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Dedications

Special thanks to my wife Heather who keeps me grounded and to Merlin the Cat, we are his minions.


In the Beginning…

Throughout the course of history, humanity has reached for the stars. Interstellar travel was a dream of mankind. The invention of the Doohan drive or fusion engine in the 21st century made achieving that dream a reality. We now had the ability to leave our solar system and travel …anywhere.

Suddenly, everyone wanted to go out there, out, into space. Colony ship construction began almost immediately. Those individuals or groups that had enough funds or resources built themselves a ship. Political groups, extremist groups, paranoid collectives, and religious cults all built or purchased ships to leave Earth. Many of Earth’s religious minorities left in search of freedom. Following them into space were profit seekers, those who looked for the last great score. The corporate world embraced the movement sending out their own colony ships. These were different in that its colonists were wage slaves or those in financial bondage. Those that could leave … did.

The remaining world governments and the United Nations looked to use colonization as a way to help with population control. Large swaths of “undesirables,” criminals, illegals, or unwanted found themselves scooped up. Colonization by force. Pack them up and ship them out, often never to be seen again. Cryogenics was in its infancy, mostly it was just fantasy, not science. Drugs could only extend sleep periods and enhance calm aboard ship.

The colony ships became generational. A colonist’s entire life would be spent traveling to a new world. Many people had families aboard ship, and it was these descendants that began the new colony. My own ancestors were such travelers. Exiles because of being different, of having a non-standard religion or belief. The lists of missing or overdue ships were as long as it was famous. Space is vast. Many of Earth’s historical figures and political movements disappeared to be swallowed up by the dark. Many of the earliest colony ships just simply vanished into the depths of space.

It was these ships that history began to call the Ghost Ships of Terra.
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Chapter 1

I was running! Running as fast as I was able. I could feel my heart beating like it was trying to escape my chest. Panting, I slumped over a bench next to the exercise track. “<pant> <wheeze> <pant> I swear that doctor, is trying to kill me!”

I was speaking to others working out, who were ignoring me as usual. I had failed my yearly physical. The doctor had put me on a diet and exercise program. Who needs exercise? I spent all day crawling around the ship lifting heavy engine components. OK, my people did that. But I at least watched them do it! Stupid orders. I suppose that it did make me look good in my shiny new uniform.

I was no longer a Lieutenant JG. I was promoted to a full Lieutenant shortly after starting my new job; the engineering third on the James Cook, one of the newer Navy cruisers. I was in charge of repairs and upgrades. It was fun. I got to play with new equipment and do a little tinkering on my own. I have a famous or is it infamous, reputation to live up to. After my workout, ‘friggin’ doctor, I cleaned up and having some free time went to my quarters. So nice to have my own space. Definitely a perk of being an officer.

The door to my cabin chimed. Absently, I said “enter,” I was trying to recalibrate a drone module. The door opened, and Commander Todd stepped inside. Rising to attention, I tried removing my arm from the machine only to have it get stuck. I wasn’t quite at attention when the Commander turned to me.

“At ease, Lieutenant. Uh, Lee? What is it that you are doing?” he paused looking, a little wild-eyed around the room. “Is there anything still in Engineering? Because it looks like it’s all in here!”

Inside my quarters I had spent a small fortune building my own personal, small scale machine shop. The chief engineer really didn’t want me to work on my own projects in “his” space, so I did from here. Heaven help the next officer they try to stick in here with me. The small room was simply filled with half-built machinery that sparked and sputtered. In the area where a second officer would sleep was several more half built repair drones and a butler drone. Strange, almost alien-like, specialized tools covered one wall just inside the door. The other wall was a floor to ceiling white board covered with mechanical scribbling and mathematical equations. A small, very expensive looking, 3d printer sat on the table printing a complex circuit board. Hard-copy blueprints and tech manuals littered the floor. Basically, it was fantasyland for an engineer.

Eyes still on the room looking for danger in every corner, the commander resumed speaking to me. “The uh, reason I came to see you was to inquire into your training.”

The drone I had been working on jerked and moved, releasing my hand, making the commander jump.

” I received a schedule from Admiral Kane this morning. She wishes for you to resume the non-engineering training that was laid out for you 2 years ago.”

Groaning I looked down at my feet.

“I see that you remember that list. After your shuttle craft adventure, we will be skipping flight training. We marked you down as completed for that assignment. Next on the list is weapons and gunnery. You will be seconded to Lt. Commander Ney for basic weapons history and technology.” At that the commander left, nearly tripping over a broken coffee maker.

Gods above and below! As if I don’t have enough work to do. “Athena, I do not see a problem with this assignment. You have me. I can help with aiming and weapons tech research.”

“Duh.” I had completely forgotten all about Wilson! My own personal cheat sheet.

Focus Athena, focus, I keep telling myself. Wilson had been keeping a low profile since we came aboard the James Cook. I’m not sure if the records of his existence were shared with my current captain or not. I could ask the admiral, but, I won’t. I have kept the ball of mischief that is Wilson, out of trouble so far. He has been helping me to build my new maintenance droids. The Navy uses piloted drones for that function. My idea was to use autonomous ‘droids’ (stupid movie night) to effect repairs without any human oversight. Wilson has been doing all the programming for me. I just can’t, quite, get the power source to work properly though. The droid starts up, moves forward a foot, then catches on fire! I think I need to fireproof my quarters, again. It’s a work in progress.

The next morning I reported to the chief engineer Commander Arthur. I informed the commander of my secondary job assignment.

“Lee! What secondary assignment? You are needed HERE! You still have to recalibrate Fusion Reactor One and put the maintenance drones you took apart back together.”

“Sir, the orders came from the Captain! I have to report to the weapons deck every morning at 1000 hours for training. I put those stupid drones back together last night after I repaired the mini fusion reactors on them. That was why they kept detonating every time they went into standby mode. There was a factory installed cross-connection that was causing it. We still have to repair the storage bay where the first two exploded. I started work on your coffee machine, but the circuit board is fried, what did you try and brew in it, anyway?”

Goggle-eyed, the commander, was just staring at me. “Lieutenant. Stop talking! Get with Commander Ney, have him work out a schedule that I can agree with. Tell him that I really need you in Engineering. Get back with me. Now, go!”
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Chapter 2

I hurried off to deck three and Commander Ney. Deck three had a combined firing range and armory. This area was Marine Country, there were even signs saying that above the hatchways. All of the marine combat suits were stored here, along with all personal or issued weapons. While the ship had an exercise area on deck four, the ship’s marines used one here. Very few crew members were seen on this deck. Our ship is one of the newer heavy cruisers had a larger-than-normal marine contingent. When I arrived for my meeting, all of them were present in the exercise bay. Catcalls and whistles filled the air until one of the sergeants put a stop to it. They had female Marines, so I know they had seen a woman before.

“OK, you jarheads listen up! THIS is Lieutenant Lee. She will be cross-training with you apes for this rotation!” The Sergeant was a large beefy man with a shaved head. “Corporal Foley! Front and center!”

A medium built woman approached the sergeant, came to attention and saluted.

“Sir!” she said to the sergeant.

“At ease Corporal.” Looking in my direction and coughing the Master Sergeant said, “Lieutenant, this is Corporal Foley. She will get you started on the simulators and the theory and practice of war. When you report to us, at 1000 hours each day, the corporal will have your lesson plans or instructions from the Colonel.” At that he walked into the armory, closing the door.

Although I outranked the sergeant as a Navy lieutenant, marine sergeants were NOT to be trifled with, ever. I followed the corporal into a simulation bay. Sitting a workstation, I began a historical vid lesson on warfare and space combat.

“Athena I can download all of this into your data banks.” Said a voice in my head.

Ah, Wilson was back. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that the corporal had returned to the bay. “Can you download all of the information in the lessons? Is there enough room?” I’m not a programmer. I know I have a link in my head. I know it runs like a computer. How it works? No clue.

“We could stick the Encyclopedia Galaxia in there it’s so empty. It’s not like you have a brain cloud or anything.”

“A brain cloud? What is a brain cloud? Do I really want to know?”

“It’s only a problem if there is a volcano nearby, Athena.”

I so don’t want to know. “Start downloading the lessons. Get all the related background material and strategic material. Next, I want tech manuals of all weapons, ship’s or otherwise.”

“That is a lot. Are you sure you want to read that much?”

“Just do it, Wilson. Can you get me the files of all the marines onboard? I only want the basics.”

“Athena, those files are in your system already. I will admit that I was interested too.”

Turning around in my seat I could observe the Marines in action. A section of the floor had been covered in repulsor matting to break the fall of the fighters. As I watched, a ‘no holds barred’ fight was taking place in the center of the room. One of the junior officers, Lieutenant Dar, was squaring off against one of the sergeants. The two combatants had squared off against each other. I am somewhat familiar with most fighting techniques from the training my family gave me when I was little. The lieutenant was using a classical Ju-Jutsu approach against the sergeant’s mix of wrestling and Hapkido. The lieutenant was using Brazilian style Ju-Jutsu which was even harder to defend against. Lieutenant Dar was using nerve junction attacks to paralyze the sergeant. The sergeant was, in turn, grappling Dar and attacking the joints and vulnerable extremities. They were almost evenly matched.

The sergeant wrestled the lieutenant to the ground. Lieutenant Dar turned the tables on him by putting the sergeant in an arm lock, knee to the ground. As the sergeant tried to sit up and fight free, Dar got an arm past his head and managed a sleeper hold on the sergeant. Just as he passed out from lack of oxygen, the sergeant tapped out. Checking to see if he was OK, Lieutenant Dar got up off the mat. The other marines patted Dar on the back and passed congratulations all around. It wasn’t often when someone beat the sergeant.

Noticing me watching, the lieutenant approached me. “Are you finished for the day?” She looked really good in her uniform. It was all I could do not to smile at her.

“Yes, I downloaded some of the lessons and will read them in my copious free time.” That produced a chuckle from the lieutenant, it was a common military joke.

Looking me in the eyes, the lieutenant asked, “Will you be joining us tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow is my last liberty call for a while, so I am taking the day off to go station side. I’m looking forward to a nice dinner and maybe a movie.”

The tall Marine looked me up and down. “I have liberty also, may I take you out and treat you to that dinner? I know a real nice quiet steakhouse on one of the upper decks.”

Wow, a date! It has been years, a lot of years, since I had one of those! We were the same rank so we could, date. Dar was nice looking, lots of muscles and sharp features. Sure, why not?

“Of course Lieutenant Dar, I would love to go out with you. Why don’t we meet at the station entrance at 1700 hours? We can go then. It gives me time to do my shopping.”

“It’s a date then. Meet you then, Athena.” Smiling, Dar walked back to the other marines still working out on the mats.

I had a LBD (little black dress) that I bought, for all those conferences last year, and had not yet worn. Sounds like it was going to be a fun night.
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Chapter 3

After a late night of tinkering and working on my projects, morning could not come soon enough. I think that I have the power situation figured out for my droids. The one I’m working on didn’t catch on fire this time. Still needs work though. While I’m out today, I need to find a power supply, something that I can’t make myself. Liberty was at 0900 hours. About a third of the crew, except those with early duty, were lined up like race horses, waiting for the door to open.

“Slow down you crazies! The station will still be there later!” The Officer of the Deck yelled as we ran off the ship when the door opened.

Liberty!

The James Cook had been at the New Reno Station for over a month. Repair and resupply were given as the official reason. Unofficially, we were here to deter piracy and keep order. The station was huge, it was the closest resupply point for three sectors. Many independent freighter companies used New Reno as a home base. The station had a mini-shipyard capable of repairing even our new cruiser. The mall boasted that they had over 200 stores to choose from, including what I was looking for. Grandpa Sam’s Junk Emporium was located in one of the oldest parts of the station. It was a warehouse just chock full of space junk. It wasn’t all just junk. He specialized in hard-to-find parts and equipment.

“Athena, welcome back! How can I help you today?”

Sam was an older man with gray hair and a slight limp. He claimed to be a colony ship pilot from one of the last waves of ships from Earth. If he were that would make him a lot older than he looked by about 100 years! Regardless, he was THE expert when it came to early Earth tech or spacecraft. There was an early Doohan drive from one of the original colony ships sitting in his showroom! Too bad it wouldn’t fit in my quarters. He, of course, was happy to see me. I have spent quite a few credits in his establishment.

“Sam, I need a micro power supply no bigger than 3 inches square. Do you have something like that in here?”

“There should be a couple of late model Earth fighters with micro power supplies that might work for you. The early StarFury model, the one they sent with the colony ships, used a small independent power source on its weapon systems. The designers hoped that if the craft was damaged that it could still defend itself. Did you bring your tool kit? I believe that the power coupling is located inside the cockpit under the pilot seats. You will have to remove quite a bit to get to it. I can loan you the tools, at a small fee, if you need them.”

“Thanks, Sam, that’s a big help. I brought my small kit if I need something I will borrow yours. How did you get a StarFury? I thought they were all scrapped years ago.”

Chuckling, the old man said “Lieutenant, you know I have my ways. Maybe I found a ghost ship?”

“Ghost ship? Do you mean one of the lost colony ships? I thought they were just scary stories that spacers told each other.” Looking at him he seemed different, more formal.

Straightening, almost at attention, the old man looked me in the eye. “No, they exist, or at least they did. Quite a few of the members of my old unit, the 186th Pilot Corp, faded into the void. Mechanical trouble, sabotage, or even mutiny caused some of the losses. Some ships just ‘took a wrong turn’ and ended up in bad regions of space. Those were both wonderful and frightening days Lieutenant.” At my look of surprise, he continued. “So you thought it was all a big story, my being a pilot, did you? You and many others. Yes, I really did pilot a colony ship.

One of the last ones.” Pulling over a chair, he sat down. “We didn’t have cryo that worked worth a damn in those days. ‘Generational’ was the buzzword that they used. Put young people on board? They might live to see the new world. At least their kids would. As you might know, Earth today is a restricted world. The government there allows no landings. I really would love to see it one more time.”

“That would make you over a hundred years old? How is that possible?” I also dragged a chair over and had sat down next to him.

“Some of it was time dilation. You really don’t see that with your newer ships. The rest was both the drugs they gave us and genetic engineering.” Sam looked a little sad to me.

“I thought genetic engineering was illegal on Earth?” I asked

Sam chuckled, “It wasn’t for Earth Gov or the UN. The laws of the people weren’t for those that made them. Kind of like the government now.” At my grimace, he laughed. “I am aware of the difficulties that you ran into last year. I know who you are Athena. No secrets from an old man like me. So, yes I am a genie to use the term at the time. Designed for lower gravity and higher stresses. Age extension was possible, but they weren’t sure at the time. I began my training at age five. Finished pilot training at 10 years of age. When I was twelve, I shipped out as the co-pilot for the colony ship Precious Jewel. We were one of the last ships to be sent. Notice I said sent. We had twelve thousand souls on board. Only ten percent were voluntary. The rest were criminals or undesirables that the government got rid of. The first six months of the voyage we spaced over one thousand people.”

Horrified, I gasped! “A thousand people! You killed that many?” The number just staggered me.

His voice subdued Sam replied “No Athena, I said that first six months we spaced a thousand. By the end of the voyage, we had spaced over half. Not all had died by our hands. Many were in elderly or in poor health, to begin with. Earth Gov didn’t care as long as they died somewhere else! Colonization was for the young if we were to survive the trip. Of the remaining twelve thousand, only their families finished the trip. The parents were either too old or too worn out to survive the landing and colony construction. Elderly citizens were left in orbit to die. It’s one of the dirty little secrets of the colonization years.” He bowed his head in shame.

Wow, that was never in any book I had ever seen. I wonder if Wilson had seen that. Like magic, I heard him mutter in my head.

“Athena, what he is saying is true. Current government data banks have that information listed under Senate seal.”

Sam glanced at me and finished his story. “When the Precious Jewel was broken up for scrap and materials, I helped to build the colony dirt-side. It was the Botany Bay colony in Sector 7, in case you wondered. The colonists really were not happy with me there since I represented Earth Gov. I shipped out on the first visiting freighter to our world. Earning a living as a pilot/mechanic, I did OK. Along the way, I happened upon a few colony worlds that had scrap or ships they couldn’t use. I made my contacts, brokered a few deals, and opened my business. To finally answer your question. Those fighters came from sector 11, a small colony that had failed. The colony ship Stan Lee crashed, and the survivors never scrapped the ship. I bought it for cheap from the sector government years ago. History lesson over, kid. You have work to do. Follow the red path all the way to the back, then take the first right. Those ships should be in the middle of the open space. You know the drill, take a locator beacon, call me if there is trouble.” Sam hopped up and went into his office.

I was just stunned at the horror of colonization. Had my own grandparents gone through an experience like that? Yes, we had learned about it in school, but not that horror! I made a mental note to ask my father, should I see him, about the early days of our planet. Shaking my head, I gathered my tools and walked into the warehouse, grabbing a beacon from a bin by the door.
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Chapter 4

Did I mention that this was a huge warehouse? When Sam says the back, he means it. The path ended in a very small circular area. In the middle covered with structural braces and what looked like a Stuka II tail fin, were two Earth fighters. Wow, original Earth tech. They were the original models, not the upgraded colony ones. My fingers just itched with anticipation. Shifting the junk off the fighters took a little muscle, leverage, and time. Thirty minutes later I could access the ships. Except for the wear of time, they both looked pristine. I got the cockpit open on the first one. Removing the seat was pretty easy, it was designed for easy repair. Once I got the power supply access port open, I found a small power unit. It was about the perfect size for my project. Two hours later I had the two units I wanted along with all the dials and gauges from the cockpit. They might come in handy someday. Checking out the weapons systems on the fighters I thought about taking them too, but where would I put them? I did, however, download the flight logs. Original performance data might be important. Using my signal beacon, I called Sam for parts pick-up. While I waited for the transport drone, I looked around. So much history all in one place. Sam was taking his time picking me up. He knows me. I found some servo motors I could use and a small collection of wire runs in the piles.

After leaving Sam’s, with a promise to return soon, I had just enough time to get back to the ship. I had to ready for my date, “giggle.” The OOD gave me a little trouble for the large box of parts that had been delivered. It had been personal, not ship’s stores, so he was confused. The OOD, Ensign Magee pointed at my box, which was blocking the main door, floating on counter-grav units. My little machine shop was not well known yet. I got quite a few looks walking back to my cabin with a large box floating behind me. Ever get a box stuck in a door? Once I got free, I stowed what I could and left the rest sitting on the bed. Inside was a hard copy note from Sam.

Athena, keep the counter-grav units you never know when those might come in handy. It was nice telling you that story. Very few have listened to the whole thing. Keep your eye out for scrap I might like, see you next time.

He had signed it Sam0256. I guess he really was a genie. I made a mental note to have Wilson research his story some for me.

I was so excited. I had not been on a date in over 16 years! I showered and beautified. Long time for that too. Putting on makeup was almost a lost art form for me. My hair was not ‘perfect,’ but it would do. I slipped into my little black dress and found my small clutch. As I exited my quarters, those traveling the hall froze. I just looked that good! I actually had to show my I.D. Card to several ship officers to prove that I belonged here. They didn’t know me and had never noticed me before. Go figure! I was still laughing when I got to the boarding tube. The OOD was the same ensign as before. He just stood there with his mouth hanging open as I showed my I.D. I enjoyed strutting off the ship and onto the station.

My date was waiting for me at the station boarding bay. Wearing dress blues and holding a small bouquet of flowers, Lieutenant Dar looked happy to see me.

“I was hoping you would still show up. Nice dress. I got these for you.” She gave me the flowers.

“Miss out on the first date in over 16 years, are you crazy? I love the flowers. Thank you. I like your uniform as well. You will have to explain the fruit salad to me. I’m still unfamiliar with our Navy’s decorations, especially the ones for Marines.” Taking the flowers, I lightly kissed her cheek.

Uniform regs prohibited any other public displays of affection. Dar escorted me through the main doors and into the station.

“I thought we might go to The Roadhouse Steakhouse up on level two. They have really good food.” She was smiling and nodding to the station staff as we walked. We made quite a pair, and many stopped to stare.

“Wow, the Roadhouse? Classy. Don’t they rotate the restaurant with the station so that viewers get a panoramic view?” I was laughing inside at her antics.

Glancing at me, she nearly collided with a station porter who had stopped in the middle of the aisle. “Yes... It rotates... I think, oof.” She stumbled and nearly fell missing the Porter and hitting the wall.

“I hope that you can walk better than that on a mission.”

She laughed and gave me a little push. “New feet, just breaking them in. The shoes are new too.”

“They are nice shoes too, government issue?” She gave me a funny look and a nod. “Niiiice. They make the best, very fashionable.” At that, we both broke into laughter.

This was fun! It has been way too long since I had any girl time.

We arrived at the restaurant and had to wait, even though we had a reservation. It was a small establishment, and we were just a bit early. The lobby was very comfortable. Dar had just started to say something when a loud murmuring broke out on the other side of the room. Vid screens were set up running the interstellar news. Several other patrons were clustered around the screens. I pulled up the news on my link, protests had broken out on several worlds.

Students had begun to demonstrate against corruption and unfair laws. At the Capital, the protesters had occupied a few government buildings and had demanded reforms. The protest had been put down, hard. Special operation units of the ESS had stormed the buildings using stunners and knock out gas. Resisters were beaten rather badly. All were arrested and tried for capital crimes. The pictures the newsies were showing were all rather graphic. I switched them off my link, no reason to ruin our dinner. I noticed the Maître d’ waving at us, our table was ready.

The inside of the Roadhouse was simply breathtaking. The room was circular with tables spiraling out to the center of the room. A bar area occupied the middle of the room. The kitchen must have been below with wait staff bringing the food on lifts. Our table, while not the closest to the window, was right in front of it. Everything was perfect. The view from the top of the station was just awesome. I was watching the lifts when I felt a soft tap on my arm. Turning I noticed my date smirking at me.

Oops. I smiled and said “sorry about that I had an engineer moment. The lift system looked kind of cool, and I got mesmerized watching it.”

“I guess I should expect it, I asked out a techie.” She laughed at that. “My platoon will give me so much trouble for dating an engineer. At least when I break things you can fix them.”

It was my turn to laugh at that. “As clumsy as you seem to be, you are going to keep me real busy. I see it now.”

Our waiter brought us a pair of leather-bound menus. This place was known for its steaks, but they did a nice grilled vegetable entrée with tofu steaks. I placed my order surprising the marine.

“You don’t have to eat light for your girlish figure, I like you just the way you are.” She ordered a sirloin steak with pomme frites. “You can order a steak too if you like.”

Laughing I shook my head. “I’m a vegetarian, sorry. I spent so long on Firefly station that I got used to eating only vegetables.”

Her smile dropped, she looked sorry. “You could have said something, is my ordering a steak OK?”

“No, you are fine. I’m not a vegan or any kind of animal activist. I just only eat a plant based diet. It’s not a big deal, really.” I lightly patted her arm. “Enjoy your steak, you deserve a treat too. I actually enjoy tofu. Having it grilled is good, not something that we can do on board ship easily.”

Her frown turned upside down, and I had a fun little shiver down my back. Our waiter was gone, and we made small talk. She told me all about what she does in the Marines. I had no idea the amount of sheer work that those men and women do on our ship. Everything from guarding the captain to boarding enemy ships. As engineers, we pretty much don’t leave Engineering unless we have to fix something. The conversation had turned to me, and I was starting to tell about my building the station when my clutch started beeping at me.

“Oh, crap,” said my date. Dar reached into her pocket pulling out her locator beacon. Mine was in my bag and the source of the noise.

“Why is this thing,” that was all I got out. At that point, Wilson was echoing in my head. “Two ships just entered the system, they are all shot up and screaming for help. It’s an emergency recall of all personnel.”

Cocking my head, I relayed what Wilson had told me. Dar gave me a funny look.

“Athena? How is it that you know what is happening?”

Looking at the floor, I muttered at her. “I’ll tell you. Just not here.”

We grabbed our waiter and told him of the recall. We told him to give the food to someone hungry as we hurried past him. Dar pulled out a communicator and gave our location and ETA to the ship.

Ship’s crew were running in from all across the station. Station personnel tried to get out of our way as Dar, and I hustled to the ship. Not every day that you see two women, dressed to the nines, jogging down the hallways. We made it to the ship just seconds before they closed the doors. The captain of the ship was in a hurry. We quickly said our goodbyes and went to our separate quarters to change into uniform.

“Damn it, Wilson, I didn’t even get a chance to kiss the girl!” For once he was silent.
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Chapter 5

Due to the emergency, I rushed to Engineering as fast as I could. Would you believe that the assholes were sitting around eating pastries and laughing? I had a shocked look on my face as I entered the room.

“Lieutenant Lee, have a seat. Donut?” Commander Arthur tried to hand me a pastry. “We are organizing repair crews to help with the upcoming boarding. You have been selected to lead team one. Ensign Porter and the rest of your crew are in crew bay one getting loaded up. Have fun!”

Porter? Porter was the worst engineer ever. What are they trying to do, get me killed? The officers (all men) had continued with their conversation and were all chuckling about something. I was beginning to see how it was. Time to prove them wrong. I turned away and left Engineering. Crew bay one was filled with small groups of officers and crew from most departments. Seeing the XO, I reported to him.

“Lieutenant, assume command of your engineer group. You will be group one. I’m sending you in with the initial rescue team. Saving lives is the order of the day. Do what you have to do. Understand?” At that, he turned back to another group.

I found Ensign Porter and six crewmen sitting on pallets at the back of the room. No equipment or personal protection gear in sight. Seeing me coming, one of the crewmen called for attention.

“Ensign Porter is your team ready to go?” I inquired. He just stared at me. “I don’t see any equipment, did you think that this was a drill of some kind? No? THEN GET OFF YOUR ASS! FIND OUR EQUIPMENT AND GEAR AND GET BACK HERE!” The little idiot jumped to his feet, nearly falling, and ran off. I sent half the crewmen after him as help. All around us heads turned in our direction.

Lowering my voice, I asked the remaining crew “does anyone here have experience with something like this?” The three crewman just shook their head no. “All righty then. Here’s the plan. When Ensign Porter and the rest of the crew get back, suit up. According to the XO, we go in with the first group. He wants us to focus on saving lives first. We will concentrate on life support and power. Use common sense unless you hear different from me.“

Ensign Porter returned carrying his personal gear. The crewmen were loaded down like pack mules trying to drag a repair cart.

I lost all respect, if any, that I had for Porter. Crewman were not slaves. I hurried over and took some of the load off the crew.

“Ensign Porter, help drag that cart over here. Crewman Bartleby, start distributing the equipment and gear. Give everyone equal amounts of gear. Take only what you are sure that you need. Remember, the ship is right here. It can always send something to you. Porter! Are you listening to me! Help with that cart!” He was starting to piss me off.

“I don’t have to listen to you.” Porter looked smug as he tried to tell me off. “Commander Arthur says you’re not a real engineer, anyway.”

That’s it!

“Porter you are on report right now!” I looked around, peering at the small groups of the crew. Aha, I spotted who I wanted.

“Master at Arms?” The somewhat portly officer approached me.

“Something I can do for you, Lieutenant?” He said.

“Yes, please put Ensign Porter on report and under arrest for failing to obey a direct order from a superior officer,” The officer turned glaring at Porter. “What did the ensign do?”

I recounted what had happened and the comments that were made. Using my link I sent him a vid record of the event.

“She lies! She’s making it all up.” Porter, red-faced, shouted at the officer.

The MAA motioned to a couple of Marines that were standing by.

“Ensign, I have a vid of the charges. We are placing you under arrest at this time.” The marines grabbed the now struggling ensign and handcuffed him.

Seeing this the XO came over. Great, now I’m in trouble.

“Is there a problem Lieutenant? Why is the ensign under arrest?” Commander Wang, the XO, turned to the Master at Arms, “Charges?”

“Sir, conduct unbecoming, disobeying orders, and now, resisting arrest.” Sending my vid to the XO, the chief added his own.

“Place the ensign in the brig until this action is over.” Turning to me he motioned, “Lieutenant a moment?”

We both walked over near the wall. Giving me a half grin the commander smiled at me. “Is dealing with the other officers in your section similar to this incident? Tell me the truth.”

Hesitant, I replied “Yes, sir. The other officers don’t like having a woman in their ranks. Most don’t even acknowledge me. I think that they intended for me not to come back from this assignment.”

“Those are very serious charges, Lee.” I sent him the vid of the other engineers eating donuts. “Hmm, I see your point. Well, we don’t have a lot of time. Make one of your crew a temporary midshipman. I will deal with engineering when we return.” The XO walked back to the center of the room.

“Your attention please!”

“LISTEN UP!” Commander Wang could be loud when he wanted to be.

“We are less than ten minutes out. Both ships appear to have serious battle damage. The larger one, a freighter called the Happy is in the worst shape. They both have fires in Engineering and little or no life support. Teams are to take whatever actions are necessary to preserve lives. We need answers people! Dead sailors tell us nothing. Do your jobs! That will be all.”

We approached the Happy first. Using external cameras, the damage was seen by us on large projection screens. It was bad. The Happy was an older ship of a design not used anymore. It had a central pod and storage area. The fusion thrusters were on pylons outside the ship. The aft area was the worst. The left outboard engine looked like it was still on fire. Laser burns covered the ship. From the scorching, I could see that the weapons used were of an older style called ‘War’ shot. That was bad news for the ship’s crew. The older lasers did not have the frequency modulators that newer weapons did. Without them, the bursts were sharper and more concentrated. This caused burning through the hull and destroying whatever they hit. The second ship was called the Gilmore G. This sleek looking ship was newer. It had been converted to a convoy support ship sporting torpedoes and a pair of laser turrets for defense.

“OK people start loading the shuttles. Shuttle one is going to the Happy, engineering crews and rescue teams only. Shuttle two is going to the Gilmore G. I need the Marine intelligence units, navigation, and security teams onboard that ship. Marine Lieutenant Dar is in charge of shuttle two. I will be on shuttle one with the rescue teams. Let’s go people.” Commander Wang opened the hatch and watched as we entered the shuttle.

As our shuttle approached the Happy, we could see sections where the hull was burned all the way through. How did they pilot this ship here? Having seen this kind of carnage first hand I knew that when we popped the hatches, it was going to be like the lower depths of hell.

I turned to my engineering crew, “Masks on and ship suits sealed. Buddy check each other! If you have to vomit, do it in your suit, do NOT unseal until ordered. Conditions are going to be really bad over there. Watch for plasma and fusion leaks. Report anything that looks like trouble, I mean it people, anything.”

The XO was watching me. “Seen something like this before Lee?”

“Yes, sir. During the war.” I replied.

He nodded. Looking to the med teams, he gave them similar instructions. The shuttle shook then a loud thump sounded. There was the sound of the pressure equalizing, and then the hatch opened.
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Chapter 6

Calling this the lower depths of Hell was kind. It was bad, really bad. As the hatch opened smoke and ash from the fires boiled into the shuttle. With smoke rolling around the bay we could see scorched and burned crewmen trying to put out one of the fires. My suit sensors said that oxygen was down to 18% and falling. We had to move fast. Our XO grabbed the nearest ship’s crewman, and they started talking. A makeshift hospital had been set up, and our med team sprang into action.

My team looked to me for guidance. On the flight over I had made crewman Bartleby a temporary Midshipman, by the XO’s orders. “Bartleby, take half the group and make your way to Engineering. Shut down that fusion engine. Short of ejecting it, stop it any way you can. Call me if you run into trouble. The rest of you with me. Life support is failing, we need to get it fixed.” I led my team past the hospital and over to the ship’s access panels.

“On these older ships, there is conduit access that runs the length of the ship. The life support panel is supposed to be located at the center of the conduit. It can also be accessed via Engineering through a heavily shielded hatch. This is a shortcut.” I opened up the tube and climbed in.

The tube was very tight, and we were at close quarters. We came to a T-junction. Pointing to the right, I said, “in that direction is medical.” I pointed the other way, “the armory, and weapons controls should be down there.”

Smoke and ash began to drift into the tube, making little swirls of dust. Life support was still functioning if only barely. We reached a series of hatches on either side of the tube. One of these should be life support.

I could see a fire ahead of us in the direction of Engineering.

“Jacobs, attach a heat sensor to the right hatch before you open it. Let check for fire.” I watched as my crew gave Jacobs a little room. The sensor lit up with a red blinking light. “Crap. I sure hope that’s not the room we need.” Motioning my crew to one side, I checked the door. No lights. Jacobs gave the hatch a pull, it was either stuck or locked tight.

“Lieutenant Lee? We don’t have access tools with us. I could go back and try to find some.” Jacobs looked worried.

I looked around the door frame as I talked “Don’t worry about it, Jacobs. On these older ships, they used key codes to secure vital locations.” At that, I uncovered a hidden keypad behind bundled wires.

“The Navy is given master codes for all these pads by the manufacturer for situations just like this one.” I inputted a numeric sequence, and the door slid open.

Peering into the dimly lit room, I said, “and here we are, life support.”

“Ma’am?” Jacobs and the other two team members looked puzzled. “How is it that YOU know the codes and all of that information about these ships?”

I sensed a teaching moment coming on. “Why don’t you know these things? You knew what kind of ships we were approaching a full ten minutes before we docked. All of the schematics and codes for most civ ships are located in our data banks. You just have to look them up.”

“Ma’am, you are the first officer we have worked for that knew all that.” Well, that explained a lot.

The life support panel control had been damaged in the attack. There was a six inch melted hole through the panel, wall, and deck. No way we could fix that. Looking at it I wondered how it was even functioning.

“Nut’s,” I said. “This hole can’t be fixed by us. Let me think. Help get the cover off this panel.” We had to pry the cover off in places where it had melted.

I looked at some of the undamaged circuits and thought of something. Many years ago when I had built my station, I had a similar problem. “Jacobs and Ellery, crawl back through to the boat bay. I need as much of the conduit that we brought as you can get. Unroll it down to here. Contact the XO and see if he can get another shuttle or pinnace over to this ship. I have an idea.” The two crew took off. Time to get to work.

Jacobs returned a short while later with Commander Wang in tow. The commander waved off my salute. “Lieutenant, what do you have?” He saw the large hole. “Can you fix it?”

Shaking my head, I replied “No, sir. But I can make something else work instead. Are we able to get another shuttle over here?”

He was watching me carefully. “Our captain sent one of the pinnaces, it should be here in twenty minutes. Why do you need it?”

Crewman Itoi and I had been stripping out the connectors to life support. The panel controlled all the small oxygen generators and carbon filters around the ship. It has fail safes but with that hole... Well, you know.

“What I intend to do is run conduit from here to the boat bay. We will connect the emergency life support pods and the ships themselves to the conduit. Our ships will power life support over here.”

“I have never heard of doing that, will it work? I don’t want to damage those ships.” He had raised both of his eyebrows in surprise.

“Sir, it will work. I have done this before, sort of. We really don’t have a choice. Life support is at,” looking at the readout, “less than 8% and falling.”

“If it damages the ship’s, I will hold you responsible. Do it.” He moved out of the way and let us work.

Ellery was almost to us, so I sent Jacobs to help her. We connected the conduit to the panel and rewired the system around the hole. Giving the three team members careful instructions, I sent them back to the boat bay to hook up the ships.

I had forgotten that Commander Wang was in the room, jumping when he spoke. “Why did you send your team instead of going yourself?”

I let out a breath. “What we are doing can be dangerous. I have done this before and trust myself more to do it right.” I glanced at the commander. “This engineering crew is very poorly trained, is that normal?”

“What do you mean, poorly trained?” He was scowling now.

“They show zero initiative, are somewhat ignorant of standard procedures and how things work. They know how to do their own jobs, but ask something else, and they get lost.”

“I don’t think that is a training issue. Commander Arthur likes his crew to follow his orders to the letter.” He was thinking now.

“We are engineers and free thinkers all. Innovation and creativity are our stock- in-trade.” The panel started to hum. Gauges and lights came on. The readings showed life support coming back on. I shut down those areas such as Engineering that had known fires or hull breaches.

“There you go commander, life support restored. For now.”
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Chapter 7

I headed for Engineering, leaving crewman Itoi to monitor life support. We had to get the fires out and Engineering under control. Traveling by access tube again we headed aft. Smoke and ash were billowing down the tube. It was getting too thick to see.

“Jacobs, Ellery, it’s getting too hot, we need to take the next starboard hatch up ahead.”

They both signaled that they received me. Through the smoke, I could see a port side hatchway. Trying the hatch, we found it unlocked. As soon as we exited the tube, I saw that we were in the firefighting bunker room. Thank the space gods! I could see racks of bunker gear and air tanks on the walls.

“The Engineering compartment is very close. Our suits can handle the heat from a fire only up to 1200 degrees. If the heat warnings go off on your suit, get out! This is the bunker room. Suit up. Make sure your air tank is full and if possible grab an extra. With that, I suited up too.

We opened the compartment door and went out into a smoke filled corridor. Engineering was to starboard. Movement and flames could be seen through the door.

One of the Happy’s crew saw us and ran over. “Are we glad to see you!”

I had to yell to be heard, “What is the progress with the fire? Have you gotten it under control?”

“Um, that’s your job. We have been spraying water on the fire, but nothing seems to work. With you here, we will get our people to safety.” He took off grabbing the other crew members.

Civilians! Damn it this is going to be rough. The main room of Engineering was somewhat clear of debris. Hot smoke was rolling above the deck.

“We need to get the decks in here cooled down. All this hot smoke could cause a flashover, and we will never get it under control. Activate the foam systems, if you can, in all compartments. Jacobs grab those fire hoses they were using and soak down everything as we move forward. We need at least an inch on all the decks to cool them down.” Following my instruction, the crewman grabbed a fire hose. I told Ellery to go back to the fire room and get as many foam sprayers as she could find. Checking the readouts on the consoles, I could see that all of Engineering was engulfed. So far there was no sign of Midshipman Bartleby and his team. I hope that they didn’t get trapped.

Ellery returned with the sprayers. I motioned her closer, so I didn’t have to yell. “We need to start a boundary system here. That door,” pointing to the engine access door, “needs to be closed or anything we do is for naught.”

With Jacobs spraying us, we got to the door and manually closed it.

“Spray the door to help cool this side, then follow us. The hatch is designed to be fireproof. It should hold for a little while. This room is now the warm zone. If you get overwhelmed, this room is our last line of defense.” They followed me as I entered the rooms surrounding the engine spaces.

The first room was easy. The foam system had done its job here.

“This is the start of our boundary. This room can reignite at any time. Keep a close eye on all cable accesses or portals. Jacobs soak it all down.” I heard yelling, it was coming from behind me. Looking back, I saw Bartleby and his crew. Maybe there is a space god.

“Ma’am, we got trapped by the fire. When the suppression system kicked on, we were able to get out.” All three of them looked tired.

“That main room is the warm zone, we need to keep it that way. Station one crewman in it to spray the walls and hatches with water. Send another back up the access tubes to the XO. Tell them we need firefighting help if possible. Then come with us, we have established a boundary, and we need to keep it.” He turned and gave orders.

We might have a chance here if we can just get on top of it. Now we could open the next door. Smoke billowed out. The room was engulfed in flame. This was the plasma control room and the start of this mess. Using the handheld sprayers, we began pushing the fire back. I spotted the cut off valve for the plasma array. A War Shot had penetrated the bulkhead and punched a hole through the automatic system. The manual controls looked intact.

I yelled at Midshipman Bartleby. “Get over here! You look stronger than me, try pumping this lever. These old systems work, they just need more muscle than I have!” The hydraulic pump was working. The plasma fire in this room was going out.

Jacobs was at his hoses end, so I sent him back to the warm zone to help out. This room was open to space, so regular fires were not a problem. The hatch to the engine room was melted, welding it shut. The metal bulkhead had actually buckled with the heat. We needed to backtrack.

Sealing the pressure doors behind us, we entered the main room.

“Ellery, switch with Jacobs. Jacobs I need for you to go and relieve crewman Itoi back on life support. Have him report here. Everyone else take five.” I bent over the main control panels looking at the damage. If we could repair it, we might be able to stop the engine fire. “Bartleby, when you have rested take a look at this controller and see if you and your team can fix it.”

I was getting tired. The tube hatch slid open, and one of my people stepped out, followed by the XO and several marines. Finally, some help.

“Status Lieutenant?” he said. My team must have been a sight in our flame and heat scorched suits.

“Using the ’box method,’ we have established a boundary zone around the fire. This room is our warm zone. The port compartment has been cleared. The plasma control room is open to space and plasma is controlled. Pressure doors are closed to keep in life support. My team is taking a short break then we are moving on to the starboard side.”

“Rest a moment Lieutenant. Your team has worked wonders so far.” I thanked him and leaned against the console.

“Commander, if we can get the engine vents open we can put the fire out. If we can repair the controls here, then we can open them.”

“Say you can’t, what then.” he asked.

“Two options then, sir. Have someone EVA and open them manually from the outside is one option. The other is to abandon ship, sir.”

“Abandon, no we can’t do that just yet. We still need answers. Fix the controls. I have Marines and am not afraid to use them. If we have to, they can get that vent open for you.”

We didn’t need the Marines. My team did their jobs the right way.
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Chapter 8

Great flaming meatballs I was tired. Fighting that fire took over six hours of my life that I can’t get back. Rather than returning to the boat bay, I decided to stay here in Engineering. Midshipman Bartleby and two crewmen were dismantling the engine control circuits. While we were here, it was both a teaching experience and a repair moment. We had closed the engine vents and restored life support to the engine room. The engine itself was a total loss. Maybe someone could use it for parts, but it was pretty crispy. The Happy actually had two backup generators, one that had to have been on the Apollo missions it was so old. I had not even seen one like it at Sam’s before. The other was brand new. The new generator had the words ‘Property of EOS Oneders’ stenciled on its base. Now that we had comms back with our ship I told Wilson to run a search on that name.

I was staring at a circuit diagram when the hatch opened, and the shouting began.

“LEE, WHAT IN THE COCKAMAMIE HELL DID YOU DO TO MY SHIPS!” Commander Arthur was here. His face inflamed and scowling he resumed his tirade against me. “YOU SORRY EXCUSE FOR AN ENGINEER WHAT SORT OF JERRY-RIGGED-CRAP HAVE YOU DONE NOW!”

I calmly replied to the commander. “Sir, those connections were needed to…” He never let me finish. He began to berate me. “No excuses Lee! What is this I hear about Ensign Porter? You will drop those charges now. You are the worst officer and engineer I have ever seen. Sergeant?” A small squad of marines came forward. “Arrest this good-for-nothing... Officer.” The Marines approached me and roughly grabbed my arms, putting handcuffs on me.

“BELAY THAT ORDER!”

The XO, Commander Wang strode into the room. “What is the meaning of this!” Wang demanded.

The Marine sergeant was the first to answer. “Sir, we were to arrest Lieutenant Lee on the orders of Chief Engineer Arthur.”

“On what charges?” The XO asked.

Turning to Commander Arthur, the XO smiled and said, “so you finally decided to come over here and take the credit. How many officers did you bring with you?” Commander Arthur had a shocked look on his face. “Sergeant, how many officers did this man bring with him?”

The Marine seeing the writing on the wall answered quickly. “Sir, he brought all but two of his officers.”

“Where did he leave them? I don’t see them here.”

“Sir, two officers took control of the life support system. Another two started dismantling something in the boat bay. The last two should be around here somewhere, sir.”

“Well Sergeant, release the Lieutenant and go round up those missing officers, please. Including the ones in life support. Bring them all to the boat bay. The final two are already entertaining some of your brethren. Thank you, Sergeant.” The sergeant and his men hurried out of Engineering.

“So Commander Arthur, what to do with you. Why don’t you come with me please?” The XO motioned to the door.

“Sir, she needs to be dealt with because of the mess she made of the shuttle and pinnace, alone! We may need a shipyard to repair what she did. She shouldn’t even be an engineer.”

“Commander Arthur, I am ordering you to follow me to the boat bay. Are you refusing a direct order?” The engineer shook his head no.

“Then come with me. All will be explained. Lieutenant? Finish up with what you were doing and have your crew meet us in the boat bay.”

“Sir? I need to leave one man on life support.”

“Leave Midshipman Bartleby, I think he can handle it.” Commander Arthur visibly started.

“Midshipman? That man is no Midshipman! What nonsense is this, sir?” Arthur was now waving his hands and getting red-faced again.

With a sigh, the XO pointed toward the fore of the ship. “Boat Bay Commander, NOW!” Arthur and the XO left, the engineer was still arguing with the commander.

“You heard the commander, wrap it up. It looks like you might keep that rank Bartleby.” I smiled at my team as they kicked it into gear and closed up all the consoles.

Off to the boat bay. I whistled a faint tune that had to do with hills and woods. My team rolled their eyes at me.

Reaching the boat bay, we slid into the back and stood along the wall. Most of the rescue group was already here. Commander Arthur’s officers stood under light guard near the temporary hospital. Most of the civilians had already been evacuated to the James Cook. Commander Wang stood in front of the small crowd.

“If I may have your attention please.” The room quieted. “Thank you. We will be towing the Happy back to New Reno. Everyone should prepare for extraction in one hour. Our Captain wanted me to relay his thanks for all of our hard work. Be assured that you will be rewarded for it. Now let’s get ready to go home.” Everyone got to work breaking down the hospital and stacking equipment.

I caught the XO’s attention. “Sir, we found two auxiliary generators, so we can disconnect the shuttle and pinnace from life support. Something funny about one of them though.”

“How so, Athena?” Wow, he used my first name. I giggled in my head.

“It has writing on it saying that it was the Property of the EOS Oneders. I checked, and that ship disappeared on a routine patrol last year. The other one is interesting too. I have never seen such an old model, how did they get on board?”

Nodding the XO agreed with me. “I too have noticed some inconsistencies with this ship. The Gilmore G. as well. You will have to fill out your AAR and get with me later.”

“Sir, about Commander Arthur? Is he in trouble because of my actions, sir?” I asked while glancing at the now sweating Chief Engineer.

“Don’t worry about him, Athena. Just get your team ready to leave.” He walked over to the marines.

My team disconnected our ship from the Happy’s life support system and reconnected it to the backup generators. We then boarded the shuttles and returned to the James Cook.
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Chapter 9

Stirring an ant hill with a stick is the only comparison that I can think of for the events that transpired upon our return to the James Cook. Organized chaos reigned all around us. Too many inconsistencies with the two ships and odd occurrences with the survivors. My link pinged that there was a Captain’s Conference at 0900 hours. I had orders to be present. Great. More fun. Leaving the shuttle, I made sure that my engineering team had gotten back in one piece. I assigned Midshipman Bartleby to stow all of our equipment in its proper location. Excluding their regular duties, I informed my now former team to take the rest of the day off. They’d earned it.

When my personal pain-in-the-ass alarm went off at 0700 with Wilson playing weird music singing ‘about doing something.’ I was grouchy, to say the least. The day before had been a very long day. I cleaned up, how I got bits of ash in my hair while inside my suit I will never know. Space Pixies or something.

“Space Pixies! Athena, you need to call Geraldo about that, he loves pixies.” Wilson was in rare form today.

“Geraldo? What’s a Geraldo? Wilson, what are you blathering on about?” He was starting to get annoying. He needs a project.

Dressed in my best and only clean uniform, I proceeded to the Captain’s Conference Room. The two armed marines at the hatch stepped aside at my entrance to reveal the Captain seated inside. Captain Gorshin was an enigma to me. The rarely seen captain had a well-known history both with the former PPL Navy and the current EOM. We had only met just the one time when I first reported aboard the ship. Entering the conference room, I saw all the top ranked officers on the ship. Other than the stewards, I was the lowest ranking officer in the room.

“Nice of you to join us, Lieutenant Lee.” I jumped in surprise. Commander Wang was standing behind me.

“Find a seat, somewhere near the front. This conference is about the intelligence that was found on those two ships.”

“Lots of juicy stuff in the data banks about what they found over there Athena. Interested?” Wilson was enjoying himself.

“NO! Shut up! I need to listen.” My comment to Wilson was just a bit loud. The commanders sitting beside me must have heard me because they started looking at me funny. Great, talking to myself, now everyone will think I am insane.

Captain Gorshin brought the room to attention. “Be seated people. This will be a round table discussion concerning yesterday’s events on board the Happy, and the Gilmore G. We will start with a report from Commander Wang. Commander?”

“I wanted to begin with commendations for our rescue personnel. When we boarded the Happy life support was at 18% and falling, only quick decisions by the engineering team led by Lieutenant Lee halted that decline. Our med team braved the fire quite literally and saved many lives in disregard for their own. Commendations are being placed in your records.” He glanced in my direction. “Discoveries by the engineering team led to further areas by our intelligence group. These ships were not the victims of pirates as we previously believed.”

“They are the pirates!”

The officers in the room began to murmur to themselves. “Quiet down, please. Our marine team, along with intelligence, helped to secure the gunship: The Gilmore G was a hostile boarding. When the crew on board saw Marines, not the expected med personnel, they attacked with small weapons fire trying to escape. While not our intent we took the ship by force. A data dump of their computers showed falsified reports and evidence of pirate activities. The ships were owned by two brothers, Jervis and Morris Tetch. They were on the bridge of the Happy and were killed during the attack. The rest of the crew shows up in our files as having criminal records. Our engineering team on the Happy found equipment on board that came from at least one navy ship, the EOH Oneders. That ship was reported missing two years ago in sector 10. Have Intelligence personnel begun interrogations of the crew? Captain?” Sighing Commander Wang then sat back down, nodding to the Captain.

The now stern-faced Captain looked in my direction “Lieutenant Lee? Can you discuss the damages to the Happy please?”

Like a deer in the headlights, I was caught with my finger in my ear. Oops. “Yes, sir. The damage to the Happy was caused by War Shot. Either early Earth tech lasers or later pre-war colony copies. Some of the shots were direct hits on both the bridge and Engineering. Opened to space, everyone on the bridge was killed instantly; only a few even had on skin suits. In Engineering hits damaged life support and severed a plasma line. Leaking plasma started a fire that spread to the engine room. Little or no maintenance by the Happy’s crew allowed the fire to engulf the engine area without any of the fire suppression systems kicking in. By the time we got there, the crew was spraying water on a plasma fire. Surprisingly no one was killed. They didn’t think to deploy the foam system. The engine is a total loss. Life support is currently running on an auxiliary generator.”

“Lieutenant, how did you repair the life support system? Commander Wang said that you did something non-standard.”

My face began to get a little red. “Sir, I cross connected the conduits to our shuttle craft and rebooted the system. Essentially our ship was the life support system, and the freighter was the pump.”

“That is something that I have NEVER heard of doing, in both the navies that I served. How is that you thought of it on the fly like you did?”

“Sir, I had used a similar set-up on Firefly station when life support failed due to a bad connection.” Not that I’m going to mention that I had been the one who connected something wrong and almost killed myself.

“If it’s stupid and works it isn’t stupid, my own father used to say that. Write it up. I will submit it to the fleet for you. That could prove useful in another situation like this one. That brings us to another issue that has come up.”

The Captain turned to the Master-at-Arms. “Commander Arthur our Chief Engineer is under arrest along with most of his officers. The charges range from cowardice to malfeasance. He will face Court Martial proceedings along with several of his officers. That leaves a giant hole in Engineering.” Both the Captain and the XO looked at me. “Lieutenant Lee step forward please.”

Crap. What now? Anxious and very nervous, I stepped forward.

“While you are only a Lieutenant, you are the best engineer we have. I would like you to take over Engineering on a temporary basis, just until a replacement can be sent from Fleet HQ. We have already given a ‘battlefield commission’ to one of your crewmen that will stand. He gets to keep the rank. Select one more to help you run the department.”

Without a second thought, I said “Crewman Jacobs sir. He was a huge help on board the Happy. If not him then Ellery, sir.”

“OK, either Commander Todd or I will get with them and see if they want the rank. For now get down to Engineering and get started. Use my name or the XO’s. Send anyone who objects to see me. Understood? Dismissed.”

Wow, I’m in charge. Holy cheese balls! I danced a little jig in the corridor as I exited the meeting.
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Chapter 10

The entire time I’ve been aboard the James Cook Engineering has been the personal fiefdom of Commander Arthur. He ruled our section like a feudal lord. His cronies enjoyed pushing off all of their work onto other crewmen, namely me. I enjoyed the work even though I had lots of extra duties. It was fun to take things apart. Even with the extra duties, I treated it as a learning experience. With the ‘Lord of the Manor’ in jail, it was time to see what the peasants had been up to.

“Wilson?” Silence. “Wilson!”

“Yes, Athena?”

“See if you can get into Commander Arthur’s computer, without alerting security, and find out what he has been doing in Engineering. Please?”

“Yippee, I almost can’t contain my glee.” Such a weirdo, that AI.

Heads barely turned when I entered Engineering. Lt. Commander Heed was supervising the crewmen in the scheduled engine take-down and cleaning.

With a sneer, the commander turned to me. “It’s about time you reported in. Hope you had fun slacking off over on those ships. The Chief left a long list of... chores for you to do. For starters, you can take over here. I have other more important things to do.”

Typical. I kept still and for half a minute just stared at him.

“Well? What are you waiting for? Get to work! I see what the Chief means about you being a waste of space.”

“Commander Heed, the Captain, and the XO have sent me down to take over Engineering. Chief Engineer Arthur has been placed under arrest.”

“You, YOU are in charge? Nonsense, I am the superior officer here!”

His pompous attitude was getting old. “Sir, Commander Wang told me to inform you to report to either him or to the Captain, for your new assignment and orders.”

“We will just have to see about THAT!” The officer stormed out of Engineering slamming the hatch behind him.

The various crewmen all stared at me with big eyes.

“Regardless of what Commander Heed thinks, as of 0900 hours I have been placed in command. We need to get this section shipshape as soon as possible. Both Jacobs and Ellery have accepted a promotion to midshipman, Bartleby gets to keep his rank. Things are going to be different around here, I promise.”

Rubbing my hands together, I turned toward the engine take-down. “Let’s get finished and get to work.”

Lt. Commander Heed and Ensign Parker from night shift were reassigned. Other than being snobby, no actual charges were laid against them. Digging around the former commander’s office was a heavy job. Investigators from security had already been through there, and it was a real mess. They had left instructions to the effect that if I found something ‘hinky,’ to let them know. Checking the master repair list, I found that it had not been completed, except by me in several months. Just what had Arthur and all the other officers been doing all this time? My new midshipmen took to their new jobs like ducks to water. When I exited ‘MY’ new office, small teams were fixing and repairing all the systems and equipment in the bay. Awesome.

Midshipman Jacobs stopped me. “Excuse me, Ma’am?” At my nod, he continued, “I would like to thank you. From all of us, you saved our lives over on the Happy. Then there is all of this.” He made a sweeping motion around the bay. “My promotion, the changes in engineering, all of it.”

“Mr. Jacobs, I was just doing my job. Your promotion was for a job well done. You can thank the Captain for making things a little better for all of us. Ok?”

“Yes, Ma’am. I will,” he beamed up at me.

“Good. So, status?”

“All of the consoles, panels, and conduits have been checked and re-certified. The engine take-down is complete, and teams are working their way through the list of ship repairs from other areas.”

“Excellent Jacobs. Tell your team thank you from me. You have been here longer than me. Any idea how it got this bad?

He scratched his face and glanced at the floor. “When Commander Woody was in charge engineering ran like clockwork. You could eat off the floor it was kept so clean.”

“What happened to him?”

Chuckling at my expression, he replied, “Nothing bad. We had an I.G. Inspection, and the Admiral in charge was so impressed with his work that he transferred him to the flagship. It’s the Navy. That is what happens sometimes.”

“So let me guess. Commander Arthur transferred in, and things went downhill.”

“The commander had been on a light cruiser, the Madoff, I think. He came highly recommended.”

“I’ll ask the XO about it all. Keep to the schedule. If anything urgent comes up and you need me, I will be in a meeting with Commander Wang.” Smiling I proceeded to the bridge.

The Captain and the XO were happy to see me. “Lieutenant, how are things in Engineering?”

“Captain, everything is proceeding smoothly so far. I did have a few questions though.”

At his nod, I continued. “To be blunt sir, did you know how messed up it was down there? I’m sorry If I am out of line, sir.”

“To be honest with you Lieutenant, not until recently. The former commander was a good bullshit artist. He had come highly recommended to me, and I had given him free reign to run his section as he liked.”

“I questioned the crew down there today and got the lowdown.”

“Chief Engineer Woody was a wonder. He deserved the transfer and the promotion that came with it. It seems that the former commander may have been ‘foisted’ off on me to get rid of him. We are checking into that.”

“Sir, that I can easily believe. His office was a mess. The logs show almost no work was getting done. I’m not sure what he or his officers were doing, but it wasn’t working. We found 20 pages of interdepartmental repairs that need doing. My people are working the backlog as we speak. The logs for Engineering are messed up too. We are re-certifying every part and system as we go. Can Security get into his personal logs to see if there is anything that I might not be seeing? I can get in, but you won’t like how.”

The Captain and the XO both glanced at me questioningly. “The security techs are all concentrating on the logs of the pirate ships at the moment. You say that you can get in? How?”

<sigh> “Did either of you sirs read my whole file?” Bracing myself, I thought here it comes.

“Was there mention of my AI in my file? The Navy and Admiral Kane are both aware of it, him.”

“AI? What AI? Wait, you have an AI?” Both officers were sitting up straight reassessing me. The Captain pulled out a tablet obviously skimming through my file.

“Hold on Peter, the Lieutenant is correct. We both missed it. It is in the classified section of her file.” The captain continued to read. “Lieutenant, you may be the solution we have been looking for. The intelligence section has been unable to break into the pirate’s computers. We can get into some of it, but the navigation data is hidden. Can your AI break in?”

In my link, I heard “To infinity..” I had to wince, he was so loud I missed whatever else he said. He then continued “Sure thing Athena working on it now.”

The Captain looked concerned, he had seen my wince. “Everything OK there Lee?”

“Yes, sir. He can be a bit loud sometimes. He is working on it now. This is good as he tends to get bored easily. When that happens, he gets into mischief.” At the XO’s look, I quickly corrected myself. “Nothing bad, not really, sometimes it’s like having an all-knowing 8 yr old in your head. He messes with people and sends reports or vid to authorities, little things like that. He has saved my life more than once now.”

“Ding, ding, ding, we have a winner!”

I leaned over the table, “Captain if I may?” At his nod, I activated the wall screen.
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Chapter 11

Projected up on the screen of the conference room was a map of one of the patrol areas. Plotted lines showed the progress of a ship. Up to a point in space.

Activating the speaker, I asked. “Wilson, why does the map end in uncharted space? Is that all that was on there?”

Wilson’s voice held a touch of a twangy accent that I had heard at the Capital planet, Texas. Uh oh, he was role-playing again. “Your thirst for...”

I cut him off. “Wilson cut the BS and tell us please.”

His voice changed to a youthful sounding one. “You really are no fun. The information that you want is not on the computer. They never entered it and wiped flight logs regularly. There is mention in one of the owner’s daily logs about a ‘lost colony’ and profit. That point in space is really far out for a lost colony though. There are no historical records of any kind that point to that area of space as having any early colonies.”

“Find anything else in there?”

“Sure lots of things. Records of ships that they took, contacts on planets, banking information; lots of things. One of the owners was a Lothario and taped his encounters. Athena, are you as flexible as some of...” I stopped him right there and turned off the speaker. My face was now bright red.

The men were very obviously trying not to laugh at me.

“That is how Wilson can be.” I said “He did send those records he found to the intelligence team, including the dirty movies. He’s right about the colony though. I have been researching the Ghost Ships of Terra for a while. All the early ships had early model fighter’s attached to them.”

“Those old stories? Those are space tales. Ghost stories to scare new spacers.”

“I’m not so sure about that sir. I have a friend back on New Reno. He was a pilot on one of the last colony ships to leave Earth. He may know about lost ships in this area.” The Captain, nodding his head, turning to regard me.

“I take it you know Sam then? He doesn’t tell his story to many.”

The XO looked back and forth between us. “Uh, there is a colony ship pilot still alive? How is that even possible?” Wang’s jaw was hanging so wide it was about to fall off.

“You would have to ask him yourself XO. It’s not a huge secret, but Sam value’s his privacy. I’m surprised he spoke to you about it, Lieutenant.”

“Sir, I needed a couple of power sources that I couldn’t build myself for a project I was working on. He has a couple of original Starfuries in his warehouse. The backup weapon system power supplies were the right size. We got to talking about ships, and it just came up. The Starfury fighter was equipped with War Shot. Only the early first or second wave of colony ships had those particular fighters.”

“Ah, yes, I have heard from Commander Todd about those quarters of yours. I didn’t believe him at the time, but you will have to show us sometime. We will let intelligence research the fighter issue.”

“Is this something that I should know?” The XO looked at me.

The Captain answered for me. “She has a maintenance shop set up inside her cabin.” He looked at me appraisingly. “Do you get any sleep at all?”

“I like to stay busy.”

Checking the time, the Captain turned to me and said “We all need to get back to work. Keep us informed on repairs, Lee. Good work. Dismissed.”

As I walked back to Engineering, I talked to Wilson. “Did you research Sam’s background for me?”

“Yes Athena, I did. He has been careful. Little or no computer records about his history. If we had access to Earth, yes. But no one has that. The local government is aware of him and his origins. There are rumors of other pilots but nothing definite. He has owned his business since the New Reno was built 75 years ago. He’s telling the truth, at least about his age.”

“Remind me to touch base with him about our pirates. He may know something about a colony ship way out here.” Wilson signaled his agreement.

Returning to Engineering, I found a cluster of security troops along with intelligence boxing up Commander Arthur’s things. Seeing me, Midshipman Ellery walked over.

“Ma’am, doing inventory we discovered a hidden area behind the storage racks. When we removed the wall section, we uncovered an illegal alcohol still and several crates that look like drugs. I informed the security officer of our discovery. He requested verifying vid to exonerate us. We gave them everything that they asked for.”

“Good job, Ellery. Just one more nail in their coffins. Did you inform the captain or the XO?” She shook her head no. “Don’t worry I will take care of that for you. So, where are we on the repair list?”
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Chapter 12

Engineering was finally working like a well-oiled machine. Without the snobby and overbearing Chief Engineer, the crew was much more friendly and sociable. The backlog of repair requests was down to reasonable levels due to my people’s hard work. I finally found some time to work on my own projects. The power supply fits in my droid. I dismantled the other unit with the intent of copying the design. My link chimed at me. The XO needed to see me in conference room one as soon as possible.

The conference room was full when I arrived. The meeting had already started. The navigation and intelligence officers were staring at a galactic map on the screen and arguing about something. Everyone else was bent down, the table strewn with hard copy reports and star maps, trying to hear what the Captain was saying. The sound of the door opening made the Captain look up and see me.

“Good. Lieutenant Lee, join us, please. Lieutenant Morgan, slide over so Lee can sit down.” I sat down at the table next to the captain. “Morgan here is our pirate expert from the intelligence group on New Reno.”

The lanky looking junior officer was eying me with confusion. Most likely wondering why an engineering lieutenant would be invited to this meeting.

“Lieutenant Lee is our acting-Chief Engineer.” This elicited a very surprised look on Morgan’s face. “It was her AI that broke the code on the Gilmore G’s computer. Athena, were you able to finish that research that you told me about on the colony ships?”

Captain Gorshin obviously, didn’t want me to mention Sam to the intelligence lieutenant. “Yes, sir. There are no records of any scout or colony ship ever exploring this region of space. Several of the really early ones were headed in this direction when they were lost. There is no historical record of anyone finding or seeing wreckage from an Earth ship out here. However, that power generator we found came from a first wave ship. Only one other like it is known to exist out here, it’s in the Colonization Museum on New Earth.”

“So maybe these pirates found a Ghost ship and bit off more than they could chew? Is that what we are thinking?” The lack of answers was frustrating the Captain, the strain of it showed on his face. He sat forward and rubbed his eyes. “Here is what we are going to do. Commander Freeman?” One of the officers debating the star map came over to the table. “Commander, start plotting a course that follows what we have from the pirate data. They left a trail of breadcrumbs, let’s follow it. Get with Commander Dunne, he should know about potential trouble spots. We need to find this colony or wreckage. Lieutenant Lee, start putting a team together. Whatever we find, we will need tech help. I need an expert, and you’re what I’ve got at the moment. Dismissed.”

Back in Engineering, I studied the list of repairs that my team was doing. My people had done a week’s worth of repair in just two days! Amazing. A sudden thought came to me, and I pulled up the training schedule for Engineering. After thoroughly reading, I decided that we all needed a refresher and some more training. I sent a note to Commander Todd, the training officer.

The next day we started a revised training program. There was a strong chance that this ship would take part in a battle soon. My people were not at all ready for that. Our recent rescue demonstrated that while they could think on their feet, the engineering staff lacked basic shipboard rescue and repair skills. With help from the quartermaster, we cleared a section of the hold and began training.

Setting a fire in a closed, oxygenated space is never a good idea. We used shipboard simulations in a mocked up hallway and engine spaces. Building the mock-up was fun for everyone. We got to use our engineering skills to fashion halls, walkways, and rooms using cargo containers and some of the packaged cargo. The program was quick and dirty, but it helped to get the main points across. Space combat is dangerous, people can die. Hearing about our efforts, many of the other departments sent observers. The Captain himself even came to see the training exercises.

Standing on a catwalk, mounted to the cell guides in the hold, I was observing my crew in action. They were clearing debris and trying to rescue trapped crew members. Dry ice simulated the effects of smoke and fire. All my people were in full gear; skin suits complete with full pressure suits and bunker gear. This was to give them the feeling of realism and for them to adjust to the weight. I was making notes on my tablet when I turned and saw that the Captain was standing there! I jumped to attention.

“At ease Lieutenant. Finish what you were doing.” I completed my notes and turned back to the captain.

“Sir, how do you like our mock-up?”

“You have done excellent work here Lee. Your group is really shaping up. Of my officers, only about 15% have seen an actual ship to ship combat. Thank you for passing your experiences on.” The Captain grew quiet. After a moment he continued. “I am going to have some of the other departments use your mock up so don’t tear it down yet. I will inform Commander Xavier that his cargo bay will still be needed. Be sure you write up how this was constructed, we may need to do it again.” At that, the captain left the cargo bay.

Following the ‘breadcrumbs’ left by our supposed Pirates, we headed out toward unexplored space the next day. I hoped my team was ready for what the depths of space might throw at us.
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Chapter 13

The first waypoint in our quest was a small resupply post on the edge of claimed space called Clew Reach. Outside of our normal patrol area, it was built as a security outpost in the last war. Renamed Clew Reach it had become a resupply station. Its owner catered to the needs of prospectors, explorers, and scavengers. Rumor was that it was also a pirate base.

The James Cook paused as it reached the outer marker near Clew Reach. Still, out of sight and off their sensors, Captain Gorshin called a meeting.

“Commander Dunne, what do we know about this resupply post?”

“Sir, it was built during the last war, then abandoned. Members of the O’Malley clan led by their matriarch Grace claimed the post. Almost overnight the Clew Reach station was born. It is the only resupply point within two days travel. Since it is outside our government’s area of control, all types of quasi-legal entertainments are available. Gambling, prostitution, drug running, weapons, and some reports of slavery all have been associated with it.”

Captain Gorshin had a surprised look on his face. “Commander, why was I not informed of this ‘place’ when we began our mission here? We were searching for pirates, and they seem to be located here.”

The commander dropped his eyes to the floor. He didn’t want to answer the question.

“Commander? I order you to answer!” Visibly red-faced and mad, the Captain was yelling now. “Answer the question, or I’ll have you up on charges!”

Looking up at the very angry captain, Dunne nodded his head and answered.

“Sir, the reason that Clew Reach was not included in your orders is that the sector Governor has a partnership with Clan O’Malley. In other words, he gets a kickback to provide them with ‘prey’ and paid off to keep the Navy away. Sir, we can’t go after them.” Dunne was pleading now. “We just CAN’T. If we do, it will bring down a political shit-storm. Governor Tweed would destroy all of our careers, he has that much influence.”

Captain Gorshin was still very angry. “The Navy knows about this? Our Navy? This deal with pirates? How deep does this corruption go Commander?”

“Deep Captain, very deep. Intelligence is aware of situations like this one.” The officer glanced around. ”There are spies and informers on most of the ships sir. I am not sure who on this ship.”

Deep in thought, the Captain nodded his head. “OK, we will leave them alone. For now. I need to dig into this, however. Commander Dunne, you WILL be telling me what you know. Let’s solve one mystery at a time, shall we? Commander Freeman, take us to the next way point. This meeting is dismissed. Back to work.”

This Navy that I joined has serious problems. Was this Governor going to try to kill me too? I think that I have a job for Wilson.

Our ship continued to follow the electronic trail left by the suspected pirates. Our sensors showed a lot more ship traffic than had ever been reported out here. The point in space that we had assumed was a rendezvous spot, was in the middle of three distinct solar systems. None of which were on our charts.

Lt. Commander Draper was the ship’s Astrophysics Officer. He was assigned to navigation but was rarely seen. Looking at the three systems, he spoke to the Captain. “Sir, the system on the right is a W class star. It is basically a dying supergiant. The system supports mainly gas planets or those that resemble large moons. This would be a perfect system for bulk mining.” Draper twitched a lot. In some ways, he resembled a rodent. It was hard not to think of him that way.

Twitching some more, the Commander continued “The star on the left is a class B. The planets should be gas giants and silicon-based planets. Life would not be easy in that system. The star in front of us is the big winner. A K-class star. Lots of potential for life bearing planets. The star is similar in strength to the one in Sigma Draconis or at Pollux. This may be the system that we are looking for. Sir, permission to use sensors to log the stars for future study?” He was now rubbing his hands in delight.

“Permission granted Lt. Commander. You are dismissed.” After Draper had left the captain commented: “that is a very unusual young Commander.”

Commander Freeman chuckled. “He almost never comes out of his tiny lab in navigation. He’s brilliant but not a very sociable person.”

“OK, we have our target. Commander Freeman, take us toward the K star.”

“Yes, Captain. Right away, Sir.”

“GENERAL QUARTERS GENERAL QUARTERS”

“ALL HANDS TO BATTLE STATIONS, ALL HANDS TO BATTLE STATIONS.”

“THIS IS NOT A DRILL” began to echo throughout the ship. The crew scrambled into skin suits and moved to their stations. Armed Marine guards were now stationed at all major access points in the ship. Marine gunners now assumed control of all the ship’s weapons systems.

My request to the captain to return to Engineering was denied. Captain Gorshin felt that my research into early spacecraft and colony ships would give him insight if it came to battle. I left Midshipman Bartleby in charge.

As we entered the system, we detected a battle already in progress.
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Chapter 14

The system was smaller than most, three planets and an asteroid field. Two planets were gas giants, it was the third that held the promise of life-giving atmosphere. Strong electronic emissions were coming from that planet. Scans showed a moderate to advanced civilization on the planet. In orbit were several rough-looking space stations and shipyards. The area around the planet was a battlefield filled with the floating remains of burnt and battered ships.

“Status Commander Wang?” Our captain was in full combat mode.

“Sir, scans have identified two groups of combatants. What appears to be local defensive forces and a mixed fleet of aggressors.”

“Commander Wang, what is the makeup of the aggressor fleet? What kind of ships are we up against?”

“Sir, intelligence has identified a half dozen freighter’s, one Banzai class destroyer, one Ibuki class light cruiser, and a Charger class carrier.”

With fierce concentration, the Captain asked “XO, what do we know about the carrier? That class is not familiar to me.”

“Sir, intelligence reports that the carrier is a former AA support ship. It is based on a civilian spaceliner design. Only four of the class were built. Original armament was defensive only. It can hold up to 30 fighters.”

The captain now had his eyes closed and was clearly concentrating on something. Without looking up, the Captain asked “what about the defenders? What are we looking at?”

“The defenders appear to be strictly using fighters. Starfuries with War Shot. Several larger ships are in that makeshift shipyard but have not launched. The defense platforms are also equipped with War Shot, and with what appears to be tactical nuke missiles.”

The Captain glanced in my direction and saw me studying the scan data. “Lieutenant, see something that could help?”

“Maybe sir, the carrier only has point defense, and the fighters all look like short range surplus: Sky Sharks, Red Falcons, and Fuglies. Take out the carrier first. Those fighters will run out of fuel fast sir. Unless they changed it, the Banzai class has very light armor around its engines. The Ibuki is the problem. It has those turrets fore and aft. Plus it carries fighters.”

“Very good Lee, we will make a tactician out of you yet. I Captained an Ibuki in the war, the Hosho. It is a tough class of ship. Triangular in shape with thick armor on all sides. The only vulnerable spots are the hanger deck aft and flight control surfaces. I wonder which one she was?” Captain Gorshin studied the scan for a moment. “What about the planetary forces?”

“Sir, those Starfuries look like the first model ones. I got to take apart one of those not too long ago. They are high powered and lethal. Aim for the pilot, take him out first.” The Captain turned and looked at me with sharp eyes.

“A little bloodthirsty Lee, that’s not like you.”

“No sir, it’s practical. The early Starfuries have a backup generator located under the pilot’s seat. Even if you disable the ship, the weapons can still be fired by the pilot.”

“Ah, sir?” The young Lieutenant had a question.

“Yes, William?”

“May I ask what a Fuglie is?” I had to chuckle at that.

“Lieutenant, a Fuglie is what is generally called a ‘scratch built’ ship. It is not uncommon out here to take the wreckage of several ships and build one. They are flying scrap heaps. Don’t discount them though. Each ship is unique, only the pilot knows what it is armed with until it fires. Watch each one carefully. Communications, start broadcasting who we are to the colony forces, get with intelligence and find their frequencies. Let those people know who we are. Those ships are old, but they can still kill us!” The Captain pulled up his control console and hit the intercom button.

“Attention, this is the Captain. We are about to thrust ourselves into a battle, not of our making. This Navy was founded to protect the Empire of Man. We fight pirates and other forces to do our duty. We are going to do our damnedest to prevent the destruction of this colony by pirates or raiders. Follow your orders and trust your training.” Turning the intercom off, the Captain turned back to the bridge. “OK, set emergency stations. Fire control teams to your positions. Let’s go. Attack!”

In my head, I heard Wilson muttering “... ride for ruin… red dawn..”

“Wilson. Wilson! Pay attention. I need you to activate the repair droid in my quarters and send it to Engineering. Tell it to make repairs as needed. Did you hear me?” As I appeared to be talking to myself, I got several looks from the bridge crew.

“Yes Athena, I heard you. The droid,” he snickered, “is on its way.” I called Midshipman Bartleby and let him know he was getting some help, sort of.

The James Cook was going to war.

[image: ]


Chapter 15

The pirate fleet was attacking the ‘lost’ colony world. The pirate light carrier Boadicea was monitoring the battle from a rearward position. The resupply freighters surrounded the ship. So far the battle was going well. This was a prime target; a rich world that no one knew about.

Captain Amlodi watched the battle monitors with glee. The prize money from this world would set him up for life. As a captain, he had first pick of the slaves. He had an asteroid all picked out for his new home. His console beeping roused him from his dreams of an empire. “WHAT!” He yelled at the bridge crew.

“Captain, sensors are picking up a ship closing with us from behind the fleet.” The lieutenant was very nervous as the commander had been known to shoot bearers of bad news.

“That should be one of the resupply freighters coming back from Clew Reach, don’t worry about it.”

“Uh, sir, it’s too big to be one of our ships, and our sensors are being jammed, sir.”

“What! Raka, transfer your readings to me you idiot, that’s impossible. No one knows we are here.” Amlodi checked the scan data. “That’s a Navy heavy cruiser! What the Hell is it doing way out here? Sound battle stations!”

At that moment the James Cook launched a spread of five torpedoes at the carrier.

“Incoming torpedoes sir ... impact in 30 seconds.” Lieutenant Raka was in a panic. The Navy wasn’t supposed to be here. “Captain? Orders? Sir, sir. Orders, sir?”

Captain Amlodi was frozen, his dreams were being crushed, for a moment he could hear nothing. Hearing his name woke him from a stupor. He glanced at his scans, and his heart stopped. Then he started yelling.

“Battle stations, point defense, target those torpedoes! Fight the ship, you idiots! Battle stations!”

Amlodi was yelling at deaf ears. These were pirates who had never had to fight in defense of their ship before. Like rats leaving a sinking ship, the crew was running for the life pods as fast as they could. Pirates made lousy gunners. They had always just done the bare minimum. Everything else was too much like work.

The ship’s computer was counting down. “Impact in 10 seconds.....9....8....7...6....5...4...3...2..1.”

The countdown was the last thing that Amlodi heard in this life. The torpedoes ran true and hit the carrier amidships. The Boadicea had been taking on supplies. Ammunition and other flammables had been piled in the hangar bay for distribution.

The resulting explosion was like a miniature star.

The bright fusion explosion heralded the James Cook’s entrance into the battle. The Gunners began firing at the scrambling freighters as the James Cook passed by. Most did not stand a chance, the rest scattered in every direction regardless of orders.

On board the Granuaile, the pirate flagship, and cruiser, Kate O’Malley, the pirate ‘Queen,’ stood in shock at the explosion. But only for a moment. “What ship is that?” She watched as the heavy cruiser flew past the freighters, scattering them like a flock of birds.

“Ma’am it’s the EOH James Cook. It just destroyed five of our resupply ships along with the carrier.”

“Commander Alaois, order the fighters away from those colony pricks, have them concentrate fire on the Navy ship.” Her victory had been assured, damn it. What in the five hells was the Navy doing here! If this were a double cross, she would have that Governor’s head on a pike!

“Ma’am, the fighter pilots are reporting they are running out of ammo and fuel.”

She turned and glared at the Commander. “Tell them to run those ships dry if they have to, but fire at that cruiser! Dying in space will be a mercy from what I will do to them if they don’t follow my fecking orders!” She softened her voice. “We can resupply a few of them. Launch the Queen’s Squadron. When the bay is empty, take aboard the worst of the lot then get them back out there.”

The heavy cruiser’s course was obvious. It was headed straight for those fecking colonists. When the Tetch brothers had found this world, she almost could not believe it. The Ghost ships were fairy tales to tell to children. Who could believe that they were real? Finding a non-aligned world out here with no real protection was just money in the bank. She had initially tried subterfuge and had approached them with open arms. Those idiot Tetch’s had screwed that up. What kind of idiot kidnaps a girl from a negotiation meeting? A really stupid pirate that’s who. Those two idiots barely escaped with their lives. Now the fecking Navy was involved.

The pirate ‘Queen’ checked her navigation plot. “Alaois, tell Dafydd to use his destroyer to support the fighters, but to NOT, and I mean NOT, go toe-to-toe with the cruiser. When their tanks are dry, have him tow what he can back to us. Send orders to the Queen’s Squadron. Attack targets of opportunity. It’s them or us. Tell them to hit that shipyard and start in on the platforms.” She looked over at her navigation station. “How many of the freighters are still with us? See if you can call back the ones that scattered. We have to have those supplies. What a cluster-feck this attack has been. Feck!” With that, the ‘Queen’ stormed off the bridge.

Back in her cabin Kate O’Malley was breaking things in anger. About to throw another trophy at the wall, she had a thought. If Governor Tweed was not behind this attack, did he know about it? She mashed her hand down on the intercom system. “Communications? Pick the fastest freighter we have left and send them to New Reno. I have a message for our friend the Governor.”
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Chapter 16

The pirate carrier’s explosion heralded the James Cook’s attack on the Clew Reach pirates. The heavy cruiser swooped in like the angel of death, destroying pirate freighters and fighters in its wake.

On the bridge, the echoes of cheers were still sounding. Lieutenant Hudson’s torpedo men had scored direct hits on the light carrier, completely destroying it. Bursting through the covey of freighters our ship with its side gunners had destroyed at least five, and damaging much more. The main conflict area was still ahead of us.

“Communications? Have you gotten through to the colony yet?” The Captain still had his game face on and was short with everyone.

“Yes, sir. We have, but they don’t believe us. The pirates tried this trick already they said.”

Damn all pirates to hell. “Link your broadcast to my station. Audio and vid please.” The captain looked straight ahead at the main screen. “This is Captain Frank Gorshin of the Empire of Humanity ship James Cook to any colony representative. Our assignment is to represent the Empire and protect its colony worlds. We intercepted two pirate ships in our closest system. We backtracked their navigation data to your location here. We have destroyed the pirate carrier. It is my request to have you either help us to defeat the pirates or retreat to your world. We can settle who is who after the battle. But pick a side. I have no desire to attack your ships. James Cook, clear.”

The intelligence officer spoke up. “Captain the pirate fighters have turned away from the colony ships and are on an attack vector toward us now. A squadron of Stuka IV’s just launched from the cruiser and are flying CAP.”

“Lieutenant Hudson, get the point defense ready and repel those fighters. Navigation, head for a position between the colony and the pirates.”

The main screen lit up with the face of a middle age man wearing an old-fashioned suit and tie. “This is Bishop Heratio Beck the spiritual and temporal leader of Beck’s Refuge to the ship claiming to be from the Empire of Humanity. We have witnessed your attack on the pirates and villains who have threatened our world. While we are still suspicious, we will retreat to the planetary stations. If you are an enemy, we will not hesitate to attack you. Beck’s Refuge clear.”

Shaking his head, the Captain turned to the XO. “Status of the pirate ships?”

“Three squadrons of mixed fighters inbound and the destroyer is coming around to attack.”

“Keep point defense concentrated on the fighter’s, main guns, take out that destroyer!”, the Captain roared.

I took that moment to get the Captain’s attention and said “Captain, sir? Can I return to Engineering to organize my people? We are about to take damage, sir.”

“You are right. Dismissed Lee.” He turned back to fighting his ship. I quickly left the bridge and raced to Engineering.

I had just made it to the lift when the ship shuddered from the first attack. Ignoring the lift, I ran to the access tubes between decks. Popping the hatch, I slid down the gravity well to the engineering deck.

My people were doing their jobs. The full shift was here and in action. We had damage control teams suited up and standing by to make repairs. Midshipman Jacobs acknowledged me with a sharp nod and returned to his panel. I caught Ellery’s attention and called her over.

“Midshipman Ellery, I need you to pick three of your best crew and have them suit up and get into the fusion controller room. I had it fully stocked with food and water for three days already.” She gave me a strange look. “It is the safest place on the whole ship. If the worst happens, you can safely get out and be able to save us. Just do it.”

The ship shuddered and jerked. We were starting to take a pounding. I looked around the room. “Did my droid show up?”

Bartleby answered.“Yes, ma’am, it did. It wandered off, and I think it was fine-tuning the engines. How did you make it autonomous?” A distant roar was heard.

“I’ll tell you later, let’s fight this battle first. Damage control teams get moving. That was a hull breach in the starboard section, we’re going to have minor damage both fore and aft.”

The ship shuddered again, violently this time. Alarms started to sound. “Get a team to fusion one, the room is open to vacuum. Get a hull patch in there ASAP! Anyone not in a pressure suit needs to put one on right now!”

“This is the Captain speaking, Good work folks, the fighters are returning to the cruiser. Gunnery crews excellent shooting. We need damage control teams both fore and aft. Med teams to your stations.”

“OK, Jacobs, Bartleby? I need you to take your teams and join damage control. We need to get as many of the hull breaches repaired as fast as we can before the next attack. Get moving.”

The little trash can looking droid was already in action repairing small breaches from the outside of the ship.
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Chapter 17

The battle so far was in our favor. The James Cook had destroyed a carrier, at least five freighters, and over two dozen fighters. The ship had taken some serious hits and was open to space in several areas. The fight was far from over.

“Status reports.” Captain Gorshin was happy, his ship and crew had performed admirably so far.

“Sir, engineering reports that repairs have begun, Lieutenant Lee says that all major repairs will be patched and resealed within two hours. Medical is reporting lightly sustained injuries and five deaths due to decompression. All other systems are normal and functioning within standards. Staff replacements are switching crew around to allow some food and rest. Ammunition levels are at 75%.” The XO wondered how the captain kept from looking as stressed out as he was.

“Good work Peter. What are the pirates doing?”

“The cruiser is just out of our range. It’s called the Granuaile, and is the flagship of Kate O’Malley the selfsame pirate ‘Queen.’ Radio intercept identified her during the battle. They are rotating the fighters in and out of the cruiser for resupply. That destroyer along with the squadron of Stukas is patrolling the perimeter.”

“What about the planet? Any further communication with the colony?”

“No, sir. They have been real quiet. That shipyard of theirs took a real beating. The pirates have left those defense platforms alone. They must be bad news.”

The captain leaned back and closed his eyes. “A good strategy would be to pin the pirates between us and those platforms. If possible, we will do that regardless of whether they are assisting us or not.”

“Captain! We have movement. The enemy is getting into a formation.”

Watching the plot, the Captain and XO saw that the pirates were lining up into a battle wall formation with the cruiser in the middle, the destroyer on one end and the Stukas on the other. The now rearmed fighters surrounded the cruiser.

Hmm, thought the Captain. Someone has been reading some books. “XO, bring us about, I want us facing the cruiser head on. Be sure to keep the colony platform to our stern.” The ship swung around and was now pointing at the pirates. “All stop. They are trying to draw us out. Stay right here.”

The pirate destroyers began to move forward, edging to port, trying to flank us. On the starboard side, the small squad of Stukas was doing the same thing.

“Yes, sir.”

“Good, they are trying to use an ancient Earth Zulu tribal attack formation called ‘the horns of the buffalo.’ The trick is to lure the enemy into attacking head on. When they do the outside of the formation loops around and encircles the attacker. Someone over there is thinking. It won’t work, but it’s a smart move. Have our main guns both fore and aft open fire on the ‘outside’ ships, the Stukas and destroyer. Let point defense take the fighters. We have one chance at this, or we may lose them if they run.”

Watching his plot, the Captain saw the outside attack force begin to circle around. It was at that moment that the James Cook’s weapons began firing.

Lieutenant Hudson fired two full spreads of torpedoes before the main guns opened up on the destroyer and Stuka force. The pirate fighter squadrons began moving forward on attack vectors toward the cruiser. Explosions could be seen on the light cruiser. At least one of the torpedoes struck the light cruiser. It was at that moment when Captain Gorshin knew he had been suckered.

The empty pirate freighters had been hidden behind the light cruiser. They now came into view. The ships were moving at top speed, all on collision courses with the James Cook.

Jumping to his feet, the Captain began yelling “Sound collision alert. Evasive maneuvers, target change, target those freighters. Fire!”

All of the guns swung around and started firing on the now dodging civilian ships. One was hit by laser fire and instantly disintegrated in a large explosion. The pirates were using kamikaze tactics. Shattered debris and chunks of ships battered the ship as they bounced off our shields. All the freighters had been destroyed. It was then that the real attack came.

“Captain, torpedoes closing to port!”

“Helm roll ship to avoid port torpedoes” It was then that the captain saw his mistake. The Stukas. Yelling he said “BELAY THAT ORDER! Roll starboard.”

Slow and sluggish, the ship fought the helm for control as it rolled to starboard to avoid the torpedoes.

“Everyone hold on, we are going to take some hits!”

Two of the torpedoes hit the ship. The first striking the stern just above the engines. The second hit us amidships, punching through to the center of the ship.

Gunnery crews continued to fire killing many of the fighters and damaging the destroyer. The damaged pirate cruiser had changed course and was closing. It seemed that all might be lost, but then the colony opened fire. The flanking defense platforms fired on the remaining pirate fighters. There were few survivors. Starfury squadrons screamed up from the planet below and targeted the wounded cruiser attacking with War Shot. The explosions lit up the night sky. The lightly damaged destroyer reversed its course and boosted for deep space.

None of the colony’s ships had the ‘legs’ to catch it.
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Chapter 18

Engineering was a mess. The torpedo strike above the engines opened our compartment to space. Ensign Johnson, one of our new officers, was sucked out of the breach to her death. Alarms were sounding, and my command and control board was lit up like a starry night.

I saw legs sticking out of a pile of packing crates. Using an antigrav unit, I was able to shift the crates. “Jacobs are you alright?” The midshipman opened his eyes and smiled at me.

“I am now. Thank you, Lieutenant Lee.” The ship shuddered again.

“Let’s find the rest of our team and get to work, we have damage to fix.”

Internal gravity stuttered, and I felt the ship roll to one side as explosions rocked the ship. We managed to find about half of our people alive. The rest would have to wait.

“Jacobs take half the group and head toward the center of the ship. That is where most of the damage occurred. Repair as you go. Main lines first, get the vital systems up.” He took his team and got moving. The training I put them through was paying off. None of my people had a lost look on their faces.

My group stayed in the aft section. Without the engines, we were screwed. I had a stray thought. “Wilson. Wilson are you there?”

“Yes, Athena?”

“Are you still in touch with the droid?”

“I am. It is on the outside of the hull conducting repairs to the weapon system circuits.”

“How the hell did it get out there? Don’t answer that. I don’t have time. Do me a favor and check the internal computer system and reroute if you have to.” He was annoying but could be very helpful.

Working my way back to Engineering I found midshipman Ellery repairing the airtight doors.

“Ellery, good to see you alive. When you get a chance go and let those three out of the fusion control room. We can use their help on repairs.”

“Yes, Ma’am, and thank you.”

“For what Ellery?”

“For believing in us and for the training you gave us.”

“You just needed a push in the right direction that’s all. Now let’s get back to work, we have a ship to fix.” She left to let our people out. It was nice that my backup plan wasn’t needed.

There had not been any explosions for a while, so maybe the battle was over. Internal communications had just been repaired by Jacobs’ group.

Midshipman Bartleby didn’t make it. He had been in the ship’s cafeteria when the torpedo hit. He and a full fifth of the crew had died in the explosion.

My console beeped. It was the Captain. “Yes, sir?”

“Lieutenant Lee, status on repairs?”

“Sir, power to the engines has been restored. Midshipman Jacob’s team just finished with communications and are moving on to life support and the gravity system. Midshipman Ellery’s team is working on patching the larger hull breaches. My team is checking airtight doors and is on fire watch.” Taking a breath, I asked, “Sir, how did the battle go?”

“It was close Lieutenant, very close. At the last minute, the colony intervened and wiped out the pirates. Don’t let me stop you, finish what you were doing. There will be an officers’ meeting at 1000 hours to discuss our next steps. Try to be there.” I told him I would be.

I was able to stand my crew down at 0500 hours to get some rest. The majority of the major repairs had either been completed or were at least patched and holding. This allowed me to return to my quarters and get a short nap before the meeting.

The officers meeting was in the Captain’s Ready Room, just off the bridge. We had lost many of the officers who would have normally attended. The ship was still at general quarters, so the meeting was going to be a quick one.

The Captain called the meeting to order. Many of the officers had a haggard and beaten look about them. Not all had fared well in the battle. “I called everyone here to discuss the after effects of the battle. I have reviewed your status reports. Most of the departments have recovered. Casualties were light for what we had against us. I see the surprise on some faces. The answer is yes, a fifth of the crew is small compared to some battles. In war people die.” He stopped and scanned the room catching everyone’s eyes. “I would like to commend Engineering and Weapons. Without their efforts, we might have lost this one. It was that close. If the colony had not joined the fight, we might not be having this conversation.” I caught his eye. ”Yes, Lieutenant Lee?”

“Sir, what is the status of the colony? Are they talking to us?”

“That is a bit complicated, but yes they are talking. And yes, they are a lost colony from one of the Ghost ships. For now, they are talking to Commander Dunne. They call the colony Beck’s Refuge. Their ship, called the Boston Tea Party, was launched in the first wave of colonization. They claim that a navigation error led them this far out. The colonists were religious and political extremists. Calling themselves Conservatives they were fleeing from the totalitarianism of Earth. From what we know about Earth Gov at that time, they might be telling the truth.” The Captain sighed. “We were right about the Tetch brothers. They stumbled upon the colony and tried to exhort them for supplies and technology. When that failed, they brought in ‘representatives’ from what they said was the government. That plan went south when one of the Tetch brothers attempted to kidnap a young girl and hide her on his ship. They managed to escape but only barely. We know the rest of that story. The attacks began shortly after that. Small at first then the big one we joined. They don’t trust us. Not even a little. Apparently the sentence ‘we are from the government and here to help you’ is a huge curse on this planet.”

There was a knock at the door, and Lieutenant Merlin had a message for the Captain.

“Sir, a courier ship just jumped into the system. It’s IFF says it belongs to Governor Tweed. It’s really fast and should be here within the hour.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant. That just about completes this meeting. One more thing.” The Captain touched a button and vid from outside the ship came on. “Our Marines found this on the outside of the ship. It was doing repairs and acting independently. The Marines claim that it alone saved the ship by repairing the main guns after they were damaged.” The vid showed my little droid moving along repairing things as it went.

Uh oh. Busted. “Captain that belongs to me, it is a prototype of sorts. It got loose during the battle.”

“Lee, it is autonomous, is it not? Later we need to discuss your revolutionary new design. Everyone is dismissed.”

As I walked back to my quarters, Wilson chimed in. He echoed my thoughts at the time, how did the Governor know how to find us? WE didn’t send a courier.
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Chapter 19

The courier had a negotiation team on board and our new orders. We were to proceed to Clew Reach and finish off the pirate threat. The Governor thanked us for destroying the infamous O’Malley pirate clan and told us to make sure they were all gone or in prison. His negotiation team would take over for us in dealing with Beck’s Reach. Since the pirates were gone, he was ‘releasing’ us to go back to our regular patrol. The whole thing was very strange and too hurried. It also left a lot of questions.

The Captain did not forget about our talk. He put it on my schedule and made sure I showed up.

“Lieutenant Lee, thank you for coming. Have a seat.” I sat at the conference table. It was just the two of us. “As promised I would like to talk about this project you have. Is it truly autonomous?”

“Yes, sir. I used a clone of Wilson’s that he dumbed down as its operating matrix. It can take complex orders but really only understands engineering terminology. It will repair until it can’t, then it will shut down. It waits for either more repairs or verbal orders.”

“This is a revolutionary design that I know for a fact the Navy will want the first crack at it. Can you build more?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. I will contact Navy Research, and you can start testing them here on the ship.”

“Thank you, Captain.” I hesitated, “I had a couple of questions about our fleet orders.”

“Just spit it out, Athena. What is it you want to know?”

“More like questions really. How did that courier know where we were? How did the Governor know to put a negotiation team aboard? How did the Governor know the name of the colony to put on the orders? And finally, how did he know about a ‘notorious’ clan of pirates that even we had never heard of?”

The Captain had a thoughtful look on his face. He looked me in the eyes and told me what intelligence had told him.

Oh Crap!

At the very least our next deployment couldn’t possibly be more exciting than this one could. It will be boring by comparison.

The battered Banzai class destroyer was seeking to hide in the shadow lanes of space. Taking time to get the previous wounds fixed that would allow it to return. Kate O’Malley looked at the records from her recent battle. Her face twisted in disgust as she slapped her hand, turning off the video. She looked out her view port and said softly, “Revenge, dear Captain, will be sweet...”

Athena Lee will return in Revolutionary!
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The EOH James Cook was one of the Navy’s newest heavy cruisers. The Nelson class cruiser was heavily armored and armed with multiple torpedoes and powerful laser batteries. The cruiser had formidable point defense and carried a small squadron of elite fighters. We were a fighting ship and proud of it. Our battle record was just beginning. The victory over the O’Malley Clan pirates had put the name of this ship on the lips of everyone in three sectors. That was only overshadowed by our discovery of one of the Ghost ships and the colony it had founded.

As the temporary Chief Engineer I was in charge of the repairs on our ship. The recent battle had damaged several areas that our repair teams were unable to complete themselves. Internally, we were incorporating new bulkhead designs into the repairs that we were doing. Since I had been on the design team for the bulkheads, I knew the ins-and -outs of how they would work. Visually there was little change. Our new orders had directed us to Hong Kong station Alpha and the nearby Fleet Logistics, Equipment,  Acquisitions, and the Science group. Or FLEAS as we called them in the navy. It was here that the navy would evaluate both my hydroponics advancement and the autonomous drones that I created.

Only I called them drones. Everyone else called them droids. Human culture is one that some things just won’t die. Especially certain vids or movies as the ancestors called them.  Wilson simply loved the droids. It gave him a way to move about the ship without anyone the wiser. He still gets into trouble. In some ways it is nice because I can blame the droid and not look like a complete idiot to the crew. A good example of this would be last night.

As I was about to open the door to my quarters, my neighbor, Lt Morgan stopped me. “Athena, I think you may have left an entertainment cube or something on in your quarters. I have been hearing music coming from in there all evening.”

“You have? Hmmm. I don’t remember leaving anything on. I’ll check. Sorry if it disturbed you.” This puzzled me I don’t have an entertainment console in there. I sort of used it for a ‘project’.

“No, no worries Athena. I could just hear the faint music. Have a good rest.” He smiled and continued down the passageway.

Morgan was always flirting with me and hinting at things. He and the other officers all knew about Dar and I. While we were not a ‘couple’, we were still dating but keeping things very light. They respected that fact enough not to push. Speaking of Dar, she was the reason I was getting home so late. The Marine Lieutenant had taken over my training in hand-to-hand combat, weapons, and tactics. As my training officer she he had a free license to beat me up on a regular basis. We were using the training that my family had given me as a foundation, Dar was improving my skills. I was an engineer not a marine so our skill sets were different. I focused on defense and evasion. My recent experiences with assassins and bounty hunters had shown me that Tai Chi was not going to be enough.

In my childhood I had learned Krav Maga and Muay Thai. The navy teaches a basic course at the academy that is a combination of boxing, karate, and Krav Maga. I had excelled at that. Fifteen years alone had boosted my Tai Chi, but not my defensive forms. That was my major problem. Dar was trained in Krav Maga, Muy Thai kick boxing, T’ai chi ch’uan, and some others that I could not even begin to pronounce much less understand. It was the T’ai chi ch’uan that we were concentrating upon. This was a martial arts form of my more familiar Tai Chi. Dar had been trained in the Yang style which was the easiest of the five major styles. This while complicated was easier for me to understand, it gave me a good workout. I was used to Tai Chi being slow and meditative, this was fast and aggressive. At least the ship has good doctors, we may need them.

As I keyed in my room code I could  hear the music. There was a rhythmic thumping emanating from my quarters. As the door opened I was greeted by flashing red lights and waves of color and sound.  “Wilson! Wilson! What in the hell are you doing in here!” I yelled at him. Wilson was in my head, as he was a computer AI. Me just yelling made me feel more effective. Moving across the floor  doing a bump and grind, were my two prototype droids. Wilson had set up disco lights using parts and equipment he found here and there.

“Hey, is that my new control panel for engineering? We have been looking all over for that thing! “ The panel in question had become a strobe light and was painting the room with red and white flashes. Now the droids were spinning in circles to the music and waving their repair arms in the air. I reached over the panel of lights and threw the main power switch. Everything died. Even the emergency lights, they had been subverted and were now spotlights. Using the flashlight that I keep by the door I lit up the room. The droids had stopped moving and were now ‘watching’ me. “Wilson, get out of those droids and talk to me, right now!”

“You know that you are no fun right?” Wilson was back in my head.

“What the hell Wilson? Disco in my quarters?” This was not the first time he had done this. “I don’t care if you listen to music or whatever it is you are doing…. “, but please don’t take parts and equipment from engineering. I had my crew searching every trash compacter on the ship looking for that panel.” I pointed at the now dark control panel. “Do you know what the inside of a trash compacter  looks like?” I shined my light into the mirror so he could see out my eyes. “If you ever, and I mean EVER steal a component from engineering again, I will lock you in a box and toss you into one of those! UNDERSTAND!”

“Yes, Athena. Sorry.” He was using his little boy voice.

He just makes me feel bad when he did this. Not falling for it this time. “Wilson, use a bigger voice please. Next time, let me know when you are doing this. I can just stay in my office or something. Now clean it up.” Shaking my head I threw the switch bringing back the flashing lights. The droids powered back up and started dancing again.  I turned and opened my door and went back to engineering.
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“I insist that you do something about that child!” Camilla Blackmore was a mean spirited woman. She was on her fourth husband. Number three dropped dead at the grocery store surrounded by innocent people. If she was killing them, they were the perfect murders.

“What has Aggy done now?”

“What hasn’t she done! That child is menace! Have you noticed the squirrels lately? Whatever she did to them was on a genetic level. They are breeding like that. Changing nature is against the rules Marcella. You, yourself, should know that.”

“Camilla calm yourself. She transmuted the squirrels when she was barely four years old. She holds the record for the youngest witch to perform a transmutation.” Marcella Blackmore was the oldest and current matriarch of the Blackmore clan. She was also the High Priestess of the Clan.

“Why do we celebrate this? She didn’t zap just one squirrel. She zapped all of them for ten square miles! Purple! She made the squirrels purple. They have become a tourist attraction for the Goddess’s sake. I have to chase mundanes off my lawn every morning. For some reason my yard attracts the little monsters.”

“The tourists or the squirrels?” Camilla made a nasty face at Marcella.

“The squirrels of course! The mundanes are just annoying. I would zap those lavender tree rats but they are immune to magic!”

“The money those tourists bring into our shops has been good for the family. You can’t discount that.”

“Fine. Whatever. Her mistake as a young child can be forgiven. It is all the other things that we cannot forgive.”

“Camilla seriously? We all make mistakes when we come into our power. Even you did crazy things. I can remember making Mother’s clothes three sizes smaller so they would fit me. I can still feel the sting of Father’s belt to this day. A brave man my father.”

“I remember making all the bushes on the property taller, not changing the genetic makeup of animals.” The two women were standing on the back porch of the Blackmore mansion. The backyard was a jungle of herbs and flowers. The perfect place for a young witch to get lost in. I could hear them, but I was essentially hidden from view.

“It was just some squirrels Camilla. She will do great things one day, you know she will. Our seer has foretold she will change the world.”

“That is if she doesn’t kill all of us first. Her magic is out of control. The simplest things go haywire and chaos happens. Her change could be permanent. I have no intention of living out my life as a pink chicken or some other creature. Her poor mother.”

Marcella’s face got very stern, and she glared at Camilla. “That, was not the child’s fault and you know it. Teegan’s mental collapse was more the fault of losing her husband than it was Aggy’s misadventure. That was just a coincidence. That party was too much for her that day.”

Camilla blew out a breath. “My ass! What was it? Her seventh birthday? I was there Marcella. My dear husband and I organized the damn thing. I was the one who invited the other children. You cannot change my memories of the incident.”

I bowed my head at the mention of Mommy. It wasn’t my fault. It really wasn’t. Poor Daddy had died the year before on my sixth birthday. He was bringing a cake back from the store when a drunk driver hit him and he died. I felt a tear roll down my face. Pulling out my handkerchief I wiped my face. Mommy cried for almost a year. She was finally almost back to normal when the incident happened.

“Then the blame for the incident is on your head Camilla. Yours and Harrison. Teegan was not ready for guests, much less a yard full of young children. And then there was the gifts. Really, gifting a young child a Unicorn? She was far too young for that.”

“Don’t blame Harrison, may he rest in peace. He thought she would like a Unicorn. What witch child hasn’t dreamed of riding one? I know that Teegan and I both wanted one as children. It’s a status symbol that’s all. Only witches ride in style.”

Marcella shook her head. “Agatha apparently. Camilla, I don’t know why you are blaming her. Only the Unicorn was affected. None of the other children had so much of a hair harmed on them. You should know that we ran diagnostic spells immediately after the event.”

“It was the shock of it. Poor Teegan. She fainted dead away. After that she was never quite right. I visit her, you know. Every week I check on her progress at St Bridget’s.”

“It was not Aggy’s fault and you know it. If Teegan had been more aware, she would have noticed the strength of her child’s magic. Teegan was never as strong a witch as you are Camilla. She wasn’t ready to accept that her daughter was so strong at such an early age. I myself would be very hard pressed to whip off a spell such as that without any preparation.”

“Once again, my whole point Marcella. She zapped that poor creature right in front of everyone! Then she tried to fix it and only made it worse. Has anyone been able to fix it?”

Marcella winced again. She breathed out a huge sigh. “No we have not. It’s not for lack of trying, mind you. I have had every traveling witch or wizard come and take a look. I even sent to Europe for one of their dispelling mechanics. Nothing. She did something… They all say the same thing. It was an impossible spell. Especially for a seven year old.”

“Have you considered what would happen if she does it again? It might be a person this time. She is a walking time bomb.”

“So in your opinion we should parade the child around like a broken toy and subject her to the ridicule of the mundanes? Is that what you are saying?”

“That is not what I am saying at all! You are putting words in my mouth now. She is seventeen years old. It’s not like we can just send her off to college with the rest of the children her age. Won’t any of the witch schools take her?”

“You know the answer to that one, since it is your fault they won’t even consider her.” The older woman had a cross look on her face.

The younger woman hung her head in shame. “For that I am sorry. At the time I was frightened for my own daughter. Winter could have been harmed, and I was very upset. She is the one bright light in my life. I just could not allow Teegan’s daughter to attend any school Winter attended.” Marcella rolled her eyes at the bright light comment.

“So nice of you to worry about your daughter and screw over your sister’s daughter, your niece, at the same time.” Marcella’s voice was so cold her breath could freeze water.

“How many times must I say that I am sorry for that? Grandmother, I was scared.”

Marcella shook her head. “That was not an excuse then, and it still isn’t one now. You are a full grown witch with mastery of your powers. Being afraid of a mere child does not make the coven or the clan look good in the eyes of the council. You are this close to being censured.” She held up her hand in a pinch.

“Me? They want to censure me? How dare they! Why haven’t they not done anything about her?” She pointed toward the garden.

“What makes you think they haven’t? Aggy has had the best homeschooling teachers that money could buy. She just needs some refining and a purpose to her life. Come inside and I will explain.” Marcella pushed Camilla toward the doors. She looked over her shoulder and caught my eye. There was no hiding from her. She shook her head at me.

~~~~

“Why do you care so much about what that old bat of a witch thinks? She just wants to ship you off to some boarding school or something.”

“Who, Grandmother or Camilla?” I glanced back at the house. They had gone back inside. I went back to picking flowers. Grandmother promised to show me how to weave them into a crown. Tonight was midsummer.

“Camilla of course. That bat has it out for you. She has ever since your birthday party.”

“Fergus, you aren’t still mad at me because of that are you? I can try to fix you again if you like.”

“No! Don’t. I really don’t want to get smaller or turn into one of those squirrels this time. I would look terrible in purple. No offense Agatha but your magic can be a little lopsided in its effects.”

“Lopsided. I have never thought of it like that. Remind me to tell Grandmother the term. The squirrels were a mistake. I was only four years old. I can do the basics without bad things happening.” I pointed at the flowers I just picked and muttered ‘danzleikr.’ The flowers sat up and began to dance. They held each other’s leaves and danced around me. I spoke ‘stǫðva.’ They all collapsed on the ground and lay still. I scooped them up and placed them in the basket by my feet.

“Things like that I can do. It’s when I try big spells or off-the-cuff things that disaster happens. Like at the party. All the girls were screaming and the parents freaking out. I reached for Momma and she was on the ground. I just reacted and tried to reverse it.”

“Tell me about it.” Fergus was my sort of familiar. He was a unicorn.

“Let’s take these into the house. Maybe Aunt Camilla is gone.”

“Do you want me to stab her? I can get her good. Once you go horn, you never go back!”

I looked down at Fergus. He was shaking his head and dancing about like he was fighting someone. I could only shake my head and laugh. Unicorns! It’s all about the horn with them.

“Don’t make her mad. She is still a little scared of you. Don’t remind her that she is the one that paid for you in the first place.”

“Like she could take me back now. It’s been what ten years? Who would buy a used micro unicorn?”

I braced myself and stood up. Careful not to step on my friend I scooped up the basket and started to walk toward the house.

“Hey! Super short unicorn here! Did you forget about me?”

I reached down and scooped my little friend up. He was pocket sized. I have special pockets on all my shirts made just for him. They are lined with spell-infused Kevlar. He gets a bit pointy sometimes.

“Oooh, I get to ride on the boob again!” He began jumping about in my hand.

I held him up to eye level. “Cut that crap out Fergus! I’m sure Zeus would give you a ride back to the house. How about I give him a call?”

“I’ll be good! I promise. Just keep that monster away from me.” The tiny Unicorn shuddered at the thought of being Zeus’s plaything again.

“He’s not that bad, Fergus. You know he won’t eat you or anything. He just wants to play.”

“Yeah, fun.”

I smiled to myself. Threatening Fergus with Zeus was one of my standard threats that worked with the little terrorist. Zeus was my Grandmother’s familiar. He was a what is known as a Savannah cat. He was a hybrid of a Serval cat crossed with a Siamese cat. He was big, really big, and Fergus was his favorite toy.

I could still hear voices inside the house as I climbed the stairs to the wrap-around porch. The mansion was an early Victorian showpiece. Three stories with a wrap-around porch, it has been used as a model for several Hollywood movies. Every time she sees one Grandmother calls her lawyer and sues them. Magic Margarita’s indeed. I sat down in one of the really comfy wicker chairs that lined the back porch. I had lived here since my seventh birthday. This house had so much history in it.

Grandmother liked to tell the story of how the house was originally constructed to serve as a hotel for the town. Her father had other ideas and hexed the owners into selling it to him for less money than it cost to build. The town elders had, of course been outraged that he would dare to impose his will upon others in such a way. He got away with it by saying that a hotel would only attract strangers to town and expose all of us. Thus our clan gained a house and the town a new alderman. He never wanted to be mayor. He was content to stay in obscurity.

Supernaturals came out to the world twenty years later. Germany declared war on Europe in a mad power grab and made use of its Adepts and witch covens. We, as a people, were dragged into the light. The mundanes didn’t know what to believe. Magic was real. So were the mythological creatures that made things go bump in the night. The Hun were using vampires, backed up by witches, to kill Allied soldiers in the dark of night all across Europe. The Allied powers were desperate and patriotic paranormals volunteered for service by the dozens. Grandmother said that their reasoning was this. “Join now and be seen as heroes. Hide and don’t help and be persecuted for it later.”

For many, neither was a good choice. The Vampires suffered the most of all the paranormals. The British army was getting annihilated on the Western front and they were desperate. They made a deal with the witch and wizard councils. If they took care of the Vampire threat, the government would formally recognize the paranormals and incorporate them into the country. Someone knew the proper cheese to use when luring rats. They of course leapt at the offer. A great spell was created. British vampires in a rush to be patriotic and avoid future persecution even volunteered to help. The nests here in America told them it was a bad idea and pleaded with their brethren to avoid the battlefields.

The great spell was triggered on Valentine’s day. The covens claimed it was to harvest the energy of love to bring about change. Stupid mundanes fell for it. If they had been paying attention, they might have noticed that it was actually Lupercalia  they were celebrating not a holiday named after a Christian saint. It was a festival of sacrifice and that is what they did. They sacrificed the leader of the British Nests in a symbolic blood sacrifice. He was supposed to survive. He didn’t. Neither did any vampire within five thousand miles of Paris, France. As a race they were devastated. Only those on the West coast of North America and those in Asia survived what became known as the Great Purge. Needless to say the Huns were defeated. In the aftermath, laws were enacted to give all paranormals the same rights as norms. Or at least that is the theory.

I heard a door slam and tires screech away. It looked like Camilla had left. I stood up and stepped into the house.

“Grandmother? Are you still here?” She wasn’t in the kitchen or the still-room. Those were her favorite places to relax after a visit from one of the more strident family members.

The parlor was filled with really uncomfortable Victorian era furniture that she claimed her parents bought. It was only used for special occasions. I knew she wouldn’t be in there but I looked, anyway. “Grandmother?”

The front room was where many coven meetings were held if the weather didn’t cooperate. She wasn’t there either. I raised my voice. “Grandmother? Are you here?” I was starting to get worried.

“In here, child.” I blew out a breath in relief. Camilla could be a handful, but she only killed husbands, or at least that was the family rumor.

Grandmother was sitting behind the massive oak partners desk in her office. I loved that desk. It had to weigh a good five or six hundred pounds. The backside was covered in drawers. As a child I like to peek in them looking for sweets or things to play with. The top of the desk was covered in really cool green stained leather that she said was original to the desk.

“Are you OK Grandmother?” She smiled at me and closed the folder in front of her. I caught a glimpse of some sort of Government seal as the file closed.

“I’m fine, Aggy. Have a seat please.” She clasped her hands together in front of her. As I watched, she studied them for a moment and rubbed them together. “I guess you heard Camilla voice her concerns and comments?”

From my pocket the muffled voice of Fergus could be heard saying. “Yeah, we heard the old bat! You should tell to go kiss a warthog and leave us alone.” I giggled and pulled him out of my pocket. He stood on the desk and began walking back and forth as if pacing.

“I won’t apologize for her to you Aggy. She is family.”

There was one rule. Family is everything. We didn’t hurt family.

“I understand. Are you sending me away like she asked you too?”

The older woman shook her head. “Heard that did you? Well I need to do something with you, my dear. I have taught you almost everything that I know. Regardless of what my daughters will say, you are my best student and my successor one day.”

I started to protest, but she held up her hands to stop me. “Hear me out Agatha, please.”

“I will listen.”

“Thank you. Ignore Camilla and the rest of them. They know very little of the training you have had. You have all of my knowledge in herbs, lore, and practicality. They never chose to learn any of that. The members of our coven have been exposed to too much television and Hollywood theater. Power and magic is not the solution to everything. You must use your head and your heart to show you the way. None of them have shown any interest in learning. They believe that my successor is Matrilineal. The council of course knows better. Believe it or not, none of them have ever asked. Your mother… She may have been a victim of someone who broke the first rule. It is one of the reasons I have kept you here rather than allow you to go to one of the schools.”

“I thought that they wouldn’t take me because of Camilla?”

“Trust me. If I asked they would have taken Fergus as a student. Camilla is too easy to guilt.”

I started laughing. My Grandmother was very sharp.

She let me calm down then looked at me seriously. “Now we have much to discuss. You need to receive training, but it doesn’t necessarily have to be from the witch schools. Have you thought what you want to do with your life? Do not say run a shop in town, because I know you better than you think I do.”

I thought hard about it. I knew what I wanted to do deep in my heart, but it was something regarded with contempt by almost every paranormal race.

“Spit it out Agatha. I won’t be offended.”

I looked down at Fergus and he had a look in his eye directing me to tell her the truth. “I want to be join the police and help people.” I half expected her to yell at me. I looked up, and she was smiling.

“Very good. Did you think I would miss all the mysteries and crime books you read? Or the cops and robbers show you like on the idiot box? Child, I pay very close attention to what interests you. Now, down to business. What exactly do you want to do? Do you want to work with Cappy and be his new deputy or strive for something bigger?”

Cappy was the police chief here in our little slice of heaven called Blackbriar Heights. He cruised about town in an old police cruiser that has seen better days. His primary function was to keep the mundanes out of trouble.

“Bigger. No offense Grandmother, but we don’t have crime here.”

“We do, but you would not have heard about it. No, I will not explain. You can ask me later after you finish school.”

“What school am I going to?”

“How about the FBI Academy? Would you like to work for the US Government?”

“Really? How?”

“The Council has been trying to get someone to join for a few years. The Fed’s have to deal with paranormal crime on a daily basis. Some of the less powerful groups already have trained agents serving. They have been asking for a magic user for a while.”

“And they want me? Don’t they know about the mistakes and bad stuff that happens?”

“Dear one, even the Council knows that it is not your fault. The have offered to train you, under the auspices of the FBI of course. If you want to help people, this is your chance.”

I of course said yes. So begins my journey. Wish me luck because heaven help the FBI if I cut loose. I hope they have good insurance.
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“Agatha snap the hell out of it! It’s not your fault this time. How were you to know they were behind you?”

“Fergus, I should have checked. Magnus always said to cast a reveal spell before attempting any diagnostic of any kind. I didn’t do one first!”

“Magnus? Which one was he?”

“He was the first trainer, remember, the one with the funny white hair?”

“Are you sure he wasn’t the one with the hooked nose?”

“No, that was Erik. He was the German one. Magnus was the guy with the funny accent who always called me Missy.”

“I think you’re wrong. The Missy guy was the Texan. Mannerly or something like that. He didn’t stay very long.”

That is the problem right there. The FBI only had mercenaries on staff. The Witch Council had promised the FBI that they would send trainers to fix my magical problem as part of the deal that allowed me to join.

I kept breaking them.

They gave me conflicting instructions or approached my problem the wrong way. None of them were actually injured; well, except that one guy. Brady something. How was I to know the bridge by the highway had an actual troll living under it? I have to agree with Fergus though. He did look pretty funny being chased across the front lawn by a large hairy beast.

My magic is broken. I can do little stuff, but anytime I try a large spell or something off-the-cuff, there is a fifty-fifty chance of something unusual happening. That is what happened today.

“Agatha, cast the spell exactly as I have written.”

“But, Sir. Shouldn’t I cast a reveal spell first? I really should check first.”

“Young lady! You will do as I have asked or I will tell the Witch Council you are refusing to cooperate. Now do as I say! Cast the spell.”

The instructor’s name was Montgomery. Not Monte and definitely not Gomer. He resembled that old guy from the first Dinosaur movie. The one about the theme park.

“OK, Montgomery. Here goes.” I cast my first diagnostic spell. It was supposed to examine the crime scene and identify any magical traces. The effect was that each foreign trace would light up and glow. It was pretty cool when he did it.  I glanced at my cheat sheet and began the spell. It must have been either my pronunciation or a hand motion but something was wrong.

“Stop! Stop! You must stop! Stupid girl!” Stupid him. I was committed and had to finish the spell, even he knew that.

As I said the last word, a bright flash of light lit the field up and I heard a sound behind me that was a cross between a grunt and a screech. “Uh, oh.”

I spun around just in time to see what looked like a large rabbit hop by. The animal was twice the size of a normal rabbit but now had antlers.

“What did you do? That is not the spell I gave you!” The new Council teacher was beyond mad. His face was inflamed and fire was spitting from his eyes.

“Sir, it is. See!” I held out the spell to him. He grabbed it from my hands and began checking it line by line.

“What is this notation right here?”

I peered at the line halfway through. “It looks like the word verða.”

“It’s not. It’s the wrong tense. It needs to be umskipti. I didn’t write it that way. Why is it on here?” He thrust the paperwork back at me.

“Sir, I copied it exactly from your notes.”

“I do not make mistakes! You are trying to blame this disaster on me and I won’t have it!” He stormed away, ranting to the heavens. I stared at the paper in my hands. We used old Norse as a modern magical language for all our spells. The word ‘change’ actually has five different spellings in old Norse. I guess now I know what happens when I use the wrong one.

“You just broke another one, Agatha!”

“How? I don’t see what it is I did wrong! He just walked off.”

“Uh, did you see the creature a minute ago?”

“Yeah it looked like a rabbit or something.”

“You made another one, Agatha. That used to be a rabbit and a deer.”

That horrified me. Those poor creatures. Somehow my use of the wrong word for ‘change’ made my magic modify those beautiful creatures. “I guess he is going to report me...”

Read the first book in the Federal Witch series Here!
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The desolation was complete. It looked like God had reached out a hand and flattened the entire village. Building walls were toppled, roofs were broken, and the usual structure of their daily life had been totally destroyed. It would’ve been impossible to determine from the current scene that only a short number of hours before this it had been a village of over 4000 people. One teeming with the normal activity of a small village.

Zhanna stood with her hands balled into fists, staring around her. The sick feeling in her stomach was overwhelming. She didn’t know whether to fall to her knees, crying torrents of tears or to scream her rage to the heavens. Stuck between grief and anger, she was frozen.

How could have come to this?

The muted sound of soft sobbing filled her ears, and she turned to her left. Curled protectively around two small children, an older woman in the traditional head covering, or babushka, stared blankly at what remained of her home. It was Baba Marta. Zhanna knew that probably meant that the two crying children were Gregor and Anna, but she couldn’t see for sure. The sound of the children’s soft, frightened sobs told her both that they were alive and kicked off an unconscionable rage.

How could it have come to this?

Zhanna had seen other places where disasters had happened. There was always a bustle of people trying to rescue and repair. Men rushing around, caring stretchers, comforting their families. But all that she could hear and all that she could see was a frozen aftermath of a horrible disaster. There was no bustle, no rescue. No men.

There was the main problem. There were no men in the village right now. They were all out on contract. Without the men’s mercenary work, there would be no food, no shelter. The entire village was dependent on having the best, and the brightest spend huge amounts of time away from their families.

Her dark thoughts were rudely interrupted.

<<I suppose you just going to stand there and look like a thundercloud waiting to mess up a nice day,>> sniped through her thoughts.

She looked down into the brilliant eyes of her cat, her familiar. Dascha stared back at Zhanna with a wicked glint in her eye. The cat was gorgeous. The deepest gray coloring and the black undertone of the fur seem to glow in the sunlight. Almost too dark for a Russian Blue, Dascha looked more like a Russian Black. Looking at her cat, Zhanna felt the blast of astonishment that occurred whenever she thought of how she had ended up with such a beautiful, powerful, impressive familiar.

She must’ve stared too long at the cat because the next thing she knew her ankle was pricked by a set of very sharp claws.

<<Stop staring at me! Aren’t you going to do something useful?>>

<<I was planning on it if you’d stop drawing my blood!>>

<<Well, think faster because standing here until you grow roots isn’t going to help the people that are hurting or bleeding. So, get your act together, girl, and let’s do something useful.>>

Zhanna drew a deep breath and straightened her spine. Forcing a calm look unto her face, the young woman walked toward the older one who was still clutching the crying children, calling out as she walked, “Just a moment, let’s see how you’re doing…”

<<<>>>

It had been a totally devastating time. Four days of unrelenting labor to take bodies out of the rubble, patch up the wounded, and salvage what they could of belongings. Zhanna was exhausted, and the remainder of the people in the town weren’t any better. Some of them were grieving the loss of friends and family, while others were coping with the destruction of their homes. The grief and the tiredness cast a dark cloud over the huddled people, one that was almost visible.

No one knew what had kicked off the twisters that had come through the small village. Appearing like evil fingers of fate, five of the roiling black clouds had zeroed in from the far side of the fields, ripping through the crops and colliding in the center of the town.

One of the observers had mentioned that it looked like a choreographed dance of death. The green cast of the clouds and the way that the winds twisted people into pretzels of tortured bodies and reduced sturdy buildings into a collection of splinters made Zhanna even less inclined to live anywhere where twisters were a common phenomenon.

Everyone was working tired. There just wasn’t enough food in the village to take care of everyone, so many of the healthier people were skipping their meals or splitting them. The children and the old people were the ones that everyone needed to watch. They were the ones most fragile in the face of injury or shock. Zhanna knew that her elderly grandmother would be especially vulnerable and resolved to somehow get her to eat. It would be an argument that she wasn’t willing to lose. Baba would eat!

<<Zhanna? I think you need to come look at this. But quietly, please. I don’t think you want the rest of the people to know what you’re doing. Or what I have found.>>

The mental tone of Dascha, Zhanna’s familiar, worried the witch. Granted, the cat had only been her familiar for less than six months, and they were still learning about each other every day. However, Dascha’s normally snarky, semi-humorous tone was totally missing. The cat sounded serious, deadly serious.

Groaning audibly, Zhanna stood up and stretched her back. The other three people in her small work group looked up at her movement, most of them too tired to do more than look. However, obedient to the “suggestions” of Dascha, Zhanna simply said, “I think I’ll take a last turn around the area just in case something got overlooked.”

Weary nods were the only thing that she got in response, so she thought that perhaps she had made the transition unobtrusively.

She walked toward the directional line of the psychic bond feeling in her head. The one that said, “Dascha is fine, Dascha fine” as a background mantra in her brain. The black cat was waiting for her in the semi-twilight just around the corner. The plush coat of the Russian blue was so dark that the subtle mixture of dark gray and black provided wonderful camouflage in the fading light of the evening.

Zhanna asked quietly, “Dascha, what is wrong?”

Dascha replied, <<This damage was not natural. Someone sent this to us.>>

<<What!? Who would do something so evil?>>

<<Someone who knows blood magic. Just look at this>>

Dascha moved to one side, allowing Zhanna to see what her body had been blocking. It was a small embroidered bag, about 4 inches tall and tied with brightly colored yarn. Even being within a few feet of the charm bag made Zhanna uncomfortable. It was like a cloud holding the stench of rotten blood in place. It made her skin crawl and her breath tight in her throat. A feeling of overwhelming stress and strain seem to press down on her from every direction. Zhanna shuddered involuntarily.

<<You can obviously feel it.>>

<<Yes, I can feel it, but why would anybody send blood magic against us?>>

<<I don’t know, and that worries me worse than anything else about this whole nasty mess.>>
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