ops. They didn't have many in the inventory
just yet but it was on their TOE so they trained for it until their squadron
could be delivered some, hopefully next week. She was a Prejudice class VTOL, a
manta shaped beast painted in smart camo that adapted to the forest colors. Her
wingtips had nacelle engine pods that swiveled down as she went into a hover,
or horizontal for normal flight. She could handle reentry but she was small.


A prejudice class ascraft was a
utilitarian bird; she had clamps on her underside that held a pod or a military
vehicle. Right now she had a pod that could hold two squads of lightly armed
marines... if they were friendly. In the case of the Neo's currently on
board... very friendly.


There was a door leading to the
cockpit pod on one end and the boarding ramp on the other. The dropship had a
crew of four, two pilots, a crew chief and an engineer. The engineer sometimes
doubled as a door gunner if things got to hot.


She was definitely different than
the birds they rode in during boot. Those birds had been ancient civilian
conscripts the navy had picked up. Only one craft had been a military bird, one
from Fuentes that Major Forth had tapped as his personal craft.


He was of two minds about the
prejudice. It lacked the size and legs to really move gear, but it's ability to
multitask was both an asset and a burden. Her ability to multitask was probably
why the powers that be were focused on using her design. She couldn't do every
job perfectly but she could haul freight, people, or vehicles and do a fast
turnaround to another task. She shared a lot of common parts with other similar
craft and had a reputation as a hardy craft that was easy to maintain. She
could also refuel in flight which was great.


Of course if you didn't have the
right pod the people she carried would be just a bit put out over how they'd be
carried. You couldn't change missions on the fly either. He didn't picture
hanging onto the underside of the thing as a good idea.


Right from the beginning he
dropped his snipers in to cover the extraction before moving in with the
dropship. Jethro and his two apprentice snipers were dropped several kilometers
out from the extraction point, they rappelled down to the tree canopy rapid
fire in under ten seconds. It would be a short walk for them to the LZ, in this
case an open meadow in the middle of a virtual poplar and spruce forest. The
opposing force would be looking and listening for the dropship, not for a group
of people on the ground. The dropship would hold off, backing off to move in an
orbit around the primary LZ and wait.


A second prejudice was orbiting
in a figure eight in a staging pattern one hundred clicks out. He was tempted
to pull the ship, to have it go orbital and then drop on the site but that
would light it up like a spot light to any thermal sensors on the ground.


He was fairly certain that the
second bird was a flying coffin. Who ever had set this up had probably set it
up with the idea of trapping the team on the ground in order to force their
hand, to grind them down with no escape. The best way to deal with that was to
one change the canned flight path of the prejudice holding, and two fight on
their own battlefield. He put a call in to the second prejudice as the plan
formed in his mind. It would be tricky to execute but he was fairly certain it
would work.


The lion private Kovu was still
coming along when it came to moving quietly in the bush 


Jethro thought as they creeped
forward. He had taken the time to put on camo paint on the flight out like all
the others. His short cut black mane was greased with brown and green, as they
walked he occasionally snatched twigs and small branches off trees and bushes
and added them to his camouflage. He'd picked that up in his training with
Jethro. 


Jethro nodded in approval. Fonz
was smaller than Kovu but he looked like he was doing okay as their rear guard.
They were running light so hopefully he’d be able to keep up, Jethro thought
darkly. Hell, hopefully his two fellow snipers wouldn’t get too excited and pop
off before they were ready! They knew the consequences of that, Valenko would
tear strips out of them, at least he hoped they realized that. Hell better know
that the Neobear would only get what was left after them when he was finished
with them! But his ass was riding right along with them right now so they
better not frack up.


Kovu still had an attitude
problem, he was definitely no Letanga but he was coming along. Jethro was glad
that Valenko had insisted on the time chop for realism sake. It had given them
plenty of time to prepare even though the pilots had complained.


Private Fonz wasn't so bad in the
bush for a human. That was surprising to Jethro; Fonz had never been off his
small asteroid colony before he'd joined up. He was a good sniper, bit of a hip
goof off duty but he settled down nicely in action. Or at least in the sims. He
still had to face the real furnace though.


When Fonz had replaced Miles it
had been a bit of a see saw with Asazi. Most of the others had concluded Fonz
was in for a broken jaw, or at least a broken nose. He'd surprised them all by
cracking her up by showing her an image of him before he'd joined up. She'd
cracked up and then passed the image on to the others. Jethro had to admit the
guy had changed. He'd gone from a black mullet and long sideburns to a no
nonsense marine buzz cut. Now he had to live up to his new “rep”.


Jethro knew the op orders but he
also knew that whoever the opposition team leader was they were probably out
for blood. Most likely camped around the perimeter of the meadow on the south
side of it, facing the incoming team. When the team came in they'd wait and use
them as bait until the dropship arrived.


Or they'd wait until the dropship
dropped its security and then ambush them. Or wait until the entire group was
in the bag and then let loose. There were a lot of different ways things could
play. Well, they could if Valenko had been bothered to follow the book to the
letter at any rate.


He picked a nice thick oak, one
with some nice branches about two hundred meters up. Climbing it was dead easy;
doing it quietly from the south side with all his gear so no one could see him
on the other side wasn't so easy. 


When the team was set they double
clicked their radios to call in the dropship. Valenko rested his paw on the
pilot's shoulder and leaned over. “Just bring her in a bit, enough for the
whoever is waiting there to hear your engines. Then wait.”


“Wait?” the pilot asked, looking
up at him dubiously. Didn't the damn bear know they were a sitting duck for
anyone with a plasma gun or SAM?


“Yes. Just a bit for the all
clear,” Valenko rumbled. The pilot nodded. He had no intention of screwing with
the bear.


Jethro smirked as he caught sight
of rustling ahead of him. Whoever was waiting could hear the engines as he did
but had pretty good camo on. Thermals were useless. He tracked the motion by
eye, glad there wasn't any wind at the moment. When he was certain of their
positions he nodded slightly and sent them to his teammates through a wire
link.


Jethro spotted the predicted
ambush before it happened and called it in. There were two dozen of them by his
count. He left Kovu and Fonz as over watch with his gear and then headed out
hunting. The dropship pulled back to secondary recovery lz. 


His real task was to draw the
hounds into chasing him. For this he was the hare, and Kovu and Fonzerelli
would slip past the hounds and hunters when he distracted them. He'd draw the
hunters off buying time for the others to meet up hopefully.


“There is no secondary LZ! This
is it!” The retreating lieutenant snarled. He was thoroughly confused. This was
supposed to be a simple shoot and scoot, get to the LZ and then pack it in. He
didn't know why they bothered with such scenarios, they should just do the
basic op and then quit. Doing an insert, op, and then extract may be realistic
but it was damn tiring. Now throw in Valenko's little monkey wrench... What the
hell was going on? What was the bear playing at?


“Trust me; the selected LZ is too
hot. No go. Repeat, No go,” Valenko rumbled. He closed his eyes for a moment.
He didn't want to remain on the radio for much longer; it would draw the
attention of the hunters. “Little eyes and ears are involved.”


“Roger,” the lieutenant replied,
feeling a little put out but suddenly relieved. He didn't want to be the one to
screw the pooch, walk into an ambush all fat dumb and tired. Sure Valenko was
responsible for LZ security but his people would get caught up in the works if
things went south. Valenko shot him a set of coordinates embedded in an
encrypted message. Myers opened the file and checked them. The indicated
coordinates were west of the first LZ, about two clicks off his course. “That's
in the deep forest. That's no clearing!” he snarled back.


“It will be when my people get
done. They'll rappel down and clear a zone,” Valenko replied soothingly,
praying that the other team hadn't hacked their communications. If they had
this asshole would blow it for all of them.


“Roger.” There was a brief pause
and then, “smart,” the lieutenant said grudgingly.


“I figure the major has the other
clearings covered. Do the unexpected,” Valenko rumbled. Myers double clicked in
response to that.


Myers turned to his people and
waved. Sergeant Minachelli shot him a look. Myers was still new to the hand
signal thing. Quietly Minachelli made his way over to his boss and leaned
close. Myers whispered his changed orders in the sergeant's ear and then waited
for a response.


Minachelli straightened and then
looked him in the eye. After a moment the heavy worlder just shrugged and made
hand signs to the others to stop. He pointed the blade of his hand in the new
direction and then waited for the point to adjust. Then he signaled to move
out.


The retreating squad was pissed
but humped the extra clicks. It wasn't like they had any choice after all. They
were never aware they were being stalked by enemy squads. Not until nearly to
extraction when a rear guard blew a sensor pod away to keep them from being
followed. After that Myers changed direction and double timed it out of the
area.


Sergio, Valenko, Asazi, and Ox
rappelled down to the newly designated landing zone and cut down trees. The
dropship moved off to the western sun to keep their location a secret. Valenko
watched the two heavy weapons marines take on the virtual trees and winced. Ox
had no finesse, he was all business. When one metric ton of enhanced Tauren at
full charge met a virtual poplar the tree didn't just break it shattered.
Timber didn't even cover it.


Sergio's technique was a bit more
varied. With smaller trees the Liger ripped them out of the ground and then
threw them aside. With larger trees he either climbed them until they bent and
then snapped them or he gripped them with gloved hand paws, digging his claws
in to the bark and his toe claws into the ground and just ripped them in half.
No explosives necessary.


“Damn!”


“What?” Valenko asked, looking at
Sergio as he shook a paw and then tried to pick something out of it.


“Got a splinter!”


“How the hell could you get a
splinter here?” the bear demanded.


“Don't ask me!”


“Sometimes this place is a little
too real if you ask me,” Asazi said. She went over and used her slightly
smaller fingers to pull the splinter out of the Liger's paw and then flicked it
away.


Valenko looked over to Asazi. The
Terran woman just shrugged and went back to watching her zone. He snorted
looking at the other two. Damn it looked like fun. He made a mental note to
figure out something faster before pulling on virtual gloves and getting his
paws dirty. He couldn't let the others have all the fun after all.


They used the trees as cover for
the outer perimeter. Stacked in piles the trees and their tops make a good
screen. Not that wood would stand up for more than a half second against rail
guns and plasma weapons, that wasn't their intended purpose.


The spotter and co sniper made
the perimeter just before they picked up the flashed IFF of the incoming
retreating squad. Good. He waved to the sniper team to set up and then sent a
burst signal for the dropship to return. The snipers nodded and kept moving,
not even slowing their pace. They had made good time to make it here ahead of
the storm. He listened, turning his head as the birds and animal life quieted.
Yes, the dropship was incoming.


The dropship's engines screamed
as it came in, kicking up dust and making the virtual plant life dance as it
came down to land. It's boarding ramp in the rear dropped. The pilot had been
smart, he'd come in and positioned himself facing his extraction course with is
door facing the incoming squad and the enemy. The door gunner was setting up.
Valenko smiled. If he was right the gunner wouldn't be needed for more than
show.


At the secondary LZ the dropship
picked up the injured squad and the officers consulted as the rear guard warily
came in. They reported the incoming squads were less than five minutes behind
them. Valenko nodded and called the second dropship in. He’d vectored it to a
different holding station so it would come in from a totally different
direction. To make sure it wouldn’t be shot down he ordered the pilots to fly
nap of the earth and as quick as they could. 


“We’re ten minutes out but we’re
on our way Lieutenant,” the pilot said.


“Roger,” he responded and turned
to his fellow Lieutenant.


Myers the first lieutenant in
charge of the retreating squad wasn't happy. He's a normally by the book guy
who just didn't get into this humping across the dirt crap. He wanted bigger
and better things, but he'd grudgingly admitted he needed this experience if he
was ever going to get above lieutenant rank. 


He's gruff, taking on a no
nonsense personality. As human's go he pulled it off okay, not as well as
someone seasoned could, but not bad for a bald former spacer turned marine. He
marched up to Valenko, aware of the bear's mighty frame but reminding himself
that the bear was on his side. The bear was also only a second lieutenant so he
outranked the grizzly by a pay grade. 


The LT started to ball out
Valenko but Valenko quietly explained to him to be ready for ambush. His team
has deployed around the secondary LZ before the squad had arrived. “Payback's a
bitch right?” Valenko growled, giving the other Lt a challenging look.


The lieutenant looked around,
pursed his lips as his crew stood near fighting positions. His hazel eyes
locked onto his sergeant's. Sergeant Minachelli was more than happy to finally
get some of their own back, he was grinning savagely as he locked and loaded. 


Myers turned, lips turning into a
tight lipped smile. He'd been hassled the whole way, getting sniped and he was
thoroughly tired of being chased all over virtual creation. He had to admit
getting some of his own back was worth the chance of getting their asses chewed
later. Latrine duty sounded good if he could get some of his own back. 


He snorted. “Damn straight,” he
said with a grin as his hand smacked into the bear's paw. “Let's do it,” he
growled as they shook hands. He checked to make sure he was locked and loaded
as Valenko sent him the battle plan through their implants. He grunted as he
looked it over and then nodded curtly. It was a little tricky on the timing but
simple and brutal. He loved it already. He left at a trot, pointing to his
troops and quietly positioning them where he wanted them.


Valenko watched him go, updating
his plan as the other officer added his own quirks. This would get interesting
he thought with a savage smile. The best defense was always a good offense, and
he was about to prove it. 


As the squads settled down for a
nervous but eager wait he listened to the area around them. Just as he had
expected the animals started chirping and making noise once more. He raised his
muzzle to the wind. It was blowing just right, from the north west almost
directly behind the incoming opposition force. They had done a good job
vectoring Myers force in just right. He could just catch the scent of
aftershave and deodorant in the wind. Would they ever learn?


He heard the brush rustling about
one hundred and fifty meters out after a few minutes. The simulated local
wildlife was dead quiet now, so it made picking out the sounds incredibly easy
even without enhanced hearing. There was the occasional crackle of breaking
branches and soft cursing. The enemy squads were coming in hot, not really
focusing on stealth doctrine as they run to catch up with the retreating squad.
That was a strategic mistake.


When the enemy squads get to the
clearing at a run they were ambushed. The dropship took off with the wounded to
clear the battle area just before the op force exited the tree line and came
through the gap in the tree barrier that had been left for them. Their entire
focus was focused on the retreating ship, not on the hunkered down marines
waiting for them on the other side of the clearing and it's flanks. Now the
hunters became the hunted.


The lieutenant swore softly and
then laughed as Valenko turned the tables. Mortar fire ripped into the opposing
tree line. Valenko had been precise when he'd laid his people out, and his
people were gods of war it seemed. Rounds tore into the opposition force from
behind, shocking them and tearing them apart with their savagery. Claymore mines
lovingly sown in front and on their flanks went off as the squads turned to
run. Snipers got in early savage rounds under the cover of the explosions and
retreating dropship, cutting down any officers or noncoms that they recognized.
Chaos ensued as the opposition forces were cut down like wheat. Some of the
opposition force dropped to the virtual ground and tried to find cover but he
knew they were just delaying the inevitable. The LT laughed as sim ended
abruptly.


“Anyone tell you the op order was
to cover the extraction and get out?” he asked as they pull off their
helmets. “Not that I'm complaining or anything.” He stretched grinning. Damn
that felt good. It felt great to win like that, to snatch victory from the jaws
of defeat. He was pretty sure the major had been leading the op, with virtual
forces near every conceivable extraction point. The bastards could probably
respawn too. From the look on the opposition squad leader's faces they were
certainly pissed at being cheated out of the kill. Just about everyone had
probably wanted in on taking Valenko down a peg.


“The best defense is a good
offense,” Valenko said with a shrug. He stretched as he looked over to Jethro.
The panther's rack was depressed, he could see the goggles hovering in the air,
but the panther was cloaked still. He had his uniform on of course but it
looked like an empty shell. That was still too cool for words.


“Damn that's wild,” a private
said coming over to get a better view at the rack. “Ghost man,” he said softly.
He whistled.


“Something like that.”


“What's he doing?” Myers asked
looking at the panther.


“Cleaning up. Or he was. I
thought the sim had ended.”


“Probably did but he's not
through. Apparently someone left it up for him to try to frag his ass,” Valenko
said. He'd have to talk to the major about that. It wasn't fair to pull him and
his squad out but leave the panther in. If it had been a real op his squad
would have come to the panther's aid in support. He'd had a plan for Jethro to
fall back into the sniper's range of fire if needed.


“Glad he's on our side,” a woman
said feverantly.


“Wasn't this op,” the first
private said in disgust. He scowled at the panther's rack.


“You know what I mean,” the woman
said, grabbing a towel. “I so want a shower,” she said.


Jethro faded into being panting.
Valenko nodded as the panther sat up and then swooned a little. “You all
right?” He rumbled, suddenly concerned.


“Tired. Cloak takes a lot of
energy,” Jethro said between pants. His eyes were closed. Sergio handed him a
water bottle with the cap off. Jethro took it but his hands were trembling.


“Why'd they leave you in?”
Valenko asked, crossing his arms.


Jethro took another ragged
breath. “They thought they had me, I was on the run. I got away clean thought
it was close sir,” he panted, eyes closed. He was fairly certain of that, that
they kept him in so someone could bag him and then claim bragging rights.


“I see it's not all fun and games
for you,” lieutenant Myers said kneeling next to Jethro.


“Metabolic rate is returning to
normal now sir. Low blood sugar and well...” Jethro shrugged.


“It takes it out of you. Yeah, I
see that.”


“Yeah. But it was worth it. Got
the job done,” Jethro replied, flicking his ears.


“That it did son. Good work,” the
lieutenant said with a nod and pat on the shoulder. “Carry on,” he said gruffly
as he turned and left.


“Better?” Valenko asked.


“Electrolytes are low. I think I
need to refuel.”


“Shit shower and shave. Hot wash
on the exercise can wait,” Valenko replied with a nod. “Good job people,” he
said to the bay at large. His team looked up and nodded. The noob's exchanged
high fives. A few of the ambush team looked put out. More than one looked shook
up.


“Damn man, going to have
nightmares for weeks,” one private muttered, shaking. “He just came out of nowhere!
First thing I knew was when he ripped my throat out!” He shook, hand going to
his throat. He kept touching it with his fingertips, making sure it was still
there and intact.


“Just a sim man. But I suggest
you learn from it,” his partner said resting a hand on his shoulder. “Sim.
Still here, still bitching and whining. Suck it up. Tomorrow is another day,”
he said.


“Damn straight.”


 


Major Forth shook his head as he
disconnected from the sim. How the hell had they pulled that off? He'd had it
covered. At least he'd thought he had... had he been hacked? He checked the sim
records and snorted. He watched from the bear's perspective and then from the
panther's. 


Valenko... the son of a bruin...
damn. He had to admit it; they were good, damn good. If you can't land
where you need to, do the unexpected. His lips thinned in a grudging smile.
He'd half expected them to try to rappel the retreating team up into the
dropship. He hadn't expected the counter attack. “Damn they really are that
good,” he sighed. He made a note of the tactic and another commending Valenko
and his team for their initiative. Then he turned his attention to the growing
mountain of paperwork. He hated paperwork.


 


 


You
can read more when Jethro First to fight comes out!
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