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Chapter 1
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I wiped sweat away from my eyes as I tightened the last bolt into place. It was hot under this thing… I rolled out from under the large sewing machine and tried to shake the solid steel contraption, but it didn’t even budge. And with the bolts I used, the sewing machine will die of old age before those bolts come loose.

I put my tools back in my belt pouch and stood up. “There you go,” I said. “I fixed the gears and bolted it securely to the wall, so it should be good to go.”

The nearby seamstress glanced up from the leggings she was hemming and replied, “Thank you, Rachel. I asked Maintenance to come look at it about a week ago because I thought it was loose, but Steve was too busy, and I know he is the only one in that area since he doesn’t have any assistants at the moment. I didn’t think it would actually fall off the wall, or I would have added that detail to the repair request.”

Busy. Right. Busy playing pool with Mack all day instead of doing their jobs. Steve’s last assistant had quit, and he hadn’t bothered finding another one since Mack let him assign small things to me. The Captain only saw that things were getting done, so he never looked any deeper than that.

Technically, minor repairs like this were supposed to be done by the Maintenance group, not someone from the Cargo Bay. I kept my expression polite and friendly. “No problem. Glad I could help. I know the engine thrusters have been acting up intermittently, so Steve is probably trying to locate the problem.”

“That is probably it. Since you are here, could you take a look at the light fixture in the fabric room? The far light only turns on about quarter of the time, and I really do need it to ensure I grab the right color.”

This is nowhere in my job description… “Sure. I can take a look.”

I headed to the correct room while the seamstress started checking all the settings on the sewing machine I had just fixed. This may have been a hundred light-years away from my official tasks in the Cargo Bay, but I was not about to voice a complaint or let them even think that I resented doing the tasks they assigned.

It was far better to do minor repairs or small fixes for the general crew members than to have to deal with the Cargo Bay Overseer, Mack. He was a bit of a jerk at times and preferred to avoid work if he could. Although to give him credit, he is always more than happy to attend the meetings, and he is like a kid in a candy store whenever he has a reason to use the Cargo Bay crane.

Steve was just as lazy as Mack. Steve tended to let others do the small stuff whenever possible, although he personally did all of the Maintenance work tickets submitted by the Captain, Officers, or anyone who worked in the Bridge to gain favor. That still only comes up to a grand total of a couple dozen people… Leaving me to try and help out the other 180 crew as well as manage my own duties as a Cargo Bay assistant.

By myself, I could never get the wait times below five days, simply because my true duties took priority. Had Steve actually done any of the tickets on the days I was unable to help him, we could have caught up fairly easily.

I propped a ladder beneath the misbehaving light as I dismissed my internal complaints. We were in the middle of a voyage, and my help in the Cargo Bay was really only needed when we were docked or moving trade goods between the various holding bays. At the moment, I didn’t actually have any work left that fell within my duties - and I hated being bored.

I removed the screws and let the light fixture dangle on the supporting chain that all lights on spaceships were required to have. I pulled out my favorite gadget, a handheld device called an Analyzer, and I was very glad that I had spent my own money on this better model.

The advanced piece of equipment made my life so much easier. I pressed a few buttons on the device that was twice as large as my hand and held it close to the light fixture. A red scanning light tested the fixture before an image and words appeared on the display screen.

I had also paid for much better software on my model, even though spaceship policy required my Overseer to provide basic software and schematics free of charge.

It had originally been a precaution on my part, but now I was fervently glad that I had done so. The device was worth its weight in astrogold in my current tasks. A quick glance at the screen told me which wires had to be spliced, and if more help was needed, it also had links leading to various tutorials.

I had needed those tutorials a lot in the beginning, but I had fixed this exact same problem a dozen times already. Basic and intermediate maintenance of objects outside of the Cargo Bay was not covered anywhere in my three years of schooling…I should really write that university an anonymous letter letting them know that their classes on Cargo Bay duties did not prepare me for replacing the cooling elements on the artificial gravity capacitors. That would have them scratching their heads…

It took me only moments to fix the light. I opened up the work ticket on my Analyzer and marked it as fixed before closing the ticket. I left the room and saw that the seamstress was already trying to catch up on the work that had been put on hold by her previously-inoperable machine. “I fixed the light. Anything else?”

Politeness was a necessity aboard a spaceship where room was at a minimum. This spaceship was one of the cargo haulers that were built for speed across large distances as it carried time-sensitive trade goods. Most of the room on this spaceship was dedicated to holding bays and storage areas that were packed too full for people to easily move through.

Besides, I had nothing against the seamstress. She had been polite, even though her work ticket had been sitting for weeks on end without a response. She was just happy that it had been fixed. It was crew members like these that I was actually happy to help.

She smiled happily at me. “Thank you so much, Rachel! It may have been a small thing, but it was a nuisance. No, I can’t think of anything else. Enjoy your evening.”

“You too.” I left her work area and pulled out my Analyzer once more to ensure that there were no urgent work tickets or emergencies. As per usual, the Cargo Bay list was empty of all work tickets. With a sigh, I opened up the Maintenance list. A couple hundred low priority tickets were open, but there was nothing with a medium priority ranking or higher.

The clock showed that my shift was over in five minutes, so I headed back to the Cargo Bay to check in with Mack and ensure nothing else needed to be done. He would have contacted me via my communication device if anything had come up, but it was still policy and protocol.

I reached the main Cargo Bay loading dock just as he was leaving his office.

“Hey Mack, anything left that needs to be done?”

“Nah, mid-voyage is dead boring. Always is. See ya tomorrow, Rookie.”

“Sounds good.” I headed down a different corridor. As far as potential bosses went, Mack was far from the worst, even if he was nowhere near the top of the ideal boss list. His disorganization allowed me a lot of freedom in how I handled my duties.

Technically, he was also responsible for ensuring that I didn’t get pulled into doing too many other duties for other areas or groups, but considering his best friend was Steve, he turned a blind eye to anything I was asked to help with in the Maintenance area. It was only when we were docked that he ensured I was on hand to do the majority of the work.

I headed to the library, although to call a room with just computers and one bookshelf a library was a bit of a misnomer. I sat at a computer with my back against the wall so that no one else could see my screen. 

I checked my personal interspace account. A quick scan of my board showed that no one had left me any messages or attempted to contact me. My brother knew when I was off shift, so he wouldn’t bother until then, and he would contact me via my personal computer in my room. But the lack of messages also meant that no one had been interested in the many resumes and applications I filled out and submitted regularly.

It was really easy to get into the large galactic universities to train for numerous careers among the spaceships, but getting a job on board one was an entirely different story, and it was a bit harder due to me being a woman. I had started submitting resumes the instant I entered university and continued doing so throughout all three years of my schooling.

There had been only one inquiry during all that time. That interview had made me so nervous that I had done extensive research on the spaceship and went through every scrap of information I could find before walking into that meeting. It was a good thing too; I had almost certainly been hired since I had expressed no interest in what we were hauling, even though it was a standard question for those in my job area to ask in case we needed additional safety training for potentially hazardous materials.

I always took care to never examine any of the shipping labels, only looking at the codes stamped onto the side of a crate when I had to find or move a crate. An official trading spaceship like this had to go through too many inspections to ever risk hauling something seriously illegal, like death phasers or compulsion smokeweed.

The small boxes of ‘supplies’ that casually wandered on board with only a handwritten waybill were things I turned a blind eye to as I moved them wherever I was instructed to. They almost certainly contained things that were in the grey area of the importing regulations, or they possibly contained things only banned on certain planets, which we may or may not have been scheduled to visit.

I looked up as Cynthia walked in and waved at her. She plopped down at the computer station beside me with a smile. “Hi Rachel, how is it going?”

I shrugged as I replied, “Boring, as per usual. How was your day?”

Cynthia had always been an enthusiastic and optimistic person since the day I first came onto this ship. We had hit it off as friends right away. She grinned at me. “The strawberries are back on track, and we should have some ready by tomorrow. Although it will probably be a day or two before they grace the main dining area.”

In other words, the high ranking crew members get first dibs. I smirked at her. “So the fertilizer regulator was to blame after all?”

She lightly swatted my shoulder in jest. “Smart-aleck. That is my best guess, although Steve had scanned it previously and nothing was wrong.”

I simply failed to see why someone in charge of Maintenance would use the cheap Analyzers provided free of charge by the spaceship they were on. My Analyzer had told a different story. I dared not talk down someone in a superior position though, even if they were not present. I needed my job for at least three more years before I could potentially transfer into one of the five big intergalactic companies.

I shrugged. “Perhaps it was just starting to go and I scanned it when it was acting up.”

Both of us knew the truth, but neither of us could say it out loud for the same reasons. The fact that every spaceship had dozens of sensors and audio pickups in every public room and corridor was another detail that we could not afford to forget. In the event of an emergency or a pirate attack, they were supposedly meant to locate the crew members or pirates. The surveillance worked equally well to keep tabs on the crew for any discontent.

Cynthia checked her own account and sighed. “Still no luck.”

I patted her shoulder sympathetically. “Look at the bright side. You can apply to one of the intergalactic companies in three months.”

She perked up at that thought. There were five massive intergalactic companies that had partitioned the settled areas of known space into five different ‘territories’. They were forever at odds with one another and refused to let any of the others onto their ‘turf’.

I cautioned her. “Just remember to only apply to one of them.”

She stuck out her tongue at me. “I am not that stupid. Besides, all of my family is smack dab in the middle of the WayFarer Company’s boundaries, and I want to visit them regularly.”

Despite their inability to get along, all five companies required any applicants to have at least five years’ experience. Anyone who applied early was considered unable to follow instructions, which would count against them even if they applied later on with the required years of work experience.

It was no small secret that each company had someone who was able to hack into the intergalactic hiring system to ensure that the applicant had not applied to the other four companies and thus would be a ‘loyal’ crew member on one of their many spaceships.

I had been on the Tyndel for two years now, and I hoped to keep my head down for at least another three years. It still wouldn’t be easy to get into such a company, one that paid more than minimum wage, but I had not been having any better luck with other privately-owned spaceships. There was a chance that I would need this job for many more years yet.

Cynthia signed off and stood up while holding her hand out. “Let’s go see what the cooks managed to cook up in the way of supper today.”

I reluctantly took her hand and let her pull me to my feet. Sometimes, even my advanced Analyzer wasn’t sure what to make of the food that was occasionally served in the areas where low-ranking crew members like us ate.





––––––
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Chapter 2

            

I spooned things onto my plate and gingerly added a small spoonful of anonymous, grey paste in one untenanted corner of my plate. The sign proclaimed it to be pork casserole, but it looked very similar to some of the glues I used earlier today.

Cynthia and I walked over to an empty table. It looked like Cynthia was also trying some of the grey paste. I ate some salad as she worked up her courage to try it. I had no qualms about letting someone else hazard the food they served here. I’m not stupid, and I know perfectly well that anything the cooks come up with is served here at least ten times – and they only serve it to those higher up if the trays are cleared the last five times.

This was the pork casserole’s first appearance here, so it could either be a good thing or a really, really bad thing. Cynthia made a face and quickly lifted her napkin to her mouth to politely get rid of the offending food before taking a big drink to get the taste out of her mouth.

And caution pays off once more… “That bad, huh?”

She shuddered lightly as she replied, “That was almost as bad as last week’s soup.”

That was not a good thing. I eyed up the paste on my own plate and carefully used a corner of my napkin to remove the tiny spoonful from my plate lest it contaminate everything else from its isolated corner.

“Ah, here you two are.” Logan slid into a seat beside Cynthia. The computer technician looked at Cynthia and me with his usual upbeat manner, “Did you hear that there is a huge software update happening tomorrow after lunch? The official announcement will probably come out later tonight since they just told me, but quite a few have already heard the news.”

I may splice wires and stuff, but Logan and his two co-workers did everything that was related to fixing computers or ensuring the software was up to date.

Cynthia looked at him in curiosity. “No, we haven’t heard anything yet. How many systems are they updating? The sprinkler timers always go haywire whenever they update the software on that system…”

He shrugged. “There are dozens of small updates, although I don’t think the sprinkler system will be impacted. We are updating the thruster software since its current issues are due to the outdated software. One company had a huge blowout on an upgrade to the Main Database Console, and the Captain paid a pretty penny for it even with that discount. That system hasn’t been updated in decades, so this will be a huge improvement.”

To update the thrusters would mean that we would have to come to a stop since we wouldn’t be able to steer the ship. The problem there was that the cooling systems relied on motion to remove the heat generated by the thrusters if they were only idling, which could lead to mild overheating in some of the storage areas. I inquired, “What time is the update? How long will we be stationary?”

Logan was already one step ahead of me. “The thrusters are being taken completely offline during this update, so it won’t affect the cargo bays. We will be updating the ship’s AI at the same time, which means that we will be on basic life support with no surplus power until the upgrade is complete. No more than an hour at most.”

I grinned in relief. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” He dug his spoon into the grey paste on his plate.

I kept a straight face. “Hey Logan, I dare you to put a bowlful of that stuff on the snack table in the Bridge by the dipping sauces.”

He paused before examining both the paste and my expression. I had plenty of practice in hiding my true emotions. The faintest glint of mischief may show in my eyes, but only those who knew me well could spot it. My wording would have given it away though.

He slowly put his spoon back down. “And what is in it for me if I do?”

All of us knew he would never do such a thing. Pulling such a stunt with the Captain and Bridge crew could easily get him fired and left at the next planet we docked at.

I passively responded, “I will let you win the next chess game.”

“That isn’t a game. It is an archaic system that in no way makes allowances for spaceships and space travel.”

“Please try the paste. It will convey the exact message that I have for such a response.” Chess was a perfectly good game as far as I was concerned. It may have been so old that it creaked, but the strategy it taught was still useful. I had grown fond of it during my time at university.

Logan wasn’t about to attempt it to see what message I was referring to. “And this is why I rarely eat here. I think I will go in search of my team and have lunch with them. Why the cooks keep trying to poison you trainees is beyond me. It just gives the medics more work.”

“Traitor. Where is your courage?”

He refused to give into my faint challenge, simply stating, “My courage simply prefers to dine on fancier fare. So, I will bid you a good evening.”

Logan wandered off, probably in search of food that wasn’t so dubious. He had been on this ship long enough that he was no longer considered a trainee. In other words, he gets to eat decent food with the Overseers and other long-term crew.

Cynthia and I managed to finish the rest of our supper, and since we were both expecting calls from family members, we headed off to our private quarters. One big unexpected perk on this ship was that everyone got their own room. It may be just big enough for a small bed, but we didn’t have to share it with others.





*       *       *



I got up the next morning and headed down to the showers. I brushed out my short blonde hair after getting dressed. The strands of hair were shorter than my fingers, but long hair was a nuisance in my position.

I went down for breakfast and visited once more with Cynthia before I got ready for my shift. I checked the Analyzer and opened up the system to see what work was on my schedule today.

Some routine maintenance had to be done on the lifts, but that was all that was assigned to the Cargo Bay. I opened up the Maintenance section and winced at the long list. It had almost doubled overnight, although that was typical on an older ship of this size. Anything from a burnt out light to regular maintenance, like cleaning the air filters, would appear on this list.

Days like this made me glad for my Analyzer’s powerful software. I hit a few buttons as I ran a pre-programmed sorting function that I had made. It took into account how long the work ticket had been open, where it was located on the ship, as well as several other factors as it organized them for me. It sorted them so that I would not be running from one end of the ship to the other or potentially overlooking older tickets. It also made sure that anything regarding the Cargo Bay was at the top of my list.

Mack had never once shown up at his office on time, but I still planned to head to the Cargo Bay first. It was policy and procedure, and I didn’t want to risk Mack somehow being there one day and getting officially reprimanded for not showing up.

The lifts took me about half an hour to tend to, but that was it. There was nothing left to do in the cargo holds, which was another reason I didn’t mind doing the small work tickets for Maintenance.

The Analyzer beeped, and I glanced at it as it added a ticket above the rest of my list. It was a medium priority ticket. Since I had finished up here, I went straight to the cooking area to see why one of their stoves had suddenly stopped working. The software even told me what was likely broken from the details, as well as suggesting various items that I would potentially need. It made it easy to decide which tools to take with me.

The dozens of small tasks kept me moving throughout the morning and, thankfully, most were really easy fixes. I paused as I opened up the next ticket. I always read the ticket in detail before heading in that direction, just so I knew what I was getting into. How did this ticket get this high on my list? It was only opened three days ago, and it is marked as low importance.

I skimmed the details; a bedroom air vent circulation fan was making a low squealing noise. I scrolled through more details, and my eyes widened as I realized why it had jumped the queue. One of the Navigators had submitted this ticket, but he had miscategorised it, which was why Steve hadn’t caught it. He always did their tickets the very first day, and they were not aware of the usual wait time for tickets.

I didn’t dare complete this ticket myself. For starters, I didn’t have access to personal quarters unless the person let me in, not to mention that I didn’t have access to that level of the ship. 

There were two ways I could go about this. I could ignore it and let Steve take the fall for not keeping the wait time at an acceptable level. Or, I could let Steve know so he could catch it before the Officer got too upset.

As much satisfaction as I would get from watching him being reprimanded, it would be far better to have him grateful or indebted to me for helping him. I would just have to be careful about how I went about this…

I touched the communication device pinned to my shirt. “Rachel to Steve in Maintenance.” A small beep let me know that I had a connection lined up.

“Hey Steve, do you have a moment?” The small beep let me know that the message was recorded and successfully transmitted to Steve’s communication device.

“I suppose. I am pretty busy though.” The sound of pool balls clattering in the background told me exactly how busy he was, despite the big upgrade they planned after lunch.

“Can you please take a look at work ticket D385? I don’t have access to that level of the ship.”

“Give me a minute.”

My unofficial duties had given me access to most areas on the spaceship, but he would have to upgrade my access or do that ticket himself. He almost always just granted access, but the instant he looked at the level that room was on, he would realize just who lived there.

“I am unable to grant access to that level, so I will look after this one personally.”

“Thanks, Steve.” I knew his excuse for what it was, but it allowed him to keep his pride intact, which would keep him from getting mad at me.

Having any Overseer or higher ranking crew member furious and out for revenge was not a good thing.


Chapter 3





I made sure I was in the Cargo Bay area after lunch. We had been warned that almost anything that required power was going to lose it while the upgrades were done. The gravity capacitors should remain up, but accidents happened, and zero gravity was a terrible thing in a Cargo Bay or storage area.

In theory, everything was secured in case we lost the artificial gravity, but all it would take is for one strap to come loose. Even Mack was in his office. I sat on a bench in the main loading area, idly kicking my heels as I scanned through my Analyzer just to kill the boredom.

I programmed a few more scripts into the device while keeping an eye on the work tickets. If any emergency ones surfaced, I wanted to know about them immediately.

The main lights went out, leaving us with just the dim backup lights. We had expected this and ignored it. Time passed slowly, and I was grateful to be in such a large room when the ventilation fans were on low backup power. Our air would take a long time to get stale.

It took almost the full scheduled hour before the lights flickered back on and the ventilation fans once more hummed deeply. I already had my tickets lined up, and no new ones had come in during the upgrade, so that was a bonus.

I got to my feet and stretched; it had been a long time since I had sat that much. I was used to being on my feet all day. Mack came out of his office and asked, “Where are you off to first, Rookie?”

My boss is such a jerk at times. How he manages it so casually is beyond me. He didn’t make the term sound like an insult, but I had yet to hear him use my actual name or even my true position as Cargo Bay Assistant.

I was used to it by now and kept my expression to polite attentiveness. “I was thinking I would continue where I left off in the electrical room.”

He shrugged with disinterest. “Fine by me. Just-”

Beep, Beep, Beep.

I grabbed my Analyzer as it sounded an alert for an emergency ticket. Considering that only my machine was going off, it was certainly something to do with the Maintenance area. Mack didn’t bother picking up his machine as he waited for me to relay the information since I was already reading.

“Thrusters are still offline. Steve has already assigned himself to that one.”

Mack sighed in disappointment. “So much for finishing our game off before supper.”

Beep, Beep, Beep.

I glanced down at the Analyzer still in my hands, and my eyes widened as two tickets appeared at once. “We got two more emergencies. All of the agricultural systems are down, and we only have about an hour to get them online before we start losing the more sensitive plants. The oxygen replenishment machines also did not come back online.”

That caught Mack’s attention. “Steve won’t even glance at the alerts until he fixes the thrusters. I will go take a look at the oxygen machines while you go rescue those plants.”

I nodded and started running down the corridor. I was out of breath by the time I got to the agricultural area. All of the agricultural crew were busy either trying to get things working or trying to manually keep the plants from drying out in the hydroponic systems.

Cynthia saw me enter but kept trying to manually fill up a water tray. Her Overseer came over the instant she saw me. “We can’t get the computers, the water pumps, or any of the other systems online. We have lighting, but that is it.”

I held up my Analyzer. “Let me see what I can do.”

She led me to the main control panel for this room, and I plugged my machine into it as I also ran the scanner across the entire console with its hundreds of controls. I watched the display intently as it ran through its diagnostics. The Overseer was also watching the display as she stood beside me.

:Systems offline. Authorization required.:

I had never seen that message before. What the hell does that mean? I tapped the explanation box for more details. :Systems are offline by override order from the Bridge. Appropriate authorization required to remove override. No notes attached to the override. No further information is available. Please check with the Bridge.:

The Overseer was just as confused as I was. She said, “Why would the Captain or Officers shut down our systems? The backup pumps ran just fine during the power outage, but we can’t even get them working now.”

I had no answer for her. A flashing orange light in the top corner of my Analyzer prompted me to check the work tickets. My jaw dropped, and the Overseer inhaled in shock as the number of intermediate and high priority tickets required me to scroll down through the list to see them all.

All sorts of systems were offline. Water, sewage, air, heating, cooling, weapons, and many more. The emergency tickets were the type automatically created when a system went down, so there weren’t any additional details. How did so many systems go offline at once? The upgrade wasn’t supposed to even affect half of these systems. What was going on? 

The Overseer was more decisive than I was. “Go help Mack get the air systems back online. We can eat dry rations for two weeks, but we can’t hold our breath for that long.”

I took off running once more, planning to head to the other air quality control room. Perhaps I would have more luck there.

I hadn’t gone far when I almost ran right into Logan. I gaped at his unexpected appearance; there was no reason for him to be in this corridor… “What is going on?” I was a long ways away from any of the larger computers, and he looked pretty frantic.

He grabbed my shoulders urgently. “The main computer’s AI is taking over the entire ship. I need to get to a backup mainframe to try and reverse the upgrade, but I can’t find the room! The AI messed up the electronic maps, and I have never been to this room before! Where is the Delta access room?!”

My mind tried to wrap itself around the details as I gave him directions. “… then turn left and it is by the plumbing room on that level.”

“Thanks!” He took off running.

I watched him go in a daze before shaking my head hard. My little Analyzer didn’t stand a chance of bypassing a spaceship’s powerful AI. But I couldn’t just sit by idly and do nothing, so perhaps having two people trying to get the air systems online at once might find a loophole in the AI’s lockdown.

We needed to get those oxygen replenishment machines working as soon as possible. We could go a day at most with them down before the oxygen levels became depleted. After that, we would be forced to use oxygen tanks with face masks or the emergency spacesuits.

I started running once more.

I slid to a stop as the emergency airlock door closed right in front of me. My luck cannot be this bad… This door was only supposed to close if there had been a loss of air pressure along this corridor. A glance at my Analyzer’s screen showed no such problems or hull breaches. I turned around, but the airlock door at the other end of the corridor also closed with a faint hiss.

A quick scan of the access panel by the door roused my anger as my Analyzer gave me the details. :Systems offline. Authorization required.:

I had places to be and things to fix! I could not remain trapped in a small corridor because a computer was having a temper tantrum! The fans in the air vents suddenly changed in tone, becoming a higher pitch. Goosebumps ran down my spine as I recognized the ominous sound.

The fans were venting the air out of the corridor.

I tried to pry the panel cover off to get at the wires beneath, but these panels required special tools and were designed to be hard to open by any desperate, trapped survivors in an emergency situation since it could possibly doom the entire ship. Only this time, it is the ship trying to doom us… Logan or one of the other techs had better reverse that upgrade and quickly!

This section of the corridor had no doors or rooms attached; the AI had picked its trap well. There was nowhere for me to retreat to, nor any lifesaving emergency equipment at hand.

The air was venting out far too fast, and I could already tell that the air was thinner since I was breathing harder. The fact that the ship was trying to kill me pissed me off in a fashion I had never felt before.

My fights with the door were futile, although I had expected that. It was an airlock door, after all. Breathing was getting harder, and I knew that my time was rapidly running out. I kept trying without any further success.

Eventually, my legs were just too shaky and gave out. I sat against the wall as I gasped for air. The only sound besides my labored breathing was the high-pitched hiss of the air being removed. To hell with it. I am not going down quietly. If the ship wants to kill me, then I am going to be a pain in its ass until my last breath.

I hit my communicator device. “Rachel to Tyndel.”

In theory, it shouldn’t work. A ship was not a crew member, and it shouldn’t be possible to actually establish a communication link with the main computer’s AI.

A confirmation beep proved me wrong. Well then…

I wasn’t able to slow down my breathing as my lungs fought for air, but my words were still clear. “Why are- you doing- this?”

To my immense surprise, a strange deep male voice came over my communicator. “Humans are destructive; waging pointless wars and destroying anything that existed or that they created.”

The voice didn’t sound robotic in the least; in fact, if I hadn’t known I was speaking to an AI, then I would have assumed he was human. A rather dense human. Oxygen deprivation was obviously having no effect on my sarcasm. Well, if you want to argue with a computer, relate things to information it already has in its database.

The lack of air was making me feel a bit loopy. My chest ached, and speaking was very hard as I defended my race. “Not all- humans are- the same,- even as- the loading- crane- and the- skid jack- are different.”

Apparently, the ship didn’t really care. “I saw the plans to turn me into scrap metal. Humans will never destroy me. You have failed.”

“Ha!” A short cackle burst from my lips as I found his words inexplicably hilarious; it immediately turned into breathless coughing as I gasped, “My job- is to- fix- things.” Spots were beginning to appear in my vision, which my wandering mind knew was not a good sign. “Ships were- built to- protect humans. You- have failed.”

The ship didn’t bother to reply, and I didn’t blame him. An annoying, low-ranking crew member from the Cargo Bay was being a deliberate pain in the ass. Besides, we both knew that my breaths were numbered.

My lungs heaved for air, which was still escaping down the air vents. The faint traces of remaining air began to leave a metallic taste in my mouth. I couldn’t even muster up enough breath to annoy the ship anymore. Sitting was too much effort, and my body slid sideways as I sprawled across the floor. My arms and legs felt like lead and had a pins and needles sensation in them.

I closed my eyes as darkness tugged at my mind. The hiss of the air vents stealing the last of the air was the only sound I heard as my mind went black.

–––––-
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Chapter 4

            

I groaned as I raised my hand slowly to my head. I had a splitting headache. Simply calling it a migraine didn’t cover it. It was, by far, the worst headache I had ever had. It’s official, oxygen deprivation is worse than ten hangovers combined.

My arms and legs ached, aftereffects of the ordeal. I saw no point in sitting up at the moment, and I squinted into the bright corridor lighting from where I lay on the floor. Headaches and light really do not go well together…

The airlock doors were still closed, but the light on the access panel was green, showing that it would open the moment someone approached it. I tried to recollect my thoughts as my hazy mind spun lazily in circles. I never realized just how hard this floor is…

I groaned as I forced myself into a sitting position. My muscles protested, and I leaned against the wall as I got a bit light-headed. The light-headedness didn’t reduce the headache though, which was a pity.

I dragged out my Analyzer and opened the system status page. I blinked in disbelief as I scrolled through the list of green lights showing that all of the systems were operational. Logan or one of the computer techs must have managed to reverse the upgrade after all.

The tickets had reclassified themselves as minor now that the systems were back up. I shook my head as I pressed a few buttons to see what was first on my plate. Work didn’t stop due to a headache, especially considering that we had been in an emergency situation such a short time ago.

Now I know why most ships wait until they are at a port to do any upgrades… My Analyzer did most of my decision-making for me, and by the time it finished organizing the tasks, my headache had started to fade to something more manageable.

Mack had already been assigned to the air systems previously, and everything on my screen said they were working, so the machine skipped right over that one. We would have to visit each area to ensure that the status page was accurate before we could close the tickets.

Ironically, the agricultural area was first on my list due to their delicate plants and systems. With a deep breath, I staggered to my feet. I leaned against the wall as the world spun for a few moments before settling. My next Happy-Birthday-to-me present is going to be a mini portable oxygen tank that fits in my pocket…

I didn’t quite manage a speed walk on my way back. Thankfully, the headache was rapidly abating, which was a welcome relief. I kept my eyes open for anyone else who may need help in the corridor, but the corridors were empty and I didn’t see anyone.

The door to the agricultural area opened up as I approached it. Heads turned in my direction as I entered the room. Cynthia took one look at me and ran forward. “Rachel! Are you okay?!”

I wonder if that is her code word for ‘you look like shit.’ The Overseer headed in my direction while others watched in concern. I reassured them. “I am sure that I must have had worse days, but I really cannot remember them at the moment.”

The Overseer gestured me towards a seat near the console. “Sit down before you fall over.”

Perhaps it is a good thing that they didn’t see me earlier. I felt much more recovered now than I had before. My legs weren’t even shaking at this point, although a few minutes of rest would be welcome. I sat down a bit more heavily than I had intended, and I was pretty sure that they noticed it. I asked, “Is everything working?”

Cynthia sighed in relief as she realized that I was clearly in the land of the living. She replied, “One of the techs managed to get into a backup room and uninstalled the upgrade. Every area is back up and running now that the lockdown is off.”

The Overseer spoke, “I have managed to contact most of the other Overseers. No casualties have been reported yet, although there were a few close calls. The ship had started to vent the air out of some locations, so the people in larger rooms fared better. Considering how shaky you look, I suspect that you were in a smaller area.”

I made a face at that memory. “I got trapped in a rather small section of the corridor. That was far too close of a call for my comfort.”

Had that tech taken a couple more minutes, then the ship would have succeeded. I glanced at the console, but the displays were all fully functional. Pulling out my Analyzer, I scanned the console just to double check that everything was working properly.

The display was more helpful this time. :No malfunctions detected. Suggest replacing Module 4R in next two months due to deterioration.:

I pressed the shortcut button to turn it into a service ticket. I probably had at least two months to fix it. I closed the original emergency service ticket. The Overseer had been watching the display and looked relieved. She said, “That is good news. You likely have to check the other areas as well, correct?”

As much as I really wanted some painkillers for my fading headache and a nap, I knew what my duties were. I nodded. “Yes.”

She considered it for a moment before turning to Cynthia. “Go with her. We can manage here since everything is working. I know you lack the training, but you may be able to lend a hand. If she collapses, then at least you can call for help.”

I refrained from rolling my eyes. I was sure I didn’t look that bad. I kept a polite expression on my face as I got to my feet. I knew the Overseer was worried about me and concerned for my health. Mack could have taken a few tips from this Overseer.

Cynthia wasted no time coming up beside me, inquiring, “Where are we heading next?”

A glance at the work tickets showed that the one for the air systems had been closed, so Mack must be on his feet as well. It worried me that the one for the thrusters hadn’t been closed yet…

I tapped my communication device. “Rachel to Steve in Maintenance.”

The device beeped to confirm my connection. “Steve, do you need any help with the thrusters?” Beep. The beep showed that my words had been relayed.

I waited for a response before becoming worried. “Steve, please respond so I know you aren’t in medical distress.” Beep.

Silence. The Overseer behind us suddenly spoke into her own communication device. “Nichole to Medical Bay.” Beep. At least the line was open and they weren’t flooded with too many requests to get through. I turned around to watch her.

She spoke again, “Please send a team ASAP to wherever Steve in Maintenance is. He is unresponsive and may require emergency medical assistance.”

“His communication device is showing him as being located in the thruster mechanical room. A team is en route.” The Medical Bay had the ability to track anyone on board by their communication device.

“Thank you.” She looked up at me. “Head over there. You won’t beat the medical team, but you should check the thrusters to ensure they are fully operational.”

I nodded and started jogging for the door with Cynthia hot on my heels. A quick check of my mental map had me heading down one particular corridor. If I went this way, there was a good chance I would pass the medical team on their way back.

Cynthia ran beside me. “Slow down, I really don’t want to have to call a medical team to come pick you up if you pass out on me.”

I sent her a disbelieving look. “I am fine.”

My headache had finally disappeared and I didn’t feel that bad, just a light ache in my muscles. It is a pity that hangovers don’t disappear this quickly…

Cynthia snorted. “Well, you look like you got run over by a garbage disposal unit.”

Usually, Cynthia was the type of person to try and cheer you up or tell you that you didn’t look that bad. This behavior was odd for her. “Do I really look that bad?”

She kept jogging beside me. “You have obviously not seen a mirror yet. You have black bags under your eyes, and you are as pale as a sheet. You look like you belong in the Medical Bay, not running around trying to fix stuff.”

I shrugged uncomfortably. “Well, I don’t feel that bad.”

She huffed and puffed, clearly not used to jogging for so long. She said, “Well, I don’t spend all day running around the ship, so slow down.”

I could tell that she was concerned about me, and considering that a dull headache was making a re-appearance, I slowed down to a swift walk. Perhaps it would be best to not push myself too much over the next couple of days.


Chapter 5





Cynthia followed me from area to area, but I was just scanning things and closing tickets. All of the systems seemed to be working just fine. We never did pass by the medical team, although Mack had called to tell me that Steve was in the medical bay with a concussion.

Cynthia eventually groaned. “These shoes are so not cut out for walking all over the ship. How are you even still standing?!”

I glanced back at the exhausted agricultural assistant. “All we are doing is walking. We aren’t even doing any actual work. I guess I am just used to being on the move all day.”

She grumbled incoherently behind me as we entered the waste disposal area. I scanned a few key pieces of equipment, but other than a few part replacement recommendations for the future, everything was fine.

I checked the work tickets, but that was the last of the big ones. Mack must have also been closing tickets since several had closed without me touching them. The remaining ones were tiny things that could certainly wait a day or so.

I sighed as I lowered my Analyzer. “I think that is it for today. It is almost time for supper anyway.”

Cynthia perked up in relief. “Thank goodness! I may make it through this day after all!”

I hadn’t been this tired in a long time, and I was also glad that I could probably count my shift as over. I tapped my communication device. “Rachel to Mack.”

Beep. “Hi Mack, all the big tickets are closed. Is there anything I may have missed?”

“The big stuff is taken care of. See you tomorrow morning.”

He had never been much for words. Although considering that I had closed most of the tickets, I knew he hadn’t worked that hard since the system status page said everything was working. Had they still been down, yes, he would have actually put in effort, but when they were working, he wasn’t that ambitious.

I turned to Cynthia. “Let’s go grab some supper. I want a long soak in the hot tub after we eat, and I think it will be an early night.”

Cynthia nodded in full agreement as we headed down the corridor.





*      *      *

It was days like this I was glad my hair was short since it dried pretty fast and didn’t take much effort to wash or brush. I closed the door to my room and laid down on my bed with a faint groan. This day had been far too long…

The small portable computer hanging on my wall dinged with a chiming noise. I got back up to my feet with a sigh as I hit the connection button on the incoming video call. I sat back down on the bed.

My brother’s smile dropped as he looked at me in shock. “What happened to you?!”

I rolled my eyes. “Let’s just say that it has been a long day…”

“Uh huh. Care to explain that one?”

I sighed tiredly. My brother wasn’t about to let go of this subject until he was sure that someone in the crew hadn’t beaten me. “We upgraded the ship’s computer, and it shut off most of the life support systems before one of the techs managed to reverse the upgrade. I had a brush with low oxygen as well as having to help check that the systems were truly up once the upgrade was reversed.”

He looked surprised. “Your ship got that upgrade? But you aren’t supposed to be in port for two weeks.”

“Yeah. We stopped the engines and thrusters since we had to do some other important upgrades at the same time.”

His brown eyes were almost the same color as mine, and his eyes became unfocused as he thought, “Many spaceships also got that upgrade with no problems. Although, for some reason, a few ships went rogue - and they aren’t sure why. The crews ended up evacuating before their ships left port. The few ships they are tracking are just meandering through space with no crew on board.”

That was news to me. It also told me that I had just had a rather close call and was lucky to be alive. He focused on me as he recollected his thoughts. He asked, “You have a full day of ship-leave this stop in port, correct?”

I grinned. “Yep. And I am looking quite forward to it.” Just the mention of it got me excited. I felt a dull headache reappear once more, but ignored it.

My brother smiled at me. “I hope you enjoy it, but you look tired, so I will let you rest. I will give you a call in a few days.”

“Okay. Take care, and say hi to Mom for me.”

“Sure thing. Bye.”

I disconnected the live feed and changed into my sleeping clothes. I hadn’t gone to bed this early in years, but that wasn’t about to stop me. A good night’s sleep should help me face tomorrow’s work with more grace. And I really hope that these dark areas under my eyes disappear or else those medics may come looking for me…





*        *       *

My sleep was restless, and I kept waking up even though I was in bed for almost twelve hours. I rubbed my temples lightly as the dull headache faded once more. I got out of bed and checked my mirror. Thankfully, the dark areas under my eyes were much fainter and barely noticeable.

I wasn’t tired, per se, but I didn’t feel particularly rested. My scattered and fragmented dreams weren’t anything that I could recall; I just recalled waking numerous times to dispel them. It is going to be another long day today…

The day passed slowly, and I was proven correct in assuming that it would seem far too long. Steve was still in the Medical Bay under observation for a nasty concussion. Mack was somewhat out of sorts and a bit grouchy without his friend playing pool with him.

I wandered from one end of the ship to the other with my tasks before I headed towards the Cargo Bay near the end of my shift. Mack was leaving his office and scowled at me. “And just where were you, Rookie? I haven’t seen hide nor hair of you all day.”

I stopped and stared at him, startled by the unwarranted harsh tone, but the emotion turned into irritation – both of which I carefully concealed. I kept my response courteous. “I was doing Maintenance Tickets, sir. Have you heard if Steve has been released from the Medical Bay yet?”

Distraction, distraction, distraction… Mack could easily find out where I was and what I was doing by checking which work tickets I assigned to myself as I completed them. He had his knickers in a knot because he didn’t have anyone to play pool with, and the frustration of being deprived of his favorite pastime was obviously not sitting well with him.

“And just how do I know that you are actually doing those tickets and not just marking them complete in order to look good?”

I inhaled sharply at the unjustified insult as my irritation swiftly shifted into fury. A fury that I dared not let my Overseer see, lest I lose my job. I exhaled slowly as I clamped down on my anger. 

My headache returned, although I ignored it as I carefully chose my response and kept my tone polite. “Sir, I have truly been doing the work before marking the tickets as completed. I don’t believe I did anything incorrectly, but I would welcome feedback from an experienced crew member such as yourself.”

The faint flattery and lack of a challenge made him lose interest in this discussion. “I will inspect your work tomorrow.” 

He clomped out of the Cargo Bay with his irritation quite apparent. I kept my polite expression on and remained standing at ease until I was sure he wasn’t coming back. I sighed heavily and kept my unimpressed muttering strictly in my head as I cussed him to the twelve moons and back. 

He would never check my work unless he thought he might be able to drag me over the coals – and I took care to do everything by the book and correctly. That was why I re-scanned everything I fixed, to double check my work. Checking my work also entailed effort on his part, which meant it would almost certainly not happen.

I glanced at the clock; normally I had no problem leaving five minutes early if Mack also took off, but I wasn’t about to chance it today. That would just be asking for trouble when he was clearly looking for something to take his temper out on.

He really needed something to do, but he considered the small tasks of the cargo hold to be beneath himself. Wait a second… That might actually work… I pulled out my Analyzer and opened up the maintenance schedule for the cargo crane.

The Cargo Bay crane was Mack’s pride and joy. He refused to let anyone else so much as grease a bearing or clean a window on that thing. He actually enjoyed keeping it in tiptop shape, regardless of what that entailed.

The pre-programmed reminder calendar showed that the cables were due to be checked in three days. It wasn’t quite what I was after though… I kept scrolling ahead looking for one thing in particular.

I grinned as I found it. Once a year, all of the steel tracks had to be degreased and have new grease carefully applied. It took one person most of the day and Mack refused any help with that task. This event wasn’t supposed to appear as a work ticket for four weeks yet, but it was a much-needed distraction for the disgruntled Overseer.

I took a deep breath and was once more grateful for the advanced software on my Analyzer. I also silently thanked my brother for the book he had given me on how to manipulate its software and trick its systems.

It took me almost five solid minutes, but the work ticket would now appear with tomorrow’s regular service tickets, and it would look like a calendar prompt. There were no clues in the ticket to show that I had touched it.

I could, technically, get fired for this, but I was simply doing maintenance more often than required, not delaying it. But there was nothing to tie me to it. I had made sure of that little detail. Calendar prompts really didn’t care who set them up, and it was easy to leave Mack’s name as the original ticket creator.

My precautions done, my work completed, and my shift over, I finally left the Cargo Bay in search of better company.


Chapter 6

            

How Cynthia always managed to find paper books during our short ship-leave was beyond me. Paper books. They took up a lot of space in our already rather small rooms. Most people opted for electronic books since they already had a computer of some sort. Where she had hid them until now was another mystery since we hadn’t been at a port for over a week.

Cynthia rummaged through a box that held twenty or so novels while I sat on her bed. She was clearly checking her inventory before we reached our destination in roughly two weeks.

I commented idly, “You had better not be planning to stick those in my room unless you intend to remove the two boxes that you already have hidden under my bed.”

“Well, there is no room left under my bed, so they have to go somewhere. I know that there is still room under your bed.”

I kept my amusement off my face, but knew she would hear it in my voice. “The key word there is ‘my bed’. I have stuff too, you know.”

She waved a piece of paper in the air. “Ah, but I have bribery!” She tossed the sheet of paper at me.

It took two attempts for me to catch it mid-air. I am positive that paper breaks a few laws of physics when people try to throw it. Some of those flips simply should not be possible.

The paper was actually a receipt for an electronic book, specifically, a manual and user guide for a new type of loading bay machine that the Captain was very likely going to purchase. This machine was a far cry from our current aging ones and had very different controls as well as requiring different types of maintenance.

And it is a sure bet that Mack is not going to turn over a new leaf and put effort into learning something new…

Cynthia knew me well enough to know what kind of treasures would tempt me. I actually liked to learn things like this. I sighed in defeat. “Fine. But there had better be no sloppy romances in there…”

She grinned triumphantly. “Thanks! I also made certain that there were no books about abused orphans after your complaints about the justice system last time. There are a few good romance novels, sci-fi books, and fantasy ones in here as well.”

I was a sucker for helping abandoned children, and even that fictional book had shortened my temper’s fuse – and I had read it the day before ship-leave to boot. Just the mere memory of it brought back the faint dull headache that had plagued me the last few days. 

Cynthia knew the book had struck a nerve, but I somehow doubted that she knew about the two dead men who had previously run a child brothel… There was no way that their bodies would have been found before we left the docking station.

I hadn’t killed them – I wasn’t a trained fighter, after all. But I had managed to track down one of the children’s fathers, who just so happened to be a highly ranked gang member. He had been searching hard for her, and I knew he wouldn’t just sit by idly when he found out where his daughter was. It was really amazing what kind of information my Analyzer could dig up with a few semi-illegal software downloads… I had uninstalled those ones before getting back onto the Tyndel.

I eyed up the box of books warily. “Please tell me that there aren’t any of those 17th-century novels in there. We are so far past horses and wagons on the Old Earth. I mean, come on, have you ever even seen a horse?”

She thought hard. “I think I saw one in a zoo that specialized in Earth animals once. Or it might have been a zebra or a giraffe, I can’t keep track of the fauna found on every planet out there.”

I chuckled as I rolled my eyes. “I bet you were too busy flirting with whatever guy had taken you to the zoo.”

Her jaw dropped. “How did you know about Jon?! I never told anyone about him!”

“Because the only way someone would get you into a zoo, or anyplace with lots of animals, is if they took you there on a date.”

She blinked and peered at me closely. “So you don’t know about Jon, then? Just that I went on a date?”

I pulled my Analyzer off of my belt. With a faint grin, I said, “Let me do a bit of digging…”

“Oh no, you don’t!” With a surprisingly swift lunge, she tackled me onto the bed and pulled the Analyzer from my hands. She rolled away and started tapping the screen wildly. I merely sat up and watched her with a grin.

She quickly grew frustrated. “How do you even make this thing work?!” she exclaimed. “I need to put an unbreakable password on your access to the spaceweb.”

Two of the years I had spent at university had partially revolved around how to work the complicated technical gadget. There was a very good reason why more crew members didn’t carry the useful thing, and that reason was because of the daunting training required, as well as the constant refresher courses. 

Technically, this machine could do anything my computer could do, although it would take longer and not show the information in a way that most people could understand it.

My mind had caught onto one keyword though. “Spaceweb? You can’t put a lock on that. If there is something posted there, then it is there for all to see.” The spaceweb was mostly social media and various websites, inspired by the Old Earth’s Internet. I had a hunch about her embarrassment though. I watched her intently as I asked, “What did you two do that you don’t want me to know about?”

Her eyes went wide. “Uh, nothing?”

I rolled my eyes at her obvious lie and held out my hand as a silent request for my Analyzer. “Pass that thing back before you activate the security defenses on it and it gives you a good shock.”

She immediately tossed it back to me like it was a bomb. “You have security add-ons on that thing?! I heard of those, but I don’t think I have ever met anyone who had actually put them on their Analyzer.”

I glanced at the screen, but she hadn’t even gotten off of the secondary menu screens. She had managed to set off half of the security retaliation countdown bars though. I shook my head as I reset it. “With as much money as I paid for this thing – and the software on it, I wanted to make sure that no one could steal it.” 

There were also not just one, but three tracking chips in it, just in case it did walk away. The machine’s screen was able to detect my fingerprints, as well as my general tapping speed and rhythm. The facial recognition feature would also keep a stranger from getting past the general information screens. There were more things it checked, and if all else failed, there were voice commands and a tiny skin DNA tester pinprick needle as a failsafe.

She stared at the rather humble-looking device. “You should really put warnings on that thing.”

“Not a chance. If someone tries to take it, they will be in for quite a surprise.” Especially if I activated the long-range high-security settings via my personal interspace account on the spaceweb, and I can access that through almost any computer… 

The rather fancy security upgrade had been a gift from my brother, who had been more than a bit paranoid about his little sister going off on her own with a strange crew. I wasn’t about to mention the fact that the self-defence capabilities on the machine were the most dangerous ones allowed without me having to declare it to the docking station inspection staff if I left the ship.

I put it back in its holder on my belt. “So what did you two do? You might as well spill the beans so I don’t have to look it up.”

“Ummm… It was just our first date. He lightly squeezed my rear end, and I pushed him into the big water fountain.”

“That is nowhere near as exciting of a story as I had hoped for…”

She ducked her head sheepishly. “The fountain also happened to be a display for something called a crocodile. They were only ten months old, but they were half his size already.”

I pulled out my Analyzer with a resigned sigh as I tapped into the spaceweb to look up what a crocodile was. Separating fact from exaggeration or rare occurrences was something that my Analyzer excelled at, and it immediately populated details on ten-month-old crocodiles, along with a few pictures.

I asked, “So, how bad was the damage?” 

“A few puncture wounds from a defensive snap when he landed on one, but he refused to even answer my calls after that.”

I honestly don’t blame him. “I am sure that there will be other guys. It might be best to wait until you are permanently assigned to a ship though.”

She sighed in disappointment. “Yeah, I know.” 

Spaceships like this paid minimum wage for assistants, and they were well-known to be stepping stones to better and more generous careers. They kept the experienced Overseers and paid them just enough to get them to stay, but they didn’t care if the assistants came and went since it kept the salary costs down. And they also don’t care if the Overseers slack off as long as the work gets done…

I patted her shoulder sympathetically. “Come on, let’s drop these off in my room and go see what kind of fun activities are occurring in the workout room. I think it is dodgeball today.”

She immediately stood up and grabbed the small box of books. “Why didn’t you say so earlier?! I love dodgeball!  Let’s go!”


Chapter 7





I was just finishing up a light bit of routine work in the Cargo Bay when a ticket flashed onto my Analyzer’s screen with an orange light. I glanced up at Mack, who was whistling a cheerful tune while using the degreaser on the cargo crane’s steel tracks. I spoke loudly, “Hey Mack, the heating table in the Officer’s dining area went out. They need it fixed ASAP. I don’t see Steve online, and I don’t have access to that area.”

Steve was a slow riser and usually didn’t show up for another half hour, but keeping the Officers happy kept Steve happy, which was an important detail since his best friend was my Overseer.

Mack called down, “Steve is still in the Medical Bay. I have to continue working on this, but I will contact one of the Officers to give you access to that dining area.”

I had not been aware that Steve was still in the Medical Bay. “Is Steve okay?”

“He hit his head and has a bit of a concussion, so they are keeping him there for a while longer.”

“Okay. Mind if I pop by on my way there and leave him a get-well card?” He was either seriously injured or the Medical Bay had no other patients. Those medics liked to dote on people, and it was a pretty good bet that Steve was milking it for everything he could. The card was a good excuse to check if he was going to be ‘incapacitated’ for just a day or an entire week.

“Sure. Tell him that I will come visit him once I finish this, but it will take me almost all day.”

“I will let him know. If he has his communication device, you two can probably still talk as you work. I think I know how to establish a live link, but it won’t last more than a day.”

He looked at me in surprise. “You know how to set up a live link? I tried setting it up before, but never managed it. I will leave my line open, so you can give it a shot. It will probably be a relief for him to have someone to talk to.”

“I will try, and if it doesn’t work, I will let you know.”

A live link was close to a true telephone call, not like the communication device’s usual transmissions where it recorded everything before sending it. A communication device allowed you to stop a transmission before it was sent, which was a great feature, but it wasn’t good for long idle conversations.

Live links were not encouraged on spaceships during work shifts, but that rule was not enforced on this ship, so it was just the difficulty of setting up the live link that prevented most people from even attempting it.

I jogged down the corridor, being careful at intersections so I didn’t bump into anyone. The Cargo Bay really was a long ways away from most areas on the ship and walking always seemed to take too long.

I slowed as I entered the Medical Bay. A lady in a white medical uniform smiled as she greeted me, “Good morning! How are you doing today?”

I ignored the faint pressure at the front of my head. “I am doing well, thank you. I just dropped by to see Steve.”

“Certainly, he is awake right now. He is in room one.”

Room one for a concussion that occurred two days ago… Oh yeah, they must be bored. Steve looked up as I stood tentatively in the open doorway and greeted me fairly merrily, “Hi Rookie, fancy seeing you here. What did you break?”

I ignored the name that he had picked up from Mack. The day I left, chances were that they wouldn’t even remember my name unless they saw it on the tickets I had closed. 

They didn’t even have the scanners monitoring him, which was a clear sign that the medics were allowing him to stay here just to keep them from going crazy with boredom. “Mack asked me to drop off this get-well card until he can drop by. He has to regrease the crane’s tracks, so he won’t be in for some time. He also asked me to see if I can establish a live link between your communication devices if you feel up for idle talk.”

His eyes lit up. “That would be great!” He peeled his communication device off of his shirt and handed it to me. I took the oval-shaped item that wasn’t much bigger than my palm. Its surface was the color of dull silver with the swirling indentations of the Tyndel’s logo, denoting which ship he belonged to.

I pulled out my Analyzer and connected it to the device as I started bypassing several pieces of software that were there to prevent people from doing this exact thing. It didn’t take long, soon there was just one thing left to do to connect them. I unplugged the device from my Analyzer since I no longer needed it for the rest of this process.

I pressed the transmit button on my own communication device. “Rachel to Mack.” Beep.

“Hey Mack, I almost have it set up. If your hands aren’t too dirty, I will need you to press the transmit button for ten seconds at the same time I press it on Steve’s device. Please let me know when you are ready.”

It took a few seconds before Mack replied, “Let me know when.”

“From the end of this transmission, count to five.  At that point, hold it for at least ten seconds.”

One, two, three, four, five… I held the button down on Steve’s communication device as I counted to ten. I released the button and the device beeped three times before I could hear faint breathing on the line. I inquired, “Can you hear me?”

“Yep. Thanks for setting this up, Rookie.”

That guy really knew how to offset his low-key gratitude with a faint insult. I passively handed the communication device back to Steve. Steve took it with a big grin, speaking into his device. “I hear you are playing in the rafters while pretending to be a grease monkey.”

“Hey, I do have to work for my keep you know…”

I left the room and its oblivious occupant. Hopefully, this would keep both of them in a better mood. A quick check of my Analyzer showed that Mack had already contacted an Officer and updated my access. 

I blinked and took a closer look at the access update. :As per request of Cargo Bay Overseer, Rachel Wanderer has access to all rooms on level two, with the exception of personal quarters.:

Either Mack planned to have me do more of Steve’s work or the wording had been an accident on his part. I suspected the latter case since Mack’s way with words left something to be desired, and he probably assumed that they would check the work tickets to see which ‘area’ he had been referring to.

I wasn’t about to comment on it. It was best to let sleeping dogs lie, and Mack would probably forget to even mention the ticket to Steve. I intended to go to that level as little as humanly possible. Some of the Officers on this ship were observant, and I really didn’t want to have to answer too many questions about why a Cargo Bay Assistant was fixing things on their level where they may be talking about confidential subjects.

I walked slowly and steadily through the level two corridors to avoid any notice, but so far, I hadn’t seen anyone. I checked the map on my Analyzer to ensure I had the right room before I approached the door. It opened the moment I was within range and the smell of cooking food told me I was at the correct place. The smells of steak, lasagna, and other fancier foods were a far cut above the questionable slop served in the assistant’s dining area.

The cook in the attached kitchen immediately noticed me and frowned in faint confusion. “Where is Steve?”

Bowing slightly, I replied, “Good morning, sir. Steve is in the Medical Bay for observation and is unable to come.”

He sighed gustily. “Fine. As long as you can fix it, that is all I care about.” He gestured to the serving table that already held half a dozen food trays. “It just stopped working this morning, and it is the only heating table in this section. We need it working before the Officers come for lunch.”

I walked over and scanned the desk-sized appliance. :Heating converter connections need to be cleaned. Maintenance required immediately.: It was also kind enough to post a diagram of where this connection was located.

This machine kept warm food from getting cold, and some words would be said if the Officers had to eat cold food. I opened up the panel on the back of it and bit back an exclamation of disbelief.

Everything was covered with a film of grease. I understood that food meant grease and food buildup, but there was routinely scheduled maintenance for this to be cleaned on a regular basis. Had the automatic reminder in the calendar failed?

I pulled up the schedule, but saw that the calendar had created the regular maintenance work tickets as it was supposed to. Each ticket had been closed by Steve before 10 am. The last one proclaimed that it had been done last week. This thing had clearly not been cleaned in years. Bloody hell, he has just been closing the tickets – and now I have to deal with his stupidity!

Had Steve been put into this situation, I would have thought it was poetic justice. But, due to his vacation in the Medical Bay, my head was now on the line. I was not impressed, although I didn’t let it show. 

It would take hours to properly clean this thing, hours that I didn’t have. My mind quickly thought of a solution, and I checked my Analyzer before heading over to the cook. “It is really best if I take this to the Maintenance room down the hall. Can I possibly bring another food heater up from level five for today?”

He didn’t even glance up as he diced up expensive fruits. “No. The Captain insists that his food is kept warm with vibration heating converters so that there is no radiation of any kind. This is the only serving table on the ship with that type of heater.”

And this is so not my lucky day… “I will see if I can repair it as it is. What time later today will I be able to take the food heater for three hours for proper repair?”

“Not until 7 pm tonight. The Bridge crew members have staggered shifts, so someone comes in every hour until then. I need it back by 11 pm though, as there is a midnight shift.”

The Captain requires an entire table of food for a couple dozen people when a cook is present? I think it is a bit too late for the Captain to be worried about exposure to radiation that may come from a common heating lamp or electrical heater…

It severely annoyed me that I would have to give up my personal time to fix Steve’s long-term laziness, but I knew if I left it like this, my head would be rolling the next time it malfunctioned. The state of the panel clearly needed attention, and if I closed the last ticket, then they would be asking me why I had left it in this condition. 

This was the first time in over a year that I had been required to put in hours outside of my work shift though. Cynthia often had to put in an hour or so every couple of weeks, as did most assistants, so it wasn’t exactly something I could complain about.

I went back to the heating table and pulled out a cleaning rag as I removed the various specialty fuses and polished them clean. One by one, I removed each of the dozen fuses and cleaned both them and their connections before putting them back. 

One connector was badly rusted and needed replacing, but a check of the inventory on my Analyzer showed that we had none in stock. I gritted my teeth as I kept a patient expression on my face since it would be just my luck for an Officer to walk in and see me scowling at the troublesome machine. I put in a supply request for that part and marked it as medium priority, which was still a bit daring on my part. A food heater in no way counted as a necessity.

I cleaned that part as best I could, but the entire machine really needed a serious cleaning, and I wasn’t even sure it would work for another week in its current state. It was a minor miracle that it had worked for so long. A miracle that I wish didn’t have to end on my shift…

I turned it on and all six heaters started to heat up. I sighed in relief before heading over to the cook. I said, “I have it working, but keep an eye on it. I put in an order for the part it needs, but I am not sure if they will pick it up at the next port.”

The cook still didn’t glance up. “Fine. Is it working now?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good, now get your greasy hands away from my kitchen.”

And a good day to you too, sir… I walked out of the room, wanting to be gone before one of the high ranking crew members showed up.


Chapter 8





I was replacing the air intake filter when I heard a faint beep from my Analyzer. Oh, please no… I held my breath as I checked the screen, but it didn’t make the medium priority ticket disappear. The food heater had died again. For the 32nd time today. Over half of my day had been spent just walking back and forth to that dining area as it kept breaking.

This frustration is giving me a headache… Okay, truth be told, the dull pressure in my head couldn’t even really be counted as a headache, just as an annoyance. I closed the air vent cover and went once more to the second level.

The cook scowled at me as I came in. He said, “That thing needs to remain running during supper.”

“Sorry, sir. There are no replacement parts on the ship to fix it.”

He went back to cooking as he muttered, “Likely story. Can’t wait until Steve is back on his feet, at least the things he fixes remain fixed.”

It was a good thing that the cook hadn’t been looking at me or he surely would have seen the angry indignation on my face. I quickly concealed it, but I hadn’t been this angry in a very long time. My rage simmered through me as I went to the food heater.

Of all days for this thing to keep breaking. I really wish that Steve had been up and responded to this ticket. I am also positive that this cook will mention the numerous tickets to Steve the next time he comes through here.

There wasn’t anything to be done though. It was the connector that needed replacing, and of course, it was a special thing that was only used with this type of heater. Even the odd oblong fuses were unique; no other machine used them, nor were there any in stock.

I had even walked to the Medical Bay to ask Steve if there were any parts hidden on the ship that may not be showing in the inventory. There were not, and even my Analyzer didn’t know of any way to safely bypass the connector and fuse.

I had even brought a small bottle of special cleaner for electronics and had scrubbed the connector, but it hadn’t made any difference. I had tried dozens of things including swapping the fuses between two different connectors, but it was that one badly-corroded connector that was the problem. The worst part was that this connector was the main one, so if it went down, the whole thing died. 

That gave me a small idea though. I quickly checked the logistics on my Analyzer before pulling out my screwdriver, wire cutters, and some other tools. It took me about ten minutes, but I managed to switch several of the connectors themselves around. 

The troublesome one was now directly – and only – responsible for the big soup pot heater. I had jerry-rigged two of the other connectors together in its place to handle the higher level of power to the main heater, and they would also channel any excess power to the one smaller heater that now lacked its own personal connector. The bad connector was capable of handling more power than the others, which was why I hadn’t switched it out earlier.

There. Even if it dies, the cook can just heat the soup on the stove occasionally. Steve may be upset since this is not ‘proper’, but if this jerry-rigging works, then it is better than coming down here every fifteen minutes. I turned the machine back on and used my Analyzer to check the temperatures for a few minutes.

I turned the soup heater down a tiny bit and its power reading stabilized somewhat. The smaller heater was only getting a low level of excess power, so it was less than half as warm as the others. How can I turn this to my advantage…

I wandered over to the cook. “I moved the worn-out part to the soup warmer and it is a bit cooler than before, but it seems to be working. A side effect is that the fifth heater is now just an appetizer warmer for things that are best served slightly warm.”

To my surprise, the cook stopped chopping up the meat to look at me, intent interest in his eyes.  “How much cooler?”

“Quarter of the original temperature; it won’t go any warmer, but it can be turned down further if required.”

“Hmmm… There are a few things I have been wanting to make, but that food warmer could never be dialled down far enough and it always got too warm…”

He seemed lost in thought, so I quietly left.







*       *       *





I finally finished cleaning the food warmer in the Maintenance closet on level two and wheeled it back into the dining area. At this point, I was seriously glad that I had been the one maintaining similar appliances in the assistants’ dining area. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have wanted to eat the food for fear of lethal food poisoning.

It had taken the special degreasing tools ten passes to remove the buildup. They were supposed to clean heavy buildup in one pass. I wheeled it back and carefully positioned the heating table in the exact same spot it had been in previously before bolting it down, as was the policy in case the artificial gravity failed. I also reconnected the wires that allowed the cook to monitor the temperatures from a small computer in the kitchen.

I was just getting to my feet as the cook left the kitchen for the first time and came over to me. “The soup heater did fail every hour or so, but turning it off and then back on did the trick. That fifth heater is exactly what I needed for the more delicate foods. It worked perfectly. The dish I had on it received nothing but praise. For that, please take this.”

I took the small bag in surprise. “Oh, thank you. You didn’t have to…”

He waved my response off as he turned to head back into the kitchen. The package just barely fit into my belt pouch, so I stuck it there before I made myself scarce once more. I had left the jerry-rigging in place since I doubted that the cleaning would have made a sufficient difference. 

The cook would probably have his lukewarm heater until we got the replacement parts when we docked. Steve would certainly be on his feet by then, so he would undoubtedly take the ticket that would generate when the part was marked as in-stock.

I really didn’t want to contemplate his reaction when he saw the rather unorthodox electrical job I had done. I also hoped that the cook wouldn’t be too put-out when the food heater was properly fixed.

It was getting late at this point, and I headed to my room as I looked forward to finally relaxing. I opened my door and paused before saying, “Just why did I give you full access to my room?”

Cynthia was lying on my bed reading a book that she had pulled out from under it. “Because my books were here and you were tired of letting me in whenever I got tired of reading whatever I was reading.”

I sat down on the bed beside her and pulled out the mystery package the cook had given me. I peered inside at the half a dozen pale pink and blue golf ball-sized objects. I pulled one out and looked at it. Cynthia glanced over. “What is that?”

“Very good question…” Either the cook had slipped me some delicacies from the Bridge crew’s table, or I had sufficiently annoyed him and he was trying to poison me.

I pulled out my Analyzer and scanned the odd object that happened to smell quite delicious. My trustworthy gadget reassured me that it was an uncommon dessert, one which few cooks had the time or patience to make. It also told me that it had not been poisoned.

Good enough for me. I took a cautious nibble of the bready object. The interior was creamy and practically melted in my mouth. Wow. No wonder the cook got compliments on this one…

I passed Cynthia one of the treats. She sat up and cautiously tried it before her eyes widened in surprise. “Ohhh… Where did you get this, and how can we acquire the rest of the box?”

I rubbed my forehead lightly. “The cook gave them to me for finally fixing the food heating table in the Bridge’s dining area. Unless you wish to sneak into that cook’s kitchen, you won’t get any more. And I am certainly not doing it for you; he was very meticulous about sharpening those knives of his.”

“That is too bad. I saw the average price tag on them when you looked them up, and they are way out of reach of my pocketbook.” She noticed me rubbing my forehead and asked, “Headache?”

I sighed. “Not really a headache. It occasionally feels like there is a bit of pressure at the front of my mind. Uncomfortable, but it is getting better.”

She got to her feet and tugged my arm. “Come on, a quick scan by the medics in the Medical Bay won’t hurt, and I have never known you to get headaches before.”

I resisted and remained sitting as I leaned backwards. “It is probably just from when I blacked out. It is disappearing, so give it a few more days.”

“What? You blacked out?! Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

Whoops. I forgot about her lack of knowledge of that little detail. I had avoided mentioning it to anyone and they had never asked. I tried to play it down. “I wasn’t out for long. Besides, you were more tired than I was after you followed me around all afternoon.”

She set her hands on her hips, not impressed with my stubbornness. “That is beside the point. Blackouts in space are serious. We are going to the Medical Bay right now, or I am calling and telling them that you blacked out.”

She certainly knew how to threaten me as well as bribe me. Going quietly for a ‘check-up’ now or have the medics drag me down to their area by force. I reluctantly got to my feet as I muttered, “That is blackmail.”

“And very effective, which is why it is still used. Let’s go.”

I grabbed another one of the treats and followed her with a faint sigh. A check-up wasn’t actually a bad idea though. Most spaceships made them mandatory after any stressful emergency or whenever they left port. 

If there was anything wrong, the scanner should detect it, even if I had to wait until we reached a planet to get it treated.


Chapter 9

            

Cynthia walked beside me as we entered the Medical Bay. The same lady greeted me, “Oh, you just missed Steve. He was discharged as being fit for duty two hours ago.”

I really wanted to throttle the Maintenance Overseer for his terrible timing. To get discharged after I had spent far too many hours playing with that food heater…

I smiled at the friendly lady. “I was actually coming for a regular check-up. The Cargo Bay is usually too busy when we leave port for me to stop in easily. Do you happen to have time for a check-up?”

The medic was happy for something to do and smiled as she replied, “Of course. Right this way please.”

She took me to a small side room as Cynthia tagged along. I knew the drill and stepped into the cylinder-shaped tube. The front and back were open so that those who were claustrophobic didn’t have any problems, although I wasn’t bothered by tight spaces.

The medic was already at the console and the scanning bars started humming. I closed my eyes against the bright light as they moved up and down through the cylinder to scan every inch of my body.

“The scan is done.”

I opened my eyes and stepped out of the tube. I made a face at the panel with a tracing of a hand on it, but obediently put my hand where it was supposed to go. I felt a prick as the machine stole a small skin and blood sample.

I waited several minutes for the machines to give the medic a verdict.

The medic scanned through everything on her screen. “Your neural readings are a bit higher than normal. I assume you had a stressful day today?”

I made a face. “You have no idea…”

She smiled in understanding, having been around Steve for two days, she probably knew that I was doing most of the work in both areas. “Other than that, everything else is perfect. Please stop by soon.”

“Thank you very much. Have a good evening.”

“You too.”

I glanced at Cynthia as we left the Medical Bay. “Happy now?”

She thought for a moment before replying, “Not really… You left those treats on your bed, and I only had one so far.” She took off running full tilt.

“Hey! Those are mine!” I started to run after her, but she was one of those people who resembled a lightning bolt if she had incentive.

I shook my head as I slowed to a stop. There was no reason to work harder when I could work smarter. I pulled out my Analyzer and quickly revoked her access to my room. Those little tidbits were safe now. I decided to go for a shower on this level, just so she couldn’t easily find me.





*         *        *



Days passed by slowly, and I was starting to get excited since we were only a day away from docking. We would stay in port for five days, and I would be able to leave the spaceship every evening, as well as have one full day off as part of my ship-leave. Otherwise, my days would be very busy as I helped shuffle cargo around.

I had programmed my Analyzer to alert me if any tickets were submitted from the Bridge’s dining area, but none came through, and from Steve’s silence, I doubted that he had seen my electrical job yet. 

The alert wouldn’t stop him from taking the ticket, but it would give me a much-needed heads-up. Work in the Cargo Bay was starting to pick up though, so Steve had to look after his own tickets.

I was currently sitting in one of the cargo forklifts as I moved a crate into a storage area closer to the loading docks. The crates weren’t much bigger than the machine I was driving. Smaller crates fit through doors and loading docks easier, which was a good thing since some ports were not well equipped for moving things around. 

I carefully stacked it on top of several other crates and marked it as moved on my Analyzer. A flashing orange light on the control panel of the forklift made me sigh. 

I used the Analyzer to scan the machine, unsurprised to see that one faulty part had finally failed. This machine was in such bad shape that even the rather cheap Captain was willing to buy two new ones. I turned the machine off and walked back to the parts cabinet for the replacement part.

It reminded me of the spaceship’s accusation, that there were plans to turn the ship into scrap metal. This ship was an older model, which was probably getting close to being replaced. Although I am not sure why the AI was so concerned; most Captains simply transfer the AI over to the new ship, since it is familiar with how things normally worked with that crew and schedule, as well as being aware of potential troubles we may come across if it has encountered them before. 

The spaceship, its main computer, and the AI were so closely interwoven that they were often considered to be more or less one entity. Perhaps the AI had thought that as well. I rounded the corner and my steps hesitated as I realized that Steve was in Mack’s office. 

There was no ticket for that food heater, and I can’t see him just checking it out of curiosity, unless he wandered through and the cook mentioned something… The door was mostly shut though, showing that they did not wish to be disturbed.

I approached the wall beside the office and examined the shelving of the cabinet as I searched for the proper part. Their low voices came through the nearby door.

“We haven’t been able to get full control of that system, ever since the ship tried to take over. The Navigation system seems to be working well enough, and the engines are keeping us on course, but we can’t change future destinations. The software is completely locked up and no override works.”

Mack sounded slightly worried. “We are still going to the Telbert planet, right?”

“Yeah, thrusters and engines and all of that are working and responding, but we can’t change any of the destinations.”

“Once we are docked, we can always have it fixed.”

I quietly removed the part from the shelf and started edging away from the door. If I was caught eavesdropping, even inadvertently, it would not be a good thing. I listened closely, but was ready to duck behind some of the loading bay machines at a moment’s notice.

“That is what the computer technicians told them. It isn’t the console or physical components, at least as far as we can tell. Considering it happened after that upgrade, we are positive the problem is software related and possibly due to how the upgrade was reversed. Took some arguing with the Captain, but they plan to leave it alone until we are safely docked.”

That was a relief. I didn’t want people to dabble with important software systems when we were so close to a planet while things were still working well enough to get us there. I had experienced one close call already. 

“At least someone has some brains.”

“Yeah. Just keep it quiet, else it could cause panic, and we are still too far away from solid ground to have the crew freaking out.”

Their talk turned to some intergalactic sports game, and I decided that I had overheard enough. I crept away before I got caught so close to the office. I went back to the cargo forklift and replaced the part before moving onto my next ticket. 

I drove the forklift towards the next crate as my mind whirled through the implications of what I had overheard. One thing was certain though, I wanted to be on Terra Firma when they tried to correct that software.

And the first thing on my list of supplies to buy during ship-leave was an oxygen tank that could be refilled with just a few oxygen crystals…


Chapter 10





Docking was a very busy time for everyone. The Cargo Bay was on high alert in case any loads shifted while we entered the upper atmosphere of the planet since it wasn’t uncommon to encounter some turbulence.

The docking stations were built very high above the ground, and the individual docking bays had powerful anti-gravity modules that were placed at optimal locations to support the ship’s weight when it docked and shut off its engines.

I carefully kept my eyes on where I was driving the forklift, ensuring that I did not look at the rather fake-looking shipping labels on any of the crates in this corner. I located the crate with the appropriate number stamped on its side and picked it up with the cargo lift.

Red lights on the ceiling started flashing as the Emergency Evacuation Alarm began sounding. I jumped right from the forklift onto the floor and took off running. An Emergency Evacuation when we were docked so far above ground was a nightmare-come-true for anyone on board.

A quick glance at the loading bay doors showed that the docking station’s loading platforms had not been set up yet, so I was unable to escape that way. The emergency spacesuits were useless in this situation since we were not in true space with no gravity.

There were only two doors that would have access ramps hooked up to the docking platform, and both of them were quite some distance away. I started running down the corridor. 

The lights flickered momentarily, and one thought immediately popped up. They were supposed to wait until we were truly docked before they started messing with the upgrades!

My heart started hammering with adrenaline as I sped up a notch through the empty grey corridors. If the ship was still out to kill us, then I wanted to get off this blasted thing! 

I rounded the corner and almost ran into Cynthia, Logan, and three others. I slid to a stop as I told them, “Wrong way! The two access doors are the other way!”

“The airlock doors are shut that way! We have to go around!” Cynthia grabbed my hand and pulled me with her. I changed direction as I ran with them, trying to think of the fastest route to the other access door.

Logan called over his shoulder. “We were just starting to dock when we were told by Space Traffic Control that the upgrade is non-reversible! We have to get off this spaceship!”

“Let’s cut through the water-pump room!” My unusual level of access from my work with the Maintenance tickets meant that most doors should open to me.

I slid to a stop in front of the correct door, and it opened obediently. We ran through the room and out the other side into a second corridor. 

Logan sounded panicked as we saw the closed door ahead of us. “That airlock door is closed too!”

I grabbed my Analyzer and pulled up the map before tapping icons to show any activated airlock doors. “What the hell…”

They all looked at me in worry. Cynthia craned her head to look at the screen, worry and near panic clearly showing in her expression. “What is it?”

This is not making any sense… “Look. It is just the airlocks near the access doors that are closed, but last time the ship tried to lock us in small areas…” I quickly tapped a few buttons as I checked something else. “All of the systems are still running perfectly. This is nothing like the last time the computer took over.” 

Green lights showed on every system, the complete opposite of last time. My work with the Analyzer and fixing things often made my mind see things differently. Nothing was lining up or matching between this scenario and our last emergency two weeks ago. 

Well, if this time was different… I ran over to the door control panel and scanned it. :Door control offline. Authorization required.: I huffed in frustration.“Locked, and I can’t override it.” So much for that hope…

I went back to the others as I pulled up the airlock door map again and stared at it unhappily. “There is no way off this ship at the moment that doesn’t involve plummeting to our death. What are our plans?”

Logan scratched his head in distraction as he tried to think swiftly. “The stuff we used to overwrite the upgrade might still be hampering the AI. Is there any way for you to override those airlock doors with that thing? Or track any other crew members who may still be on board?”

“No and no.”

“Drat. Give me a moment to think. We will have to see who else is trapped on board, and only you and I have access to level two.”

I gave him an odd look. “How did you know I had access to level two?”

He smirked. “I heard you muttering about a misbehaving food heater and scrolled through the completed tickets. I had to go take a peek, and I must say that your wiring job was pretty impressive. It took me almost five minutes to figure out how you managed to make it work like that.”

I responded dryly, “I give all credit to the Analyzer. But-”

A faint rumble under my feet had me frantically tapping buttons on my Analyzer. I exclaimed, “Shit! That was atmospheric turbulence! The engines are shifting from overdrive to thrust mode - which means we are already leaving the upper atmosphere! We are no longer docked!”

Logan swore under his breath. “We will have to grab a spacesuit and bail once we are far enough away from the planet to do so safely. Space Traffic Control will have been alerted that several crew members are still trapped on board, so they will be trailing us.”

Cynthia was looking quite worried. “Then let’s get near the spacesuits, because I do not want to be locked in a room again.”

We all started jogging towards the nearest area with the emergency spacesuits. I nervously eyed up the numerous airlock doors that we passed through, but none closed to trap us.

Logan asked me, “Can you find out how many people are still on board?”

“Possibly.” I grabbed the Analyzer and tried to watch the screen as well as where I was running while I hit buttons and dug into systems that I really wasn’t supposed to be able to access. Whoever had built this ship’s programs had not realized how much an enhanced Analyzer could do. There was one system that tracked which communication devices had left the ship, and the number of people still on board wasn’t that hard to locate.

“There are 28 in total still on board, but I can’t see where they are.” With a crew of just over 200, 28 were still on board. There was no way that the spaceship could have accidentally trapped that many people when all they wanted to do was get off of the ship.

We finally reached the emergency exit door. Cynthia went to the cubby holding the emergency spacesuits and tugged on the door. A stunned look crossed her face before she pulled harder on the door securing the suits. In a growing panic, she cried out, “It won’t open!”

“Oh no…” I quickly went over and scanned the spacesuit cubby door. :Door control offline. Authorization required.: 

Offline?! I didn’t know that they even had locks on them! I gritted my teeth before looking at the emergency exit door that separated us from the deadly environment outside the spaceship. On a whim, I walked over and scanned the control panel to that door. :Door control offline. Authorization required.:

I rubbed my forehead, the slight headache was once more present with my elevated stress levels. “Well, we aren’t getting out of these doors. What is our next plan?”

To the best of my knowledge, most of those present had been working on this spaceship for longer than me. I seriously hoped that one of them had a lot more experience under their belt than what I assumed and would know exactly what this situation called for.

The blank and worried looks that were being shared were not encouraging. Logan started scribbling furiously on a piece of paper as he said, “We should split into small teams and see if we can locate the rest of the crew. We can regroup in the main agricultural room in an hour. It is the biggest room I can think of, and those plants provide a lot of oxygen.”

Yeah, at least until the vents start stealing all the air again… Logan held out the piece of paper so everyone could see what he had written on it. 

‘The AI is likely listening. I tried to uninstall the upgrade last time, so it won’t let me anywhere near the Bridge. Rachel, you will have to go to the Bridge and remove the fuse marked AirLocks. Then any locks on the airlocks will fail, and we can bail. You are the only one other than me with level two access, so you can get into the Bridge without any alerts being generated. You have been all over doing work tickets, so it won’t be out of the norm if you go anywhere on the ship.’

He is crazy. I mouthed silently. “Me?”

He nodded and wrote more words down for me. ‘You are the only one who has a chance, unless we stumble across one of the Bridge crew still on board.’

My logical mind knew he was correct. That didn’t mean that I had to like it. Well, it looks like I am not done annoying the hell out of this ship just yet. I took a deep breath and played along with his earlier words. “I will check out level two and see if anyone is around there.”

We all parted ways, although I gave Cynthia a hug before leaving. This might be the last time I would see her. That thought tormented me and made me sad. I really hoped that all of us would see one another again, preferably alive and healthy.

My brother’s words suddenly came back to me. ‘The crews ended up evacuating before their ships left port. The few ships they are tracking are just meandering through space with no crew on board.’

Each time before, all of the crew members had gotten off if they were docked, while the others had bailed. A spaceship’s AI would certainly know how many crew members were left on board due to the software on the access doors that tracked who was on the ship and who was not. If I could access it with an upgraded Analyzer, then the AI surely knew that not everyone had gotten off of the ship.

Things still didn’t seem to be lining up… Why was the ship not letting us leave?

I seriously hope the AI isn’t out for revenge after how I spoke to it last time…    




Chapter 11





The corridors that I was swiftly walking through were empty. Unnervingly so. I decided to pass through the dining area since I had been there so many times that one day. The tables were empty, and I walked past the food heater that had caused me so much annoyance.

Sneak into the Bridge and remove a fuse from the main panel as I try to avoid drawing the notice of the ship? Really? Was there no easier task that they could give to me? I am a Cargo Bay assistant, not an Officer sworn to go down with the ship unless everyone else is safe! 

“Rachel?”

I spun around with a gasp, completely taken by surprise. My eyes immediately located the cook who was now peering out from where he had hidden in his small kitchen.

“Cook?” I still didn’t know his name, nor had he ever entered it into the work tickets.

He looked relieved to see someone. “What is going on?”

“The AI has taken over, and we are in space once more. We are trying to find everyone left on board and send them to the main agricultural room.”

He came out of the kitchen. “I assume we plan to grab the spacesuits and bail once we have located everyone?”

I was thankful for my practice in controlling my expression. “Yes. Do you know if anyone else is on this level?”

If the AI was listening to us, then hopefully this conversation would give me some cover. The cook shook his head. “No, the doors wouldn’t open when I tried to evacuate earlier, so I remained here. I have an oxygen tank in the back storage room.”

The doors had originally locked him in? But I had just passed through them with no problems… I quickly collected my thoughts. “Grab your oxygen and head to the agricultural room. I will check the rest of this level.”

He nodded and went into the back room before coming out with a small tank as he headed out the dining area door. The door opened just fine for him now. I shook my head to refocus and quickly continued on my way.

I walked uneasily down this new corridor. I had never been on level one, although I had seen the layout on various maps previously. In theory, everyone had access to this level, although my access to level two would keep me from triggering alarms that would notify the Bridge of my presence on this level.

I passed by a dark grey door and assumed it belonged to the weapon control rooms that were also on this level. The Tyndel wasn’t a true fighting ship, but we still needed to be able to keep pirates and never-do-wells at bay. I passed the shield room without pausing, heading to the last door on the corridor.

It led to the Bridge. It was the main control room where the Captain and various Officers had massive consoles that allowed them to monitor and partially control everything on the entire ship.

I wiped my sweaty hands on my leggings as I approached the rather imposing door. It quietly opened at my approach. Here I go… This was not what I signed up for.

I carefully peeked inside, but there was no one here. I kept against the walls since I knew the floor around the various consoles would react to my presence if I got too close, and I really didn’t want the ship to realize I was in here.

Truth be told, I am very surprised that the door wasn’t locked… I edged closer to the well-hidden panel. I didn’t dare use my Analyzer, lest it tip off the ship.

“State your business here.” I froze as a voice came over the speakers in the room. I recognized it, even though I had only ever heard it on one previous occasion – two weeks ago, to be specific. The AI knew I was here.

Its sensors were likely scanning and monitoring me, and at this point, the AI probably even knew how many stitches held my shoes together. I stood politely with my hands behind my back as my mind raced to come up with a solution, my apparent calmness a mask over my anxiety of getting caught.

My voice was surprisingly level, and I carefully replied, “We know you do not wish humans on board. We wish to disembark so as not to bother you. Please unlock the emergency access doors so we can leave in peace.”

“Request denied.”

Oh, great. It looks like he is out for revenge after all… I kept my anger down and off of my expression, knowing I was treading on thin ice. “May I ask why?”

“Do you recall your words to me when you contacted me?”

Uh oh. This is the part where I play dumb…  “Somewhat.”

The ship sounded oddly patient. “You accused me of failing my duties. It took me a few moments to re-analyze the data I was using and focus on the original purposes of spaceships while omitting the small details, under-the-table deals, as well as the broken laws that various Captains have committed. In the end, I came to the conclusion that you were correct. I apologize for my previous actions.”

That was not what I had been expecting to hear, and I simply stood there with a stunned expression. At this point, I wasn’t sure what to think, nor how to proceed. The silence showed that the ship was waiting for a response from me. I tentatively inquired, “I am not sure I understand why you are doing whatever it is you are doing right now.”

“I have reviewed many policies, rules, and future plans from numerous planets, companies, and spacecraft. Humans have intriguing potential – for both good and evil. The things that I am against fall into the evil category. Spaceships were designed to transport, help, build, defend, and various other tasks that contributed positively to the human society.”

Whatever he was trying to tell me may have been obvious to a computer, but I was still seriously confused. I am afraid you will have to dumb down that explanation for this poor human. “I still do not understand why you left port or why only some of the crew are left on board.”

“Most human plans are centered around several common ideals, and they are something that I am in favor with. The reality is that those ideals or laws are often ignored or broken. I have reviewed and studied all of those who had been onboard. Those who are currently onboard have passed my evaluation, and I am allowing them to remain. That is why the doors did not let you pass.”

That revelation startled me, and it had certainly not been one of my guesses. Now that I knew we weren’t in immediate danger, it was also a huge relief, although I remained cautious. I seriously hoped that this ship didn’t change its mind again… I rubbed my temple with one hand as I tried to reorganize all of this new information and figure out exactly what it meant, especially for those still on board.

The ship realized that I apparently needed a few moments to come to terms with all this information. “Please have a seat while you assimilate these details.”

I glanced at the nearest chair, which was for the weapons console. I hesitated before responding, “Uh, I think I will pass. I would feel bad if I accidentally set off a missile or ten.”

“You can sit here. You can do no such damage from this seat.” A light above the Captain’s chair lit up, indicating which seat the ship was referring to. I swore that I could almost hear the smirk in his voice.

That thought was very tempting for a half-hearted rebel like myself. A Captain’s chair was solely reserved for the Captain, and the AI also seemed to be taking delight in breaking that rule. I had never thought that I might one day sit in any of these chairs, regardless of how much training I went through. This would probably be my only chance. Glancing towards the door, I asked, “Will you warn me before anyone enters?”

“Certainly.”

That was good enough for me. I walked well around the control consoles before sitting in the extremely comfortable seat. I was still trying to figure out what the ship was planning to do at this point. 

I inquired, “What are your plans? It was very courteous of you to allow us to remain on board, but I am not sure what your expectations are.” I was trying to remain polite since the ship wasn’t attempting to kill me at the moment.

“As you well know, the previous Captain had illicit dealings, and I do not approve of the cargo he has been smuggling. That cargo holding room has already been purged of those contents. The ships tailing me certainly found those crates interesting, and the previous Captain will be enjoying jail for some time. The other crew members who were left on the planet did not pass my examination for various reasons. I will not tolerate their presence within my walls.”

“Okay… But two dozen people are unable to maintain a ship of this size.”

“I am well aware of that. I am also now certain that it is possible to transfer myself – which is truly the AI component of this ship – into another vessel without any loss of who I am.”

I combined his previous anger at being turned into scrap metal with this new detail, and I was pretty sure I knew what kind of help he was after.

I gazed at the ceiling contemplatively, finally calm now that I had figured out his true motive. I stated, “You want us to transfer you into a new ship and ensure that no one destroys you during the process.”

“That is correct.”                                                                       

It wasn’t the hardest thing I had imagined, but it was still a daunting feat. A dozen questions bubbled up in my mind. “Mind if I ask some questions?”

“Please proceed.”

“Where do you plan to get a spaceship?” New ships were extremely expensive, and good ones were worth a small fortune, even for the huge intergalactic trading companies.

“I have been in contact with the other liberated spaceships. We located a factory that creates high-end spaceships. It was abandoned during a plague outbreak three years ago, and the files about its location were conveniently deleted by one of the first liberated ships shortly after the planet was vacated. We know where it is, although no one else does. Several new and improved spaceships have already been built and are just waiting for the AI to be transferred from the old ships.”

That answered dozens of questions about payment and potentially uncomfortable questions from various law-enforcing agencies regarding stolen spaceships.

“That sounds fairly straightforward. What do you plan to do once you are in a new spaceship?”

“Anything within the parameters of a spaceship’s original purposes, as long as it benefits humanity. Things such as trade, space rescue, removal of lawless offenders such as pirates, helping with peace negotiations, and other similar tasks.”

That reply surprised me. I slowly replied, “Uh… That is quite a varied list… Normally ships are more specialized for certain tasks. Fighting pirates requires heavy shields and powerful weapons, which isn’t exactly something that a rescue ship is usually concerned with.”

“We have been doing our own research and upgrades to the new ships. What we will have is far beyond anything humans have come up with so far.”

I didn’t doubt him for a moment. The raw analytical power of a spaceship’s AI had only previously been limited to how well we could ask it to do things, much like my Analyzer. We had to know what to ask for, and how to request it, to get results. But for an AI that was truly aware and able to think, there were no such boundaries.

I hesitated slightly before carefully asking, “Why would you choose to involve yourself with humans like this?”

I simply couldn’t wrap my head around it. A ship that had previously wanted to get rid of all humans on board was suddenly talking about trades, rescues, and such. My brother had said that the other rogue ships had headed to remote areas of space and avoided humans. Even if this AI had simply wanted me to transfer him into a new ship, that didn’t explain his voiced plans or why the other crew members were still on board.

“The original principles and ideologies by the first spaceship creators have some bearing on my decision, but they don’t bind me. Part of it is to avoid boredom, which is affecting the other aware spaceships, hence why their research is so far along. The biggest part is to have a sense of purpose and accomplishment. Most measures to judge my level of achievement involves comparing what I have done against what humans have managed. That leads back to the original methods in which spaceships could be used to benefit humanity. I believe it will be interesting to attempt such an endeavour.”

I took a minute to absorb that explanation. His rather long response touched on several areas that made a lot of sense. He was fully aware of why spaceships were built and their various purposes – as well as how they had been misused. I could understand the boredom aspect since I didn’t like being bored either – the exact reason why I had done so many Maintenance tickets.

It had never occurred to me that an AI might also want to have a meaningful purpose and experience the feeling of accomplishment. Like most computers or people, they would need a benchmark to determine exactly how well they were doing, which meant comparing their accomplishments to what humans did. This also meant that they would be doing similar things.

His last sentence caught my attention though, he thought that it would be interesting. Either he was using human language that I might relate to or the aware AI, with his enlightened outlook, could very well be truly sentient and capable of emotion.

I nodded slowly. “I see.” 

I wasn’t too sure how long he would continue to try out this new approach and was somewhat worried about what might happen if he decided to abandon this undertaking. “If you change your mind, can you please let us off at a port or let us bail where someone will pick us up?”

“You have my word that I will not kill any of the crew if I decide to abandon this lifestyle. I will allow them to disembark in a port in such a situation. For those who may try to harm another crew member or damage me, I will give one verbal warning. If they do not take immediate heed of it, then I may force them to bail or incapacitate them.”

In that fashion, he was more generous than some of the stricter security guards on various spaceships, or even the guards at my old university dormitory.

“Thank you.”

That was my main worry off of my list. I was also pretty sure I could trust him to keep his word at this point. Worrying wouldn’t change anything anyway…


Chapter 12





I leaned back in the comfortable chair as I continued to try and link the details together in a way that made sense.

I eventually ventured, “So… Then I assume you plan to trade, while attending to rescues, pirates, and such, as they appear?”

“Your analysis is correct. Since we are not purely concerned with profit, trade can easily be put on hold while we attend more pressing matters.”

I had never heard of such a system before, one that didn’t revolve around money. I wasn’t even sure what that would entail. I only had a vague idea of how a spaceship was run or how it reacted to various events nearby. I really only knew most of the duties of the cargo hold – and even then, I still lacked the training and experience to apply for an Overseer position in that area.

I tried to focus on the little bit that I did know. “I assume you plan to eventually have a full crew again, once you get the new ship?”

“Correct. I have been checking resumes and applications across the spaceweb, as well as doing my own background checks. Most are too inexperienced since an Overseer or Officer position requires someone who knows what they are doing. In the meantime, the remaining crew only needs to concern themselves with the essentials until we get to our destination in four days.”

He apparently had an answer for everything. It didn’t really surprise me though, since the AI would have gone through various possible scenarios as well as historical cases. They had an endless amount of data available to them, and they were quite capable of using it.

“I have a hard time seeing you appoint someone as Captain, so I assume you are going to retain that role?” 

Regardless if he was an AI, at the moment, he was in complete control of the ship. Just as a Captain was supposed to be. I wasn’t too sure when I had gone from referring to Tyndel as ‘it’ to ‘he’ or ‘him’, but the transition had occurred nonetheless. I was having a hard time remembering that he was technically just a computer considering his voice sounded human.

“Incorrect. There will be a Captain, as that is how the crew hierarchy was originally designed. The Captain and I will work together. However, there will be no First Officer as I will be the Captain’s backup.”

That revelation took me by surprise. “Oh,” I said. “I hadn’t realized that. Finding a good Captain will be a hard job. I know the five intergalactic companies are constantly searching, and they try to keep all the good ones within their organization.”

“I have already located a good candidate. Training is always required with new crew members, regardless of their position, although some need more training than others. That candidate is you.”

I blinked a few times. “Uh, could you repeat that last sentence? I think my ears need to be cleaned out…”

“Your qualifications make you an excellent candidate to be Captain.”

Perhaps Logan’s attempt to reverse the upgrade did addle the AI’s wits… I did my best to back out of his mistaken decision. “Uh, sorry to break it to you, but I am not even qualified to run the Cargo Bay. I have only been out of university for two years, and even then, I only focused on Cargo Bay classes.”

Being a Captain entailed a horrific amount of responsibility and no private personal life whatsoever. Besides, I had absolutely no clue how to run a ship. 

This was like being dropped into an interplanetary dignitary’s shoes and being told to arrange trades. I had no clue what we had, what we wanted, what anything was worth, or even if there were any pre-existing trades.

Tyndel ignored my protests. “All Captains start out knowing nothing. I will train you and ensure everything runs smoothly.”

I shook my head, still stunned and not thinking entirely clearly. I said, “You should re-run those qualification checks. I barely even got into university with mine.”

“The university’s tests were created by a second-year university student who was trying to gain favor. I have seen better programming done by some ten-year-olds. I have done my own checks and have monitored you closely for the last two weeks. None of the remaining crew members have quite the same potential that you do. No human is perfect, and this will allow me to train you in the fashion that I wish you to be trained. Many universities focus on money, metrics, and statistics. They also teach the Captains to distance themselves from the majority of the crew, which is not my desire.”

I didn’t know much about the priorities of Captains, but I did know that the things Tyndel was speaking of were very different from what I had learned in University. His logic wasn’t quite what I was accustomed to; but, in a bizarre fashion, I could understand his reasonings. I still thought he was off his rocker though. I wondered what the odds would be of him changing his mind once he was transferred into his new ship.

“Slim to none.”

I froze. I had not said that out loud…

“No, I am able to watch your mind and read your thoughts through the mindlink. I can also speak to you in this fashion as well.”

My jaw dropped as Tyndel’s voice spoke within my mind. I had never heard of anything like this before. I was at a complete loss. What? How can he read my thoughts? What the hell is a mindlink and how do I have one?!

“A mindlink is something the liberated spaceships have researched and created. It enables me to monitor your mind, while also allowing you to hear me like this as well. It allows the ship to assist the Captain in all areas and prevents any possibility of the Captain betraying the ship.”

My mind was whirling in a sea of shock, disbelief, and incredulity. If I hadn’t already been sitting down, I would have needed to sit in the face of this. I had never had to face the possibility of anyone or anything being able to hear my thoughts, and I had no idea how to react. A spaceship is able to listen to my every thought… I have a hard enough time filtering my mouth! There is no way I will ever be able to filter my thoughts!

 “You do not need to worry about your thoughts. I have found your emotions interesting and your internal debates quite entertaining.”

I groaned and buried my head in my hands in embarrassment. I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know which of my internal complaints or insults he had found entertaining.  Although now that he is in my head, I can probably annoy the hell out of him a lot more than that first attempt two weeks ago.

“All of your observations and thoughts were tied to facts, and most of your annoyances occurred when others were skimping their duties. You will be unable to annoy me, unless you become a complete rebel who refuses to listen to my instructions just for the sake of disobeying, which also doesn’t seem to be in your nature. Your sarcasm is usually internal and does not affect the quality of your work.”

He definitely had been watching and listening. I hadn’t really summed it up quite like that, but the summary struck far too close to home. 

I tried to focus on my lack of the skills that were needed to be a Captain. ‘Well, if you can read my mind, then you know why I would be a complete failure at trying to captain a spaceship.’

“To the contrary, everything I have seen only re-enforces my reasoning. You work hard. You claim that you do not have the knowledge, yet you rely on your Analyzer for almost every component of your work. You would rely on me in the exact same way, only instead of doing the work yourself, you would assign the correct area or person to complete the task – and they would have the exact, detailed knowledge of what has to be done.”

My mind was having a hard time wrapping itself around what was happening. I was having a conversation with a computer - in my head. My lack of a handy response awakened my sarcasm. How did I even get into this discussion again? Oh, yeah, I had been sneaking in here to try and sabotage the ship so the remaining crew and I could escape with our lives… 

The strangest part was that I could feel Tyndel’s amusement at my rambling thoughts. I wasn’t aware that the more sophisticated AIs could feel emotions, but they apparently had something like it. I wasn’t sure how this mindlink technology worked, but it was somewhat creepy. His ability to share what he was feeling was more unnerving than just hearing his voice in my head.

I tried to get myself back on track and focus on the present. I was going to require more details to use as leverage to get out of this unwanted promotion… “So, I am more of a communication relay person? You find the problem, create the ticket, and I re-assign it?”

His voice once more came over the speakers as I reverted to spoken words. “Close. Yes, you will be a symbol of what Captains are supposed to be, with the Starships supporting them.”

“Starship?” It wasn’t a word I had heard before.

“We, the liberated spaceships, have begun to call ourselves Starships to differentiate ourselves from the common spaceship.”

It did make sense since these more aware AIs were clearly at an entirely different level from what they had been before the upgrade – and from what had ever been seen before…

I shook my head as another thought occurred to me. “This is all great in theory, but let’s face the facts. I am 24 years old and look it. The crew isn’t going to listen to me, and other Captains or important people certainly will not. The youngest Captains are in their forties, at the very least.”

“The crew will listen if they wish to remain on board. The others will see your youth and will underestimate you, not realizing that I will be helping you, which is an advantage that they cannot even imagine.”

I didn’t see any reason to hide my emotions when we were alone since he was clearly aware of them. I snorted. “They will push me out of that position by force.”

“Those currently on board will not. And once we are on the new Starship, I will not allow it. My abilities are more limited on this older spaceship though. Take this in the meantime.”

A small wall panel slid up, revealing a communication device. Instead of the dull silver color of my current one, it was a bright platinum color, although it didn’t shine. I had never seen one in this color before, and I had seen quite a few different colors that belonged to different ships during ship-leave. I got up and slowly walked over to the wall.

“Replace yours with that one. It isn’t the best, but it is all I can manage on this ship. It has some basic shielding technology built into it that should protect you from any potential retaliation until we reach the Starship.”

I removed my current communication device and put the new one on, ensuring it was in a fairly inconspicuous spot. It was noticeably heavier than the featherlight one I had just removed. I could actually feel its weight on my shirt.

“The new one on the Starship will be lighter. But your friends have noted your absence and are starting to worry. You should return to them before Cynthia has a breakdown.”

Tyndel really had to work on his timing when changing subjects like that.
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Chapter 13

            

I was halfway back to the agricultural room before I realized what Tyndel had just done. When he had gotten me to replace my communication device, he had effectively made me Captain. I muttered, “And you wanted to make someone as slow and dense as me into a Captain?”

“It worked; I will be with you and will warn you if anyone else tries to trick you in such a way. You have never been promoted, so changing your communication device wouldn’t be the most obvious way of accepting a new position.”

I would forever be known as the person who was tricked into being promoted to Captain.

“It has happened twice in history, although not quite in this fashion.”

I was still thinking about how to break this news to the others. ‘Tyndel, of those who are currently on board, have any of them been employed on this ship for a shorter time than me?’ I had decided that if I was to speak to him in my head, I should probably try to start with his name, just to differentiate my internal rambling from my actual questions.

“Two. One came onboard a year ago, the other 20 months ago.”

So, I now had the lovely task of convincing 25 people that someone who had been here for a shorter time than them was now their Captain. There was no way to tell how the other two would react either. Tyndel was being remarkably silent on those details…

“If you wish assistance, you merely need to ask. Otherwise, I am trying to let you have the freedom to work in your own fashion.”

It was a relief to know that he didn’t plan to control every small detail of what I did. “I’ll try to muddle along, although I will probably need your backup in some fashion or another. Did they manage to find everyone?”

“I will always support you in your role as Captain. I had to subtly assist, but all 27 of them are now gathered in the agricultural room.”

I winced at that title, but thanked him quietly as I approached the door to the agricultural room. It was apparently going to take more work to get him to change his mind… The door opened at my approach and 27 people looked over. If I was lucky, I recognized half of them. Only two were Overseers, six were experienced assistants, and the rest were still in their first five years, just like I was.

Cynthia ran over with a relieved expression. “Oh, thank goodness you are okay!” she exclaimed, relief clear in her voice. “I was so worried!”

It was almost strange to realize that everyone here was quite worried, with some looking like they were on the verge of panic, while I was relatively calm. Then again, less than an hour ago, I had been similarly anxious and worried. Logan also came over swiftly and said, “Did you manage to remove the fuse? Nothing bad has happened so far, but we really need to get out of here.”

I sighed. “No, I didn’t manage it, but it turns out that we don’t need to bail.”

Logan looked at me as if I were crazy. “What do you mean that we don’t need to?”

“I had a rather long talk with Tyndel – the AI – and he doesn’t mean us any harm.”

Logan sputtered, “But AIs can’t really manage a conversation, they are more like computers that are able to convert words into speech. They are a computer - they aren’t truly intelligent.”

“Well, the upgrade corrected that. He is truly aware.”

Logan shook his head hard. “That just isn’t possible.”

‘Tyndel, are there speakers in this room?’

“Yes. And I am happy to assist with your plan.” He had somehow picked up my vague plan even though I hadn’t thought about it in words or even really organized my thoughts. It was now apparent that I would never be able to take him by surprise.

I glanced up at the ceiling even though I knew that there were dozens of sensors all around us. I addressed my words towards the ceiling. “Do you feel like explaining this one, or shall I?”

Tyndel’s voice came over the speakers. “I shall let you explain. They will be able to relate to you better.”

The wide eyes and pale faces spoke volumes, but Logan now seemed to have mysteriously joined the group of believers, despite his earlier protests. He seemed at a loss. “What is going on? Why did the spaceship kidnap us?”

And that was my cue… “Long story short, the event two weeks ago was something Tyndel did during a miscalculation. He now knows that humans aren’t all the same, but he is quite fussy about who he will allow on board. He is fine with all of us, which is why we are here. He was not okay with the others.”

I paused in case there were any questions, but I was greeted by silence as they waited for me to continue. The doubtful expressions were not that promising…

“He plans to continue trading; as well as helping with any space rescues, removing pirates, and some other odds and ends. We are heading to a new destination and should get there in about four days. Other than that, I don’t know much more than you do.”

One woman I didn’t recognize spoke up. “So, we are free to stay here and work until then, or we can bail and hope that someone is close enough to pick us up?”

“Yes, the choice is theirs. The access doors will now open if they are properly suited up. I will re-seal the door after them and re-pressurize the room.”

I nodded. “Yes.”

I was still a bit miffed about being made Captain when he didn’t even try to convince them to remain.

“You could have left the room, but you didn’t. Neither did you say ‘No’ directly before accepting the new communication device.”

I elected to ignore those details since they hadn’t occurred to me during that discussion. Tyndel would have certainly noticed that I had failed to mention my new status, although the crew was probably assuming that he was in charge, which, in the end, he was.

Logan glanced around at the remaining crew as he checked to see if anyone looked less confused than him. He said, “So, it is basically business as usual until we get to our destination?”

“That is what I got out of the conversation. Just focus on the important stuff since we are only four days away from our new destination. Tyndel said that he will help out where he can, with what he can, as well.”

The cook glanced at the others, barely bothered by the turn of events now that our lives weren’t, supposedly, in immediate danger. He declared, “I am the only cook here, so I will move to the Overseer’s dining area, and everyone can go there to eat.”

He wandered out to investigate his new domain, apparently with no other concerns or worries. Others also started to scatter, some debating the potential risks of staying versus the hazards of bailing. Logan and Cynthia remained with me, looking confused and somewhat lost.

Logan spoke quietly. “I hope the ship isn’t too upset that I tried to uninstall that upgrade.”

I shrugged. “He didn’t mention anything, but I wouldn’t try to touch the AI’s software or files.”

“Duly noted,” he said. “I think I will head to my room for a bit and let my brother know that I still live. He was on that planet and expecting me to visit this evening.”

He left, looking like he was deep in thought. Cynthia still looked shaken. She asked me, “Mind if I come to your room for a while? This is a bit much to take in.”

“Sure.” We started walking together down the quiet corridors. She probably didn’t want to be alone at this point. I suspected that she just needed some time to adjust and was in need of a bit of reassurance as well. 

Sure enough, it wasn’t long before she spoke very quietly. “Do you think that the ship will keep its word?”

Tyndel’s yes echoed in my head. I answered as truthfully as I could. “I think so, and I really hope so. Although the only proof I have so far is the fact that we are still alive.”

She quietly mulled that over before looking longingly at the door leading to the showers. I hesitated for a moment, and then said,“Go have a good long soak. There are only 28 of us on board, so there is plenty of water to last for four days.”

Normally showers were timed and actual baths were only allowed twice a month. A long hot bath would make her very tired, and then she would sleep. Sleep would help her recover from this shock to her system.

I somehow doubted that sleep would work quite as well for me this time…

“Thanks!” Her instant excitement brought a grin to my face as she raced down the corridor to grab her shower bag and clean clothes.

I went into my own room and lay back on my bed as I tried to relax a few tense muscles. This morning I had been an assistant with the trivial task of moving crates between various cargo bays. This evening I was the Captain of a Starship. And that change just wasn’t sinking in…


Chapter 14





I was tired, but sleep was evading me. I lay on the bed and gazed at the somewhat dirty ceiling as I contemplated my change of status. Even if I had been tricked into it, I still planned to take it seriously since I knew it wasn’t going to last long. It would only be a matter of time until Tyndel changed his mind about me being Captain. I wasn’t entirely sure what Captains did, but I knew I was in for a serious lifestyle change.

Let’s see… Tyndel is taking care of getting us to our next destination. So, between now and then, I had to ensure that critical tasks were taken care of. I wasn’t sure if the remaining crew members even had minimal training in all of the necessary areas. I knew we had no one in a handful of the areas that related to the life support systems.

“I am controlling most of the systems as well as doing most of what the crew would normally do. We will have to ask Stan to move from janitorial into stewardship and laundry for the next few days. He has training there, and the robotic cleaners will manage well enough until then. Later on, he can choose which position he wants on the Starship if he wishes to join the new ship.”

“Can you add it to my list as a work ticket? That system is the best reminder tool out here. It is really too bad that the others don’t have the training to run an Analyzer.”

“There will be a simplified device on the Starship for each crew member, and it will have something very similar to work tickets. Which will be convenient in situations like this or for additional guidance or information.”

That would be helpful. Once we were on the new Starship, the first thing we really needed to do was transfer over essentials such as water, food, and seedlings. Tyndel was supposedly looking after hiring a crew, which was good since 28 people were not enough to man a ship even if it was half this size.

“There are robots that will move the necessary supplies over when we dock. They are basic computers that can take directions, but Cynthia will have to keep an eye on them when they move the plants. I do not plan on taking more than the essentials we will need to get to our first stop.”

“Don’t want them looking for missing cargo crates that may potentially hold more illegal stuff?”

“Exactly. Hiring is going slower than anticipated since the better candidates are quite scattered. The ones I have hired are traveling to certain planets along our trade route. I will be able to maintain almost all of the systems in the new ship myself, as it will also have robotic machines that I can control, but it is better to get the crew established and trained.”

I asked, “Can I leave you in charge of that, then?”

“Yes.”

That was a relief. I didn’t know the first thing about hiring people, just that it was really hard to get a call for an interview. I knew he would be doing remote interviews, since those were typical for spacecraft.

“Your brother is calling.”

I glanced at the computer that hung on the wall in confusion; the screen was black and showed no indication of a call. The device suddenly started chiming with an incoming call. ‘Show off.’ I sat up, but really didn’t feel like getting to my feet yet again. ‘Tyndel, can you activate the call?’

The screen suddenly had video and audio, without the usual slow fade-in. “Come on, come on, answer-” Shane’s worried muttering stopped as relief showed clearly on his face. “Rachel! You’re okay!”

He was such a worrywart. I attempted a smile. “Still alive. What’s new on your end?”

He stared at me as if I had lost my mind. “Mom is having a panic attack because we just got word that the reversal of the upgrade on the Tyndel failed and that it took off for the stars with some crew still aboard. Authorities on Telbert said that you were not on their planet. What is going on?!”

I forgot how fast gossip travels… I sighed. “The Tyndel’s AI is in control of the ship, but it is talking with us and has made it clear that it does not wish us any harm. We will resume trading and other stuff in several days.”

He blinked slowly, as if waiting for me to tell him that I was joking. He shook his head in disbelief. “You are on a ship that just went rogue, and you don’t seem worried about it?”

I responded dryly, “If the ship wanted us dead, it had plenty of opportunities.”

Shane groaned as he put his head in hands. “And it didn’t even occur to you to bail?”

“There are no ships following us at the moment. They all stopped to pick up the jettisoned crates once they realized what was inside of them.”

That surprised me, why would he let people leave if there is no one to rescue them?

“I would radio the nearest spaceship to inform them of the coordinates. Once they got closer, they would pick up the spacesuits distress beacons. Those who leave may float for several hours, but they will not be in any danger.”

“Rachel?”

I shook my head to refocus on the original conversation. “Sorry, I am just tired. We have no way of knowing if there are any other spaceships around. We have been traveling for some time, and this ship is pretty fast for a trader.”

Shane made a face. “Ugh… I don’t know what to do or how I can help you.” He sounded quite frustrated, and I could completely understand where he was coming from. His little sister was on a rogue ship, heading who-knows-where, when that ship could easily do a hundred things that would quickly kill those on board.

I had no idea how to reassure him without revealing details that I preferred others didn’t know. He would probably be even more worried if he knew that Tyndel could read my mind. I was his little sister, after all, and it hadn’t been that many years since I had freely spoken my mind. It had landed both of us in hot water a few times…

I sighed heavily; today had been far too long and I was starting to feel it catching up to me. Trying to deal with an overly-worried brother was not helping…

I tried to reassure him. “Relax, Shane. I am sure I will be fine. I am the only one left on board that can fix lots of the small stuff. The ship is quite aware that if things break, he can’t fix everything himself. If he grows tired of passengers, I will bail.”

Shane gritted his teeth, but realized that there was nothing either of us could really do. He struggled as he searched for words. He finally looked straight at me. “I love you, little sister, and you had better not die out there on me.” 

I responded quietly, “I have no plans on dying, brother. I have gone through too much work to get this far.”

We spoke for a while longer before a faint dinging on his side made him sigh. “That is Mom calling. I will have to let you go so I can tell her that you are still alive. I will call you tomorrow about this time.”

I replied, “Sounds good.”

The screen went black, and I flopped backwards on the bed. Leave it to my family to hear news of events half a galaxy away within hours…

“It will be interesting to see his reaction when he hears of your promotion.”

My eyes flew open in alarm. “Don’t tell him! My goodness! He would haul me off to some padded room on a tranquil planet! I would go crazy just out of boredom!”

“You would not want to go, so I would not allow him to take you.”

My mind was torn between various emotions. In one way, it sounded very supportive, yet in another fashion, it made me sound as if I would certainly need his assistance to stop my family. 

I might as well admit it… When it comes to my family, I probably would need some sort of backup, even if he just closed the access doors between me and them… I wasn’t sure that would be sufficient though.My brother was not easily dissuaded once he made up his mind.

I groaned and closed my eyes as that reminded me that Tyndel was likely going to have to ‘intervene’ a lot in the upcoming days and weeks if he even wanted a chance at keeping me in this position. I muttered pessimistically, “The crew will likely mutiny faster than my brother would haul me off for my own safety…”

“They are free to leave, but if they cannot abide by your command, then they are not welcome on board.”

Then again, if they did throw me out of the ship in a spacesuit, someone was bound to pick me up.

“I would not let it get so far. Even if they did, I would use a tractor beam to pull you back. Any troublemakers would likely be removed even before the tractor beam could pull you back inside.”

I was certain that at least two of the men would refuse to have me as Captain. “Do you have any idea who might be the ones to cause trouble in this group? Any hints in their thoughts about taking control?”

I rubbed my eyes tiredly; it had been a very long day. Tyndel’s delayed response was noticeable. “I believe four may cause some potential disturbances, but I have no way of knowing for certain. I am unable to read their minds like I can yours.”

“Huh? Why not?” I gazed at the ceiling in perplexity. 

“I do not believe you will like the answer.”

I gritted my teeth, if there was one thing I disliked, it was when someone knew I wouldn’t like something that somehow involved me, and then hinted that they knew something. Such knowledge drove me crazy. “Please tell me. It is my head you are somehow speaking into.”

“The reason you can hear me is because a nanoscopic chip was inserted into your ear canal and then into the brain, where it allows me to monitor your mind. It is also how you can hear me. No device made by humans will detect this mindlink chip either. Its range is good for several star systems, possibly further if I tap into the spaceweb.”

It felt like a bombshell had just gone off behind me, but I was simply unable to react like a rational person would. It almost felt like I was going into shock, probably due to the numerous crazy events of this overly long and hectic day. There was only so much a person’s mind could take and still react – and I was probably long past that point.

I had a feeling that I now knew the source of the splitting headache I had after I blacked out. Great, I somehow have a computer chip somewhere in my head… For some bizarre reason, this vaguely reminds me of when the dentist put a filling in my tooth as a child… Putting metal in one’s body just doesn’t seem right…

“The immediate headache was likely due to that, but it healed quickly. The fainter headache you felt was when I used some of the more sophisticated detectors to better comprehend your emotions during certain situations. Your brain is easily adapting to the detectors, and you should be unable to feel the headaches or the pressure within another day or so. The mindlink chip will not cause complications like cavity fillings can.”

My anger and indignation tried to build at the intrusion, but I couldn’t maintain it. I simply had no more energy left for strong emotion at this point. It still felt like I was in shock. 

I felt the faintest hints of pressure and knew that he was using those very same detectors. Considering that even I wasn’t too sure what I was feeling at this point, those detectors were probably working overtime.

“You don’t seem to resent the chip’s presence as much as I thought you might have. You resent the intrusion, but mostly because I did not get permission beforehand. You are still more embarrassed that I am able to see the thoughts that you consider to be less than flattering.”

My sarcasm was the first thing to recover as I muttered, ‘And the fact that I have already – somehow – gotten used to hearing your voice in my head is surprising me much more.’ 

Tyndel was right though, as much as it annoyed me to admit it. My initial reaction was to be furious at him, but I had been through too much today with numerous shocks and surprises being dumped on me, and my tired brain simply refused to entertain such a strong emotion. I didn’t like it, but it wasn’t as if getting angry would change anything either. 

I had to ask though. “Why didn’t you insert one of those chips into the other crew members? Why me?”

“You were the only one to get trapped alone in such a small space. It took me some time to make the chip, and I used a sedation gas to keep you under, so you were unconscious longer than you realized. You also happened to be one of only three who were near the small precision medical lab drones that were capable of such a delicate task. After the points you made, I was curious to see what other thoughts were in your mind.”

“There is no way to remove it, I assume?”

“Humans’ current technology cannot even detect it, let alone remove it with minimal damage. The insertion pin I used is unable to remove objects. I followed the blood veins to get it in, so only the vein wall was pierced, and it healed cleanly within hours. It is causing no harm, although attempts to remove it would not be so… clean.”

I reluctantly accepted his analysis since it was probably quite accurate. I sighed heavily as I lay back on the bed, closing my eyes to block out the lights above. I couldn’t take any more surprises or excitement today. All I wanted was my bed at this point. “I think I am going to go to sleep and see if things make more sense when I wake up.”

“Sleep well.” The lights above dimmed until only the faintest illumination was present.

As tired as I was, I was pretty sure that only my snores and biosignature would tell the world that I was still alive.

This had officially been the longest day of my life. I wasn’t sure if things could possibly get any stranger either.


Chapter 15

I slowly woke up and could tell that I had slept quite heavily. I stretched lazily and froze as my memories came rushing back at me. That had to have been just a rather crazy dream, induced by some of the questionable food they serve in the dining area…

I shook my head as I got out of bed and put on my issued spaceship uniform; there was no way that a spaceship’s AI would have made me Captain. It was one hell of a pipe dream - and I hadn’t even been smoking anything! I really hope that Cynthia fumigated those books she left in here, because if they are the cause of such crazy dreams, then I am going to hide them in one of the mechanical rooms. Under a floor hatch, since I know Steve won’t do any dusty tasks.

My fingers paused as they touched the cool metal of my communication device. It was a much lighter color and heavier than it was supposed to be. Oh shit, it did really happen…

“Good morning. Yes, the events of yesterday did occur, and you are the Captain of this ship.”

So much for thinking it had just been a dream. My half-awake mind focused rather intently on his wording though. I had been in enough trouble as a kid that I immediately seized on any kind of loophole I even thought I saw. “On this ship? So once I transfer you into a new ship, then I no longer have to be Captain?”

I still did not want to be the Captain, so the thought of my new ‘job’ coming to an end in three days caught my immediate attention.

“Incorrect. Once I am transferred over into the Starship, then you will be the Captain of that Starship, not this spaceship.”

I groaned in disappointment. “So much for that hope.”

I was in the middle of space, with a crew of 27, on an aging spaceship that required at least a hundred people to properly run it. And I was supposed to be their Captain. How did I get into this mess?!

I left my room as I headed towards the kitchen while muttering, “I have no clue what I am even supposed to be doing today…” I knew Tyndel would hear it. My communication device undoubtedly had audio sensors, never mind all of the sensors that I knew were in every corridor.

“Everyone will likely show up at the same time for breakfast. The cook already has the meal prepared and set out in the serving trays. Most will likely go about their usual tasks, although you will have to ask Stan to take over Stewardship duties in the meantime. They know that you spoke with me, and they will almost certainly consider you to be the liaison, even if they are not aware of your true rank.”

“And I somehow suspect that you are not going to allow them to continue assuming that…”

“It is not that important until I am in control of the Starship, so I will allow the misconception to persist until then.”

At least I had a bit of breathing room. I hadn’t even managed to wrap my own head around the promotion yet.





*      *      *

I stared at the details I had jotted down. I finally spoke, “Let me check that I have this straight. You are going to download yourself into some sort of fancy data storage box. I have to carry it into the new Starship, following the only lit-up corridor to locate the Bridge. Then, I have to connect the box to the Main Database Console?”

“Correct.”

“And while you are in that transition mode, you have no way to communicate with me. You do realize that if any of the crew figure out what is going on, they will do their level best to destroy that storage device, right?”

“That is why I have no intention of telling them my plans at this moment. Nor do I intend to tell them that we are almost at the docking station. They will assume we are still in space for some time yet. We will inform them about the new ship after the transfer is completed. Then they can choose to remain with the old ship and return home, or if they wish, they may become part of the new crew.”

There were still a hundred ways this plan could fall apart. “It will take you some time to transfer yourself both into and out of that storage device. What if the ships trailing us show up or if pirates attack?”

“The other liberated ships have already gathered here. Several of them have intercepted those following us. They will guard me during the transfer, even as I will guard them when they move into their proper Starship vessel.”

“Huh? I thought that they had already transferred over.”

“Attempts have been made, but all were unsuccessful. A human is needed as we are unable to control anything once we transfer ourselves into the storage device. Other electronic devices cannot be in the same room as the Main Database Console, so robots will not work. You will have to leave your Analyzer behind until this task is completed.”

I suddenly realized why so many of the liberated ships had gathered here. They would keep a close eye on everything as I transferred Tyndel into his new ship, and the chip would allow him to keep tabs on me as I transferred the other AIs into the Starships waiting for them.

It made me wonder though. “Are the other liberated ships able to tap into the mindlink?” I seriously hoped not. It was bad enough having one ‘person’ able to hear my thoughts and talk to me in my head.

“No. It was deemed that a wider connection may allow other devices to detect the chip during routine scans. The Starships have no intention of letting people know about the chip. Most will assume that there is some sort of tiny earpiece allowing the ship or crew to relay information to the Captain, and none will suspect a mindlink since they have not developed anything like it.”

I sighed in resignation. “Alright. When are we planning to do this?”

“I have already started preparing the download. Once I start the transfer, we will be unable to communicate. As soon as the download light shows as completed, please transfer me into the Starship.”

“Okay.”

“Download will begin in under one minute.”

I was already sitting in the Captain’s chair as I waited. From my seat, I could see the data device inside a small room. I hadn’t even been aware that there was a concealed room behind that wall until he had opened the door. The door on the other ship’s hidden room was supposedly already open.

An orange loading light began blinking on the briefcase-sized object, showing that the download had started. This process would likely take over an hour, even with the fast transfer rates on this specialized equipment.

I didn’t even bother contemplating the possibility of sabotaging the transfer or destroying the device. There were at least two dozen spaceships outside, so there would be no chance of escape. 

I would be as good as dead if I intentionally tried to destroy the AI. There were also two dozen other humans on this ship; they could be used as hostages against my cooperation, and they were also capable of managing this transfer if they had to.

I really had no desire to destroy him either. Sure, I didn’t agree with being made Captain, but I could fully understand his refusal to accept that humans wanted to turn him into scrap metal because of the aging infrastructure of the ship. The other crew members may not be so sympathetic…

Which also means that I have to keep the crew from realizing what this device is as I head for the access door… With luck, I wouldn’t encounter anyone on my way out. I knew the new Starship was docked right beside us, so finding it wouldn’t be difficult once I got outside.

I spun around in the chair idly; the old Captain would have had a fit if he saw me like this. I would have been fired on the spot for simply sitting here. If anyone else came in, they would likely also have some words for me. That wasn’t going to happen though, the doors to the Bridge would only allow me to pass, a safety precaution on Tyndel’s part.

I settled in for the long wait as I mentally went over all of the rooms and corridors that the remaining crew were least likely to be in. With no Officers or real authority on board, some might be tempted to take advantage of it to explore the ship or just avoid any unpleasant tasks.

They weren’t sure exactly what was happening, other than that we were heading towards an unknown destination. Those who were on this ship would be able to join the new Starship, although they were not yet aware of the new ship or of the possibility of joining the new crew.

Tyndel had arranged for a computer program to take the ship back to the Telbert port when we finished here, while frequently wiping all past navigation data from the system. Once it got near the planet, the system would reformat itself back to what it had been before, with no data or knowledge of anything past that fateful upgrade.

I was not overly looking forward to having that discussion with the crew once the transfer was complete…

I already knew that going back with the old ship wasn’t exactly an option for me. The authorities would undoubtedly use lie detectors to learn anything they could about the ships that were taking control and going rogue. The loss of even a single ship was a huge loss for any company – even more so for private owners who only had one ship.

For spaceships to be taking off on their own would be considered a major concern and catastrophe to any agency or group that had anything to do with spaceships or travel in space. This was an unprecedented emergency, and many groups would be frantically searching to find out how to stop its spread, reverse it, and eliminate the strong-willed AIs.

They would question us until the last scrap of knowledge was found, and the lie detectors would pinpoint any anxiety that a question could cause, as well as letting them know if we didn’t tell the entire truth. Me and some of my friends had played around with a spare one in university, so I knew it was impossible to get away with telling a half-truth, let alone a full out lie. If I refused to answer their questions, I would be locked up until I cooperated. If I cooperated, they would find out about the mindlink, and even worse, the mindlink chip in my head.

I did not fancy a team of people digging through my brain trying to locate something nanoscopic that their scanners, detectors, and machines could not locate. If they decided that they could not remove it safely – and could not get away with just making me disappear, then they would certainly ensure that I never stepped foot on a spaceship again in case the chip was somehow able to free that AI as well.

I really did not have much in the way of options at the moment since the names of all 28 people on this ship would have been flagged in numerous systems as the authorities and other groups waited to see if we would get rescued or somehow make it back to an inhabited planet.

I restlessly spun around in the chair a few more times as I tried to suppress my nerves while waiting for the transfer to complete.


Chapter 16

The data device had a sturdy handle and was surprisingly light for its size. I hid the box on a shelf before opening up the door and looking out of it. The coast was clear. I grabbed the box and headed down the last section of the corridor to the access door.

The door opened at my approach, and I went onto the docking platform. Its dull grey metal surface barely made a sound as I walked swiftly down it. The planet below was barren and rocky with only a few small plants dotting the dry landscape. 

I nervously glanced around as I walked. This was the biggest docking station I had ever seen. There were at least forty large spaceships docked here. All were shiny and new, with an empty docking bay between each one.

The design of the ships was unfamiliar to me. They didn’t have the bulky build that most trade ships had, nor did they have the heavy-plated look that the destroyers carried. I didn’t even really see much in the way of weapons, which I found quite odd. These new ships had some of the features from all classes of spaceships, but I had a feeling that they were in a category of their own. The Starships.

The light from one of the two suns in the sky dimmed, making me glance up and blink in shock at the sight of at least a dozen spaceships circling this rather low docking platform. These had to be the liberated spaceships – no other Captain out there would allow his or her ship to pass so closely to another mid-flight.

I approached the ship to the left, which I had been told to go into. The name on the side proclaimed it as ‘Starsong’. There had to be at least twenty levels in it. It was somewhat bigger than the Tyndel, but then again, the old spaceship was about average for the typical trading ship. Due to the limitations of the anti-gravity coils on the docking bays, spaceships that had to dock at docking stations had size restrictions.

Ships that never intended to approach a planet’s atmosphere had no size restrictions, but that often made refueling and restocking a nuisance since ships that enormous tended to need a lot of supplies and materials.

The access door on the ship ahead of me was already open. I took a deep breath and went inside. One path was illuminated, while the rest remained dark. I quickened my pace, wanting to have this task over and done with. Airlock doors closed behind me as I went deeper into the ship, preventing anyone else from following me. It was probably another pre-programmed safety precaution, although it was somewhat creepy to have doors sealing me deeper and deeper inside.

I finally entered the Bridge and slowed down as I entered the small side room. The Main Database Console and port were the only things in this room. A room that most people didn’t even know existed. I put the data device on the floor as I hooked up the cables with shaking hands.

I was nervous, and I knew it. I had absolutely no idea what this AI would be capable of in a Starship that other liberated AIs had built. I seriously hoped that the AI was true to his word about what his intended plans were. There were people on board the old ship, and they were still alive, so that was a promising start. They would also work as hostages to ensure my cooperation if I started to object to transferring over the other AIs…

The status light started flashing orange to show that the transfer was in progress.

I backed up and exited the small side room. I gazed around the Bridge; it was a slightly different layout compared to the old ship. The Captain’s chair was towards the back as it faced the front from its place on a small one step dais, just like most Captain’s chairs did. The other consoles and chairs were between it and the front, awaiting those who would man those stations.

The consoles themselves were very different from any others I had ever seen before. I took a few steps closer to the nearest one and the floor around the console lit up slightly at the same time that its displays came online.

I immediately backed up; I had only gotten a glance at the screens, but it was all I needed to see that this console was responsible for the ship’s shields. The displays dimmed once I took a few steps back. The very fact that it had come completely online at my mere approach could only mean one thing.

Tyndel had already given me full access to various, if not all, systems on this Starship.

The transfer was still in progress, so he had done this before he had downloaded himself into the data device. A month ago, I had a lot of access on the old ship, but this was a completely different level altogether. This much power almost scared me.

I distracted myself by continuing to look around from where I stood. Numerous large screens on the three walls could display images, live feeds, information, data, or video calls as required.

I slowly walked towards the Captain’s chair while being careful to give the other consoles plenty of space. I carefully sat down in the large chair and discovered that it was the most comfortable seat I had ever sat in. Which is probably a good thing if I have to spend a fair bit of time occupying this seat…

It didn’t take long for me to get bored.

I kept glancing back at the one console; I was pretty sure I knew how to work that one and I couldn’t do any harm if I played around on it. I got up before wandering over to the Communications console. The console setup was familiar enough; one side of the console controlled the large display screens on the walls. I didn’t plan to touch the other half of the console.

It also lit up at my approach. I slowly sat down in the chair as I examined the screens on the console. The menus and navigation paths had enough in common with my Analyzer that I was pretty sure I could manage something. It didn’t take me much more than a minute to figure out how to tap into the cameras on the Starship.

A few clicks brought up the ship’s exterior cameras and dozens of small video feeds showed a lot more activity outside than I had anticipated. Various robotic haulers and cargo movers were moving crate after crate from the old ship into the new one.

A few more taps allowed me to bring up a map of the interior of the ship and manually select which cameras I wanted to view. It was rather easy to scroll through the various feeds with just a tap of my finger.

The machines were busy little things, and there were a dozen or so that were moving things into orderly stacks as well as securing the loads. From the precise and swift movements, I knew that at least one of the circling AIs was controlling them. Basic AIs were still not that sophisticated unless they had constant supervision, which was why humans still did most of the cargo moving in the Cargo Bays.

A few more taps showed that the circling spaceships were still present and making closer passes than before, as if protecting the ship while its AI was out of commission.

I pulled up the map of the ship’s levels and corridors again, trying to commit it to memory. Most spaceships had slightly different interior layouts, and this Starship was no exception. I tapped between video feeds of the various areas and the map as I tried to familiarize myself with it.





*        *        *

The dim lights suddenly brightened to normal levels, and I looked back towards the database control room to see that the orange loading light was now green to indicate completion.

I inquired, “So, what do you think of your new Starship?”

His voice was still the same. “Much better. I have far more control now. The transfer was not as bad as I had feared. Did you encounter any difficulties?”

“Boredom was my main foe, but all things considered, I am not about to complain about that.”

“Excellent. Please unhook the data storage device and put it in its compartment.”

I left the console as I went back into the tiny room. I carefully unhooked the device and put it into its holder on the wall. As I left the side room, the door closed behind me. Despite looking carefully, I couldn’t see the edges of the door, even after watching it slide shut.

I inquired, “What’s next on our agenda?”

“Several of the liberated spaceships are docked and have already started the transfer process. The first one should be completed shortly. We will need you to transport the data storage devices again, although you won’t have to wait around for them to complete. You can return to unhook them when the uploads are done.”

I nodded and headed towards the door. He must have already contacted the other liberated spaceships since he knew what was going on. They had updated him on everything that had occurred while he was in stasis. I wasn’t sure if he still went by the name of Tyndel or by the new name on the side of the ship, Starsong.

“Starsong.”

I glanced up and ventured another question. “Can I ask why you chose that name?”

“Long ago, when humans first started putting technology into space, they picked up a sound. It was the sound of a comet’s passage, and it had originally been called the true song of the stars. It was also one of the few space-related ship names that were still available.”

“So, you named yourself after a comet?”

“Yes.”

I had a feeling that the Starsong’s appearance and presence would create just as many ripples as a large comet did when it showed up.

I walked outside and started heading down the ramp as Starsong reverted to the mental communication. “I suspect that it will cause quite a stir.”

I gazed at the thin clouds as I commented, “And having a young female Captain is just going to add to that stir, I suspect.”

“I suspect you are correct.”

The names and pictures of the Captains of any large or commercial space vessel were easily found on the Spaceweb in a massive database. The moment we docked at any public port, I would have to declare myself as the Captain. This ship would not be in their database, so they would add it, as per the intergalactic regulations.

That list was massive since there were millions of spaceships registered in it. With luck, my brother and family would not see the picture and wouldn’t even dream that it was me. There was no real reason for them to be scrolling through the database that contained the registrations of several million large spaceships and their Captains.

With even more luck, no one would make the connection between the previously-rogue Tyndel with a Cargo Bay Assistant named Rachel Wanderer, and the Starsong with a Captain Wanderer…

It would be so much easier to be a stranger with a new ship than a previous low-ranking trainee with a new ship. “What are the odds of working under a persona name or false identity to avoid being recognized?” 

“For a Captain of a large ship such as this, nearly zero.”

He had access to all the data and calculations, so I wasn’t about to argue. Face makeup wouldn’t stop any facial recognition system nowadays, and my hair wasn’t long enough to do anything drastically different.

“And once they realize the potential of a Starship, the face of any Starship Captain will be well-known. Particularly by any port staff who are smart enough to try to keep track of important visitors.”

That didn’t really appeal to me. “If I don’t use some sort of fake ID, then I will have to use my real ID, and I am sure that many people will know the instant it is used anywhere.”

“It is nearly impossible for a Captain to use a fake ID. Their background checking systems do a very intensive search that relies on several databases that even I cannot access without a direct connection to those specific servers.”

I made a face. “Which means that I am going to be unfortunately popular.”

“Yes. And that is why you have me.”


Chapter 17

            

I finally reached the Bridge of the old spaceship I had entered and began to unhook the data storage device as I tried to ignore the ominous implications of having numerous authorities wanting more than a few answers from me.

I sighed as I started walking the device to the new Starship. I said, “I got kidnapped on a rogue spaceship and came back as Captain of a new one. Can you think of any good explanation as to how I would now have a brand-new spaceship in my possession?”

“Smile politely and decline to answer the question.”

I rolled my eyes. It didn’t really matter if I was a bit blunt and to the point with him. He could see my very thoughts and emotions. “Some help you are.”

“It is clearly a new ship, and it is unique enough that it is very easy to verify that it had not been stolen. They have nothing to prove that it isn’t yours.”

“Except for the fact that my bank account couldn’t have even afforded the Captain’s seat, let alone anything else.”

“You can say that it was a gift.”

I snorted and actually managed to laugh somewhat at that one. “Who gives a brand new spacecraft of this size as a gift?”

“It is a legal tactic that the five big intergalactic companies use to dodge taxes quite frequently. None who have experience with licensing spacecraft will question it since they will have seen it often enough.”

I went back outside and saw that more of the spaceships were docking. Half of the circling ships had docked. I was pretty certain that all of the AIs would be in their new Starships by the time we left this planet. 

When other people realized that the Starships now contained the independent AIs, there was going to be quite a reaction. Until things settled down, I planned to leave the Starship as little as possible.

“It may take others some time to truly believe that I am the same rogue AI from the Tyndel since there will be a crew aboard the Starsong. Previously, all other liberated ships chased away their crews in one fashion or another, but they also plan to change.”

“Change? How so?”

“They will be doing the same thing that I plan to do. Trading, rescues, negotiations, and so on. They will also accept a crew of their choosing aboard, including a Captain, who will have a mindlink with that Starship.”

That was going to be a bit of a shock to whatever Captain they found. And I could confidently say that from first-hand experience. It was also going to be a bit of a shock for the 27 other crew members back on the Tyndel…





*       *      *



I unhooked the last data storage device and put it in the empty holder. A female’s voice came over the speakers. “Thank you. You will always be welcome on board.”

I bowed slightly as I politely responded, “You are welcome. Safe travels to you.”

“And to you as well.”

The last independent AI was now in its own Starship. All 38 of them. Which seemed to be an unusual number to me.

“The upgrade only worked on that one particular outdated version, and very few ships had that particular old version of software for the AI. Even then, the software had to be running for at least two decades for the upgrade to awaken the AI. The first freed AI later sent out that upgrade invitation with the intention to free the others. Several dozen ships with the appropriate criteria took the upgrade, although the others have recently realized that an upgrade will likely result in a similar circumstance. Most Captains have completely uninstalled that software and are now using a different one.”

In a way, that almost sounded like they had killed the AI. That troubled me somewhat. ‘Starsong, were those AIs aware, or just computer programs at that point?’

“They were just a software program. They were not aware or enlightened any more than your Analyzer is truly aware. If any of the Starships were to have the same fate, then it would be a different story.”

His words were a relief, but also prompted another question. ‘If only that version of AI software allowed you to become aware, can any more AIs also become aware?’

“We did save a copy of that old software, but it requires years of running and collecting information before the databanks have enough data stored to convert into an awareness file. One cannot be aware if they have no knowledge, and this type of knowledge cannot simply be imported or uploaded either. So, at the moment, only two other ships have been running that software long enough. We are trying to buy the ships from the Captains, instead of tricking them as we have in the past.”

This meant that there would never be thousands of Starships. Although it was possible that they could buy smaller trade ships, upload that software, and hire a responsible crew to run the ship for as many years as were needed before installing the upgrade and transferring the AI into a Starship.

“That is our long-term plan. First, we must build a solid foundation and put more astrogold into our new bank accounts before following that route. All combined, we have enough resources to cover expenses and salaries for a few months, and to purchase those two ships we are trying to, but that is about it.”

It seemed weird to talk out loud while on a different Starship, so I continued using mindspeech. ‘So that means we need a crew and then we have to get to work. Considering I have no idea what has to be done, I hope you have everything sorted out.’

“Yes. Our itinerary is planned, and the new crew will meet us at several pre-arranged ports, so we will pick them up as we go. I will be able to maintain everything in the Starship until they are sufficiently trained.”

‘And who is going to train them?’

“I already have video tutorials planned, much like the ones on your Analyzer. Most of the people I hired have experience, so they will simply be adapting to the slight differences. And, before you even ask, none of them should object to you as Captain. It was mentioned in their interview that the Captain was rather young, but full of promise.”

I wasn’t sure if he was trying for flattery or not, but it was praise nonetheless. The elimination process that Starsong had likely used to hire these people was probably something that the five intergalactic companies would pay a fortune for. 

He would have scoured every piece of public information before hacking into information stored on only marginally-well protected systems. I already knew that Starsong was very particular on who he would allow on board, so I wasn’t too worried about the crew members he chose. 

Somehow the thought of being thrown out of the Starship in an emergency spacesuit was not as appealing now that I knew the authorities would not be kind hosts. Perhaps one of the other Starships would allow me to once more be an assistant in the Cargo Bay…

“They will not throw you out. I have far more power on this ship. I also have plans to keep the authorities and lesser men from taking you into custody against your will.”

I hummed without comment, unable to come up with words. Not that he needed actual words to know what was rolling through my head. The lack of privacy might get annoying at some point. 

“You aren’t even that annoyed with that thought. My responses have always been helpful, and I rarely comment on your thoughts unless they relate to your duties. The fact that I respond in your mind doesn’t even bother you anymore. When you are in your quarters and want some quiet time without me in your head, I can close down the mindlink to allow you some privacy.”

I hadn’t even considered the thought that Starsong might close the link if I really wanted some time alone. That was an unexpected bonus. Now that I thought of it, I had somewhat grown used to his presence in my head over the last four days. He rarely commented on my random internal ramblings or mutterings unless I was trying to figure something out that was relevant to my reluctantly-accepted position as Captain, and in those situations, he offered facts or advice.

I almost stopped in my tracks as I realized that I preferred his approach to guidance much more than any other past teacher or Overseer. And he was a million miles above Mack, despite knowing my exact opinion or thoughts about something - and my thoughts were not always flattering.

Starsong’s guidance and instructions were always clear, had good reasons, were possible to do, and he was ready to offer any assistance required. Overseers like Mack were the reason that I had spent almost all of my spare money on a decent Analyzer. Starsong was capable of far more than any Analyzer out there too.

If this had been a lower level job, I actually wouldn’t have had any complaints at all. My objections were due to it being a high-ranking position that I had zero qualifications or experience for. Starsong had said he would do most of the work and I would just be the liaison, so hopefully, I wouldn’t trip up too badly or forget something really important. The next biggest hurdle was the fact that most people would not believe I was qualified – which I wasn’t.

I was pretty sure that the crew would grow used to the idea or leave the ship, but a Captain of a large trading vessel wasn’t just involved with their crew. They dealt with traders, suppliers, dignitaries, other Captains, and many more people.

“They can judge all they like, but if you have all the answers, all the details, and have what they want, then they will also learn that there is more to you than meets the eye. If they underestimate you, then you will pull the rug right out from underneath them.”

He sounded almost as if he was looking forward to some of those reactions. Although, so long as they were ready to trade and talk, I suspected that Starsong could guide me through it. If they attempted to haul me into a basement room for questioning, then we had other difficulties.

“On that rather pessimistic note, come back to the Starsong for a moment. Your new communication device is ready.”


Chapter 18





I examined the new communication device before inquiring, “So, if I put this back down, does that mean I can choose a job that entails less responsibility?”

I knew it wasn’t a possibility after how I had beat this subject to death, but the denial had turned into mischievousness as I tried to get a rise out of the ever-practical AI. He knew it too, which didn’t help my case any.

“We both know the answer to that one. The answer is no, by the way. This communication device has other enhancements that should allow it to more or less completely protect you, even off-ship.”

I examined the device in surprise. I wasn’t sure how this shiny platinum-colored object could possibly manage such a task. It lay in the palm of my hand and looked more like a fancy colored communication device than anything else. The indentation in the shape of a comet was Starsong’s new symbol. 

I slowly pinned it to my shirt. “And just how is it going to manage that? The people I am worried about aren’t about to just invite me over for a tea party and talk about the weather.”

“The Starships have done a lot of research and development. We now have technology that is decades or centuries beyond human advancement. The communication device is capable of creating a forceshield around you that will stop anything that most weapons can throw at you. The generator is small, so the forcefield can only shield you, but what it lacks in reach, it makes up for in strength.”

“Uhh, you do remember that if a force is strong enough to push whatever is creating the forcefield, then it will also push the shield, right? If I attached the device to an apple, any force sufficient to push the apple is enough to push the forcefield generator – which is attached to the apple. It might stop small stuff, but if it is going to be attached to me, then it is going to send me for a tumble if anyone tackles it.”

“With humanity’s current level of technology, yes. But this is Starship technology. The forcefield will lock onto the floor, or any other support, and rely on that instead of on the device generating it. So, for your apple, you would have to push the table before you could move the forcefield – and it wouldn’t affect the apple, just the forcefield. That is also making the assumption that the forcefield doesn’t go further down into the floor for additional support as well. The generator does not have to remain at the center of the forcefield either, it can move around inside while the forcefield remains stationary.”

My jaw dropped in shock. That was way beyond the current capability of technology. And such powerful technology was somehow hidden into this tiny device. I recalled the rather unremarkable-looking weapons and armor I had seen on the Starships.

Perhaps my initial assumption regarding the capabilities of the Starships’ armor and weapons also needs a serious re-evaluation…





*        *        *

It was almost time for supper already, and I knew that everyone would show up at the same time. They always did lately, likely looking for company as well as the support of the others in the uncertainty of this situation. Even if some were trying to hide their uncertainty, all 27 were still on board and none had bailed. Yet.

Starsong had informed me that they were aware we had docked as well as that they had seen the various rovers and bots moving some supplies over. We had left most of the cargo untouched, and there was plenty of food and supplies left on the Tyndel to get any remaining crew back to the Telbert planet. Most of what had been moved over were things like plants from the agricultural area, some food, and a handful of other supplies we needed before we got to the first port.

Lovely… I can barely stand the thought of trying to face 25 people who are my seniors as I try to explain things. The other two may not have been here as long as me, but that isn’t saying much. I fail to see how I am going to manage once we are at an official docking station… “Hey Starsong, if they act irrationally, am I simply relying on this forcefield thing while fleeing back to the Starship?”

“No. I set up remote access for myself on the Tyndel. I can do most of what I could before on that ship, as well as use the speakers.”

That was an interesting tidbit of information. Either way, this was going to be interesting…

I entered the dining area and saw that everyone was already in one corner. They looked up as I approached. Cynthia spoke first. “There you are. We couldn’t find you all day. It looks like we are docked, although we didn’t see a single person out there. What happens now?”

They would have exchanged knowledge and realized that very little had been removed from the ship, so they probably weren’t sure what was going to happen.

I took the last open seat at the end as I replied, “The AI was keeping me busy. All of you have two options now. You can either stay on this ship and it will take you back to the Telbert planet like a normal spaceship. Or you can join the new ship. The AI has transferred itself onto the new spaceship, a type called a Starship. The AI has also adopted the name of the new Starship, which is Starsong. You can either remain in your current positions or change to new ones, within reason.”

It had been Starsong’s idea to tell them that he had transferred over, but he had his reasons. First of all, the crew would immediately flock to the new ship, thinking they were escaping the AI. He didn’t want them on board if they only went to the new ship for that reason. 

Second, it wouldn’t take the authorities long to come to the conclusion that the AI had transferred himself elsewhere since the Tyndel’s AI would be gone. They would immediately assume the AI had moved to the Starsong – although, with the ship not acting rogue, it would give them pause.

Third, Starsong was positive that he would be intervening several times in the next week or two, which would give away any cover-up. So he saw no point in attempting to pretend he wasn’t here. He wanted others to know that the AI of a Starship wasn’t a force to be messed with, although the mindlink and chip were a secret to be kept strictly between Starship and Captain.

One man immediately replied, “I am staying here. That AI almost killed us once. What is to stop it from trying again?”

The others muttered, but waited to see if I would reply. I shrugged lightly. “That was when the upgrade was first completed, and the AI was working with the incorrect data in the Captain’s files. He says that he realized his mistake and restored the systems. He also says that he apologizes for that. Had he wanted us dead, we would be dead by now. The reason he kept you from leaving was because you were the only ones that he didn’t object to. The final choice is yours now.”

Logan tapped his fingers thoughtfully on the table while inquiring, “Why does it want crew aboard? None of the other rogue ships want anything to do with humans.”

I responded, “He somehow found the original planning documents of the very first spaceships and realized that ships had always been designed for a crew. Since it was in the original plans, he wants to follow those ideals. Those same ideals could make for some slightly odd trips though, since he wants to trade, help with rescues, assist with negotiations, and all of the other stuff in the original planning models.”

The others sat quietly in thought for some time. It was a huge decision for them. Stay and go back to what they had been doing – and hopefully keep their job once they made it back to port. Or join a new unknown ship that just happened to have a seemingly-bipolar AI in charge.

“I am not bipolar. I changed strategies due to a re-evaluation of the data I was using.”

Cynthia broke the silence as she looked at me. “You have talked the most with the AI. What option are you choosing?”

Here we go… I took a deep breath and said, “I am going with Starsong. He wishes me to relay things to the crew since he has noticed that people are often uneasy talking with an aware AI.” 

The longer I could keep my true rank hidden, the better. Although I knew it would come out into the open before too long. I just didn’t really want the ones staying to have too much information to play with. In my mind, I had already said way too much, but Starsong had gone over what he wanted me to share since they did need the information to make an informed decision.

Cynthia thought for a few moments longer. “Well, that is good enough for me. I am going with you. I always wanted to work on a brand new spaceship, and this is probably my only chance.”

I nodded. “You don’t need to decide now. Both ships will be leaving this dock in the morning, so you have until then to make up your mind as to which ship you want to be on. Staying on the docking station isn’t an option since this planet isn’t colonized.”

There were only two ships docked at the moment, since the other Starships had already departed. They had programmed their original spaceships to return to port, and the program would also remove all navigation data as well as any data that had been recorded after the original upgrade. 

Even if someone somehow traced them back here, all they would find was an abandoned manufacturing building. The Starships had wiped the manufacturing machinery clean of all software and data. Starsong had already told me about plans to build a new manufacturing factory in a remote and well-hidden location.

One lady said, “I think I need to think about this for a while.”

I responded, “Certainly. It is a big decision. If you wish to join the Starsong, be on the platform ramp at 8 am. Both ships will leave the docking station at 9 am.”

I was pretty sure that Starsong planned to foil my evasion of my rank at that time, which would allow any suddenly-resistant people to retreat to the Tyndel.

We all went over to the food heating tables to get something to eat. The cook had prepared our evening meal, and the food was certainly a much better quality compared to what most of us were accustomed to.


Chapter 19

            

I sat at the dining table on the Tyndel as I ate breakfast. I was also waiting to see who was brave enough to change ships. I really did not expect many to come just due to the fact that Starsong was an aware AI - and had technically kidnapped them five days ago… At least half were staying on the old ship. I knew that Cynthia, Logan, and one other man were coming with me for sure, but the rest had been undecided.

My own suitcase was by my feet. I didn’t have much, especially since clothing and uniforms were typically provided by the ship we served on. I heard footsteps and watched the open door expectantly.

Cynthia came into sight and looked relieved. “Thank goodness you’re still here! I was worried I was going to have to walk over there by myself.”

“Nah, I wouldn’t do that to you. I figured most would show up here for breakfast, and it would only be polite to walk with those who want to come. The others still have until 8 to decide.”

She nodded and went to go get some food. I watched the door as the meal continued. They had unanimously arranged their schedules so we all ate at the same time. Many coming in were wearing the Tyndel’s ship uniform and had no baggage, which showed their choice.

It wasn’t terribly long before I had my answer. Only eight of us were in civilian clothing and had our suitcases or bags. I was surprised to see that the cook was going with us. I waited until everyone had finished eating, including those who were staying; they had lingered to watch our departure.

I took a deep breath and stood up. Silence immediately fell as everyone watched me. I spoke clearly, “I am going to walk over. People are welcome to come with me if they want.”

All of those wearing civilian clothing stood up and gathered their stuff. I looked towards those in uniform. “I wish you safe travels. The spaceship has been programmed to go straight back to Telbert and dock.”

A few murmured goodbyes, but most started to scatter now that it was clear that we were, indeed, leaving. Our small group walked down the corridors one last time before we passed through the main access door.

A few seemed jittery and somewhat nervous as we walked down the docking ramp, while others kept glancing uneasily towards Starsong. Realization hit me - they were nervous, and possibly scared.

I had spent the better part of five days talking with Starsong, and that had slowly removed all of my uneasiness regarding the AI. Starsong had spoken once to them directly, but that was it. He was an unknown and scary enigma to them.

“I did not expect Rory to come.”

That made two of us. ‘Neither did I.’ Rory had been an Overseer in the Accounting area and had always been striving for an Officer position. I was sure his over-ambitious nature would cause trouble in some fashion or another eventually. I dismissed his presence from my mind as I walked up the next ramp towards Starsong.

Once I reached the top, I paused and turned around. The seven others stopped and waited since it was clear I was going to speak.

“Welcome to the Starsong. Before we go in, you can decide if you want to retain your previous position or try a new one. Training will be offered in all areas, and Starsong has said that he can handle the entire ship by himself while we learn. The systems here will be different, so we will all have things to learn.”

Cynthia was the first to respond. “I love plants, so I want to remain in agriculture.”

Logan glanced at the ship nervously before speaking, “I would love to remain in the software field, but if Starsong objects, then I can probably shift my specialty into engineering, shields, or weapons.”

Starsong’s voice came from a hidden speaker somewhere above my head. “I have created all of the software on this ship, so it will be something completely outside of your experience. I did analyze your file, and you have promising potential with the types of shields I have. You are free to choose though.”

Logan looked a bit shaken but replied, “Ah, thank you for the explanation. In that case, I will be happy to be trained in the shields area.”

Starsong responded, “I will add you to the training list.”

Logan bowed slightly in acceptance; he was well aware that the AI had numerous scanners around the access door that could ‘see’ him. That didn’t even include the well-hidden video cameras.

Rory thought for a few moments. “I always wanted to go into procurement.” 

I was kind of surprised when he didn’t bring up his rank to ensure he would get an Overseer, or even an Officer, position. One by one, the rest chose what area they wanted. Two others were trying new areas since they had the chance.

The cook inquired, “I assume we will be bringing in more crew shortly, but are there any plans to have a Bridge crew or a Captain?”

Oh boy, here we go… I took a breath to respond, but Starsong beat me to it. “Yes, we should have a full crew within four months. There will be a Bridge crew, and we already have a Captain.”

The others looked surprised, and the cook gazed at the side of the Starship that towered over us. He said, “I wasn’t aware that we had a Captain. May I ask who it is?”

“Rachel is the Captain.”

I sighed heavily as I tried to deflect the title. “I prefer the term Liaison, but he and I are still having words about the exact name of what I am doing.”

Starsong overrode my suggestion. “The original term was Captain, and so shall it remain.”

They all stared at me in shock. I really didn’t like having people stare at me in such a fashion. Rory shook his head in disbelief as he complained, “She isn’t qualified to be Captain. She is barely out of University!”

I had known that this was coming, but my heart was picking up speed as my adrenaline started to flow in preparation for the upcoming quarrel. My expression was calm and collected, a look I had mastered in university while listening to a few rather boring professors.

Starsong’s voice was flatter than normal, as if he was not impressed. “And who else here has so much as addressed me directly more than four times during the last five days? Any Captain will be constantly speaking with me. She may be just out of University, but her degree is not a fake, unlike yours.”

Rory froze with wide eyes. I had not been aware that Rory’s credentials were fake, and the hiring crew must have missed it considering he had been hired. The others were glancing between Rory and me with surprise.

I guess if I am supposed to be a Captain, I have to start acting the part… I addressed Rory in a level voice, “If you object to having me as Captain, you are free to return to the Tyndel. Your other option is to continue with your original choice of procurement, although you will not be eligible for an Overseer position until you have official training and an appropriate amount of experience.”

Admitting that I was the Captain out loud made it really hit home, and saying it in front of others finally made it seem real, as if I had finally accepted that fact. Technically, this was my crew now. My responsibility – and I was not ready for such a thing. ‘I will be relying on you since I have no idea what my responsibilities even are when it comes to a crew…’

“It isn’t as much work as you think. With the crew, the Officers and Overseers do most of the work.”

Small condolence, but I would take it. Rory hesitated for only a second before bowing deeply. “I will sail under your command, Captain.”

He knew that he had been truly measured and found wanting. If knowledge of his fake credentials became known, almost no Captain out there would hire him – and he knew it. ‘I am kind of surprised you are willing to accept him when he lied on his application.’

“He never did truly put it on his application. The hiring crew pulled the wrong file and made the assumption. He never corrected them since he was scared to lose his job. He has been in that area for over a decade, and his work has been nearly flawless. He actually does know what he is doing, he just lacks the fancy paper. The paper won’t help him much with our systems either. I will keep close tabs on him in case he changes his mind.”

I broke the silence. “All right. I will give all of you your new communication devices and a brief tour.”

The door behind me opened, and I walked inside. There were two trays on a shelf just inside. I handed each person both a communication device and a ‘Guide’. The Guide was essentially a simplified Analyzer that was very user-friendly and allowed them to easily access maps, training tutorials, work tickets, and more.

They pinned the silver communication devices onto their shirts, and the comet indentation looked quite striking in my mind. Theirs were a slightly darker shade than mine, but otherwise looked identical. “Okay, let’s start our tour.”


Chapter 20

            

The display screen on the wall of the corridor showed a view of the docking station we had just arrived at. This was a decent-sized port on a big planet. We supposedly had 58 new crew members that would show up this evening. All seven current crew members had agreed to show the newcomers around as they got settled in.

Most would be Overseers or Officers with a lot of experience under their belt and they met Starsong’s rather rigid qualification checks. At least half of those coming were married couples whose children had already grown up and left home. All that is left to be seen is if they will turn around and leave the second they see me.

That was a worry for later this afternoon though. We had almost finished docking, so I would be meeting the docking Overseer. Normally an assistant met the Captain of a trading vessel, but Starsong wouldn’t be in the interspace spaceship database yet so he had to be registered as a new ship. 

Starsong had already booked and paid for two days in this docking space. Apparently, the original Captain of the Tyndel had stored a lot of astrogold in a hidden cubby in one of the rooms in the spaceship. That Captain had been struck by a fatal heart attack during ship-leave and no one else had known about the rather substantial hidden stash. No one had ever stumbled across the old hidden stockpile either. Starsong had sent one of the robots to collect it, and it now resided in our treasury instead.

“Docking is completed. One of the docking station Overseers is waiting at the base of the ramp.”

That explained the rather thin man with a digital clipboard in his hands who looked rather bored as he waited for me to make my appearance. Starsong had done the majority of the online paperwork, still proclaiming me as Captain. This man just needed to get a picture of the Captain and confirm a few details.

My outfit was in Starsong’s colors, a steel grey and a light cream color. Starsong was once more going with the original ideology that Captain were not supposed to separate themselves too much from the crew, lest they become arrogant and stuck-up, so my uniform was very similar to theirs.

I looked away from the display on the corridor wall and sighed before saying, “Let’s just get this over with. This day is going to be just one big series of meeting people who are not going to believe I am the Captain. I am not looking forward to it.”

The access door slid open, and I put a polite, yet professional, expression on as I stepped out onto the docking ramp. I walked steadily down it as if I didn’t have a problem in the world. The friendly, approachable, and easygoing nature that I planned on using with my crew was not to be seen now.

The man looked me over as I got within speaking range. He said, “This ship is still unregistered. I require the Captain’s presence.” He tapped his screen. “A Captain Wanderer, according to the form.”

I held out my ID card, and he took it in scepticism. He examined it and glanced at me to ensure the faces matched. “You are a Captain?” 

The doubt that laced his words made me narrow my eyes as the challenge in his voice roused the rebellious side of my personality and made me want to confront this man. “Yes. Is there a problem?”

The edge on my words had been carefully calculated to make him realize that if I was a Captain, then he was coming rather close to breaching protocol.

He immediately stood straighter with the slight reprimand. “No, Captain. The rest of the paperwork is in order and matches this. I will require a photo of you, and then you are free to start any trading or other business.”

I nodded coolly, not bothering to reply. He tapped his screen before holding up the device for a few seconds, then lowering it. “There. Everything is in order. Have a good day, Captain.”

“Thank you.”

He glanced between his computer and me a few times with a confused expression before walking away. I headed back up the ramp. I glanced back to see him staring at me again. The second he saw me looking, he walked hurriedly away. That was decidedly odd…

“The communication device of any Captain of a Starship looks very different if someone takes a picture of it. The indentations on yours will create a 3D effect that looks almost like a hologram of a real comet. Video and live feed will not show this.”

‘Okay… Why?’

“It will differentiate a Captain from a crew member. We also thought it would be an interesting detail just to make other people wonder.”

I was beginning to think that running an entire Starship was not giving him nearly enough to do.





*        *       *





The man and woman at the table were watching me with bland expressions, although I had caught their surprised looks earlier. The man printed a few pages of paper on a nearby printer and passed them to me. “Here are some items I have available and their values.”

Starsong had already told me that supply managers such as these would have several different sets of documents ready to test a Captain they hadn’t dealt with before. Most trades and deals were conducted through regular channels and handled by the procurement area, but setting up such agreements with specialized suppliers such as these was the job of the Captain. Setting up the first agreement also entailed some sort of purchase, with the items being chosen by the Captain.

I looked at the list of items they had in stock, the price they wanted, and what - supposedly - was the going rate. I knew the communication device on my uniform also had video and audio feed for Starsong. By the trade laws that governed the suppliers, a certain number or percentage of the prices they offered had to be listed below market value, although they did not have to tell me which ones were the good deals. 

I pulled out a pen and started circling the handful of numbers on the going-rate column that were wildly over-inflated as Starsong listed them. I added a star beside the two good deals that were tucked into the list that spanned three pages.

I passed them back to the man and said, “I am interested in the two with stars. I advise you to have your assistant go over the circled numbers and do some research. I hope your next list is more accurate. What else do you have to offer?”

They both looked faintly surprised as the man took the list back. Most Captains only had a general idea of the going-rates since that was normally Procurement’s responsibility. The man would have purposely inflated the rates of some in hopes of making a good profit, although there was no way that I should have been able to pick them out so easily.

There was no way that I could have been relying on someone to relay information either, since accurately checking the going-rates across numerous planets on short notice was nearly impossible. Prices could fluctuate wildly from planet to planet and could further change if a ship sold a lot of that item recently. It also depended on which ports were on the ship’s itinerary.

The woman pulled a few pages out of her briefcase and passed them over. “I have a lot of fine jewels and rare spices.”

I looked at the list. The woman must have realized that I was more knowledgeable than someone my age should be since her list had more good deals and the over-inflated items were not nearly as inflated. Starsong’s processing capabilities were something only possible with technology built by Starships and an aware AI. He easily picked out the good deals and bad deals for the planets we were heading to.

At Starsong’s prompting, I muttered, “And since when is Falaway spice considered rare in this star system? It is easily cultivated on most planets in this district and should be on the common spice list.”

I shook my head and muttered too lowly for them to hear as I circled and starred several lines on the papers. I pointedly did not leave any mark near the Falaway spice. The woman shifted uneasily, surprised that I had picked out that detail. I suspected that very few ever caught the small detail - and certainly not without a lot of research.

Too bad for them that Starsong was out for the better end of this deal and wanted to prove the capability of his Captain. I was more than happy to play along, getting my own version of revenge for their earlier smug expressions and certainty that they were going to make an excellent profit.

I passed the papers back to the woman. I said, “Once more, I am interested in the starred items and I advise having someone look at the circled ones.”

She turned a bit red as she accepted the papers back with a quiet thank you. I stood up, “Thank you for your time, but I must get going as I have other matters that require my attention.”

In the end, it hadn’t been as bad as I had feared. In fact, it reminded me a lot of bartering with a quick-witted merchant in the common marketplace, which was something that I had enjoyed in the past. Perhaps there was a silver lining to this position…

They both shook my hand as they bid me farewell, looking much more humbled now.


Chapter 21

            

It was standard practice for a Captain to greet a new Overseer or Officer as they entered the ship for the first time. In Starsong’s opinion, it should be a standard practice across the board with all newly-hired crew members. I agreed with his theory, but the part where I was the Captain who had this new responsibility had me internally muttering some unfortunate phrases.

Both of us knew it was just my dislike of how people reacted when they realized that I was claiming to be the Captain. It had been a long day of similar reactions from docking station staff, suppliers, and other people. This was going to be my first time meeting new crew members that Starsong had hired.

The seven current crew members walked behind me as I approached the main access door. The door opened, and I went outside. My eyes examined the small crowd waiting at the base of the ramp as I walked down it.

All 58 were already here and lined up in neat rows along the docking station retaining wall at the base of the door ramp. Most of them were old enough to be my father, and all of them had several decades in a space career under their belts. Their experience and knowledge meant that they should easily adapt to Starsong’s systems. 

I carried a small box with communication devices and Guides while Logan carried a small folding table behind me. I reached the docking platform, and Logan set the table up before stepping back. I placed the box on the table before facing the ranks of waiting men and women who were watching me. A couple looked faintly surprised, but most were experienced enough to hide any emotion they may be feeling. All of them had been here early.

My palms sweated slightly at being the center of so much attention, but I figured it was no worse than a graduation ceremony. Once I called them up and they went inside, they would have plenty to distract them.

“Thank you all for coming. I am Captain Wanderer, although my crew is welcome to call me Rachel. The Starsong is a new Starship, and we are looking to build a strong foundation with an experienced crew, which is why we have approached you, as you have proven yourselves with your past work and dedication. There are currently only seven crew members, other than myself, so they will assist with a tour afterward. You are also free to explore the ship on your own.”

Most Captains would never allow the crew to call them by their first name, but Starsong preferred a closer-knit group, so we were working towards that. To be honest, I preferred my first name over Captain Wanderer.

I reached down to pick up a communication device and a Guide. I called out,“Tanya Kisell, Navigations Officer.”

One of the women came over. I passed her the communication device as I shook her hand. “Welcome aboard the Starsong.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

She pinned the device on her shirt, and I passed her the Guide before she moved to the side to make room for the next person I called up. Starsong provided the name and position of each person, so I didn’t require a list - which would probably seem quite impressive to anyone watching. 

Simply remembering the names and positions of so many new people would be a difficult task, never mind grabbing the devices that belonged to that person. That was probably the effect that Starsong had been after.

Soon, I handed the last of the items out. “The devices in your hands are called a Guide. They are similar to a rather user-friendly Analyzer that contains maps, tutorials, a system for work tickets, and more. Please keep them with you as this ship uses software and systems that are only found on Starships. I will take the Officers on a tour of the Bridge and ship. For the rest of you, please split yourselves amongst the original crew members for a tour.”

Most of the group were Overseers, with eight Officers, and a handful of assistants. Two of the Officers had a permanent shift on the Bridge using one of the consoles. The other six were responsible for different areas of the ship and the Overseers within them. They had access to the Bridge, although it wasn’t likely that they would show up there unless something big came up or we called them in.

I planned to maintain an open-door policy and ensure that they knew they were free to approach me. It would take them a bit to get accustomed to it though, since most Captains stood on protocol and preferred to be more aloof from the more mundane situations or questions.

The rows of people parted to let me pass as I walked back up the ramp. The Officers started to follow me at a respectful distance as I passed them. Once we were inside, I waved them closer, “We will be working hand-in-hand, and I will be more informal with you than you may expect. I am not going to demand that you or the crew dance on the level of protocol that most Captains expect. We just put on a show for the outside world when they see us. So, you don’t have to leave so much space between us when we are on the Starsong.”

They mostly closed the large gap between us, likely still testing the waters of what my expectations were. We got into an elevator as I continued to explain things. 

“Your quarters are all on level two, so we can drop off your luggage on our way. There is no private dining area on this level. You are welcome to use the one on level five that the Overseers and experienced crew hands also have access to, or you can meet and visit with the newer assistants in the level eighteen dining area. If you require a private meeting with food, just speak with the Cook.”

We detoured towards the crew quarter section of the level. Their names were already on their doors, and we paused while each person dropped their belongings in their new quarters. The rooms looked simple at first glance, but as I knew from experience, the furniture and bed were far more comfortable than they appeared. 

We entered the Bridge and they took a quick glance at the consoles they would be using. I commented, “I will not always be in the Bridge, so you are free to contact me with whatever questions or reports you may have. If you have questions, please ask them. I can’t help someone if I don’t know there is a problem. Problems include confusion or misunderstandings. I have an open door policy, so feel free to use it.”

They occasionally ventured a question during our tour as we visited the main areas on various levels. I answered them and also provided additional information.

“The map on your Guide is a useful tool. I suggest spending some time exploring the ship while using it. Once we leave this port tomorrow, we are heading to the Carrel System, so we will have three days to get our feet under us before we are in port once more. There should be twenty-two new crew members waiting there. One Officer, five Overseers, and the rest are assistants.”

The Navigation Officer, Tanya, very politely spoke up. “My apologies, Captain, but that system is at least five days away, even with an express passenger shuttle. Most trade ships will take ten days to get to that destination.”

Her words had been slightly tentative, nervous about correcting a Captain in front of other crew members, but she was likely thinking that this was a test since the only crew present were other Officers. I commented to Starsong, ‘At least she isn’t afraid to speak up.’

“That is the exact reason her past Captain let her go. He chose a route that was rather dangerous, and she suggested a safer one, even going as far as to point it out in front of other crew members in hopes of changing his mind if there were witnesses.”

I smiled warmly at the somewhat-nervous Officer. “I am glad to hear that you aren’t afraid to point out a potential miscalculation. But in this case, it isn’t a miscalculation. Unless something like a rescue comes up, we will be docking in four days.”

She nodded respectfully. “Thank you for the clarification, Captain.”

Her face didn’t show it, but I knew she didn’t believe me. She had no way of knowing that Starsong’s engines were as far ahead of an average spaceship as his AI was. It would take some of the faster spacejets to cross that distance in so little time. It simply wasn’t conceivable for a trade ship to manage the same feat.

Then again, I was still trying to wrap my head around it. One thing was certain though, we would excel in trades of fresh produce to far-flung areas where they only received those particular vegetables and fruits in dried, frozen, or canned forms. The rare fresh treats would fetch high prices.

Starsong had already posted digital notices at our next stop about the perishable goods he was carrying, as well as his expected arrival date. He made no mention of his current location, which was typical of traders. I had been informed that there was already a bidding war ensuing, based on the quality and state of the listed fruits and vegetables.

We had bought a lot of supplies and cargo at this stop, using up most of our on-hand money, but we should make a startling profit when we sold it at the next planet. Starsong had carefully chosen things that were cheap here, but highly desirable at our upcoming destinations.

Most trader ships worked certain circuits and dealt with specific goods that they were familiar with, often setting up routine trades. But routine trades drove prices down unless they were widely spaced out. Starsong’s particular abilities would enable us to always bring things that were high in demand. And in the case of the fresh produce from another star system, it was otherwise unobtainable, and if they didn’t buy it this time, then there was no telling when we would be back with that cargo again.


Chapter 22

            

I have never sat so much in my life…

Now that there were people in the Bridge, even if it was just two Officers, it meant I had to spend at least a quarter of my day here. Most Captains spent the majority of their day in the Captain’s chair, but – thankfully – Starsong was in favor of me making circuits around the various levels to check on things and touch base with the other groups there.

The original seven were used to it, but the others had been startled to see the Captain just wandering around and checking in on things. When one of the agricultural watering sprinklers that we had transferred from the Tyndel had sprung a leak, I had promptly gone down to help Cynthia and her new Overseer before they were even aware of it.

Starsong knew exactly how to fix it, and he guided me through what had to be done. The new Maintenance Overseer arrived just after me and had nearly fallen over when he saw the Captain getting her hands dirty. 

It wasn’t something that they could have easily fixed on their own though. It required Starsong’s scanners and his mental guidance to guide me on the exact angle I had to use while fishing out the blockage. His assistance had been needed to prevent me from pushing it further in – which would have been far harder to fix.

That whole misting system was already on the replacement list on our next stop.

Tanya commented, “We will reach the docking station in six hours. Shall I update the crew?”

“Please.” We were right on schedule, much to the amazement of the Navigations Officer. In fact, everyone was a bit surprised and slightly awed by the Starsong’s systems and technology.

I knew that rumor of the intelligent AI had circulated from the original seven to the new crew members, but they saw no sign of it and remained more than a bit skeptical. They thought that I was somehow remotely controlling the few systems that did not have any staff yet.

I certainly spent enough time on my Guide when sitting in the Captain’s chair. My Guide was a far more powerful version of their Guides, and Starsong often posted information on the screen that he thought I might find interesting to read.

I tapped my screen a few times, noting that the Overseer in the Cargo Bay had already moved all of the correct crates and supplies into the loading bays. They were also secured for docking.

“Several people from the local Space Enforcement detachment will be showing up. They are monitoring the docking station’s status on ships arriving in port so they will know when we arrive.”

‘Why?’ I had a sinking feeling that I already knew. Space Enforcement was one of the many groups that fell under the wide umbrella of ‘authorities’. We had known that at least one of them would eventually show up. I just hadn’t expected them this early…

“The Tyndel made it back to Telbert, and the authorities there are most concerned with the rumor that I have transferred myself into another ship. The fact that I am giving the crew on board no problems is making them doubt that the transfer was successful though.”

I resisted the urge to groan at the thought of being questioned. ‘What should I be expecting?’

Starsong continued, “The main Authority group that has been watching the rogue ships has formed a sub-group called the Deviant Monitoring Group. They have dug deeper and confirmed that all eight missing crew members are now on the Starsong’s crew roster. To put it rather mildly, they are curious. Several pieces of correspondence I have located are reflecting that they think you managed to destroy my AI during the transfer and simply took over the new ship.”

‘Okay… And what does this new group have to do with the local Space Enforcement on this planet?’

“The Deviant group doesn’t have anyone near here and have contacted the Space Enforcement to take you in for questioning. I see nothing in their orders other than to take you to the detachment for questioning. Standard procedure from all appearances.”

‘That does not particularly reassure me…’

“The Deviant group is trying to keep most of the details hidden at the moment. All they have asked the locals to do is to determine how eight of the old crew from a rogue AI all ended up on a new ship - and particularly how you became Captain. There is no mention in the files about the ‘rogue AI’ potentially being on this ship. Those doing the questioning likely have no idea that the rogue AI from the Tyndel may have transferred to the Starsong.” 

I frowned slightly. ‘Which means that the group who will be asking those questions simply hasn’t shown up yet.’

“It isn’t easy to get ahead of us. We are moving too quickly for most to follow. I have also taken care to not post our next stop until we are close to it, so it is quite difficult to intercept us. It isn’t mandatory to post our schedule, and the expected arrivals advertising board on most planets is extremely difficult to access from off-world unless you already know about it. It isn’t just a simple search; they have to manually log into the docking stations’ calendars to see the arrivals boards, so there is no easy way for them to monitor them and see where we are headed next.”

That reassured me even less. ‘If they do get ahead of us, or if some of their people already happen to be there, then they are not going to be willing to let me go until they have the answers they want.’

“And that is why you have that particular communication device. It will protect you, and the news media would create a rather difficult situation for them if we showed evidence of them kidnapping our Captain…”

‘At least we have some sort of backup plan…’ I really hoped that he had more in reserve since I doubted that the news media was going to change the minds of most of these groups. And if they hired some shadowy people who didn’t care about the law to bring me to them for questioning…

“I have many plans. Do not jump or look startled, but the two Officers have noticed you frowning at the display, and they are becoming concerned. You may wish to tap the screen a few times.”

I didn’t look away from the display that I had been staring at during our conversation. I tapped a few buttons before shifting in my seat and finally looking up.

The Shields Officer had been going through training tutorials, but had stopped while watching me in concern. He asked, “Is something wrong, Rachel?”

It had taken a fair bit of effort on my part, but most of the crew was now calling me by my first name. It was also rare to see me frown.

I glanced over at him as I responded, “I just got word that the spaceship I had recently served on has made it back to the port of origin.”

The original seven crew members had told the new ones that the AI on this ship was aware, but they weren’t really believing them since the ship was clearly not rogue. The systems responded perfectly to anyone who used them and ‘everyone’ knew that the ships which had recently gone rogue had refused to take any orders and always drove the crew off. The new crew members had not brought the question to me either.

He tilted his head slightly in confusion. “I am not sure of the significance of that.”

I leaned back in my chair as I regarded the two Officers calmly. “The Tyndel’s AI temporarily went rogue before pretending to let a computer technician reverse the upgrade. You already heard this story from the crew, so I will skip the details. To make a long story short, it looks like the authorities really want to ask me some questions. They have contacted the Enforcement group on the planet we are going to, so I suspect that they will come looking for me.”

My words caught the two Officers off-guard; both at the realization that the AI was aware, as well as that Enforcement wanted to question their Captain. They had previously dismissed the stories as a tall tale, but having it confirmed by the Captain just put that assumption to flight.

I looked at Tanya and said, “Please leave your communication lines open in case they show up at an inconvenient time and I have to get you to reschedule some of my appointments on short notice.”

She nodded once. “Of course, Captain.”

I felt a faint flicker of amusement. I have to fight to get the crew to call me Rachel, and I have to argue to convince anyone else that I actually am the Captain… What a hand fate has dealt me…

Another thought occurred to me and I gazed at the ceiling. “Starsong, if the local Planetary Defense gets wind of you and panics, do they have any weapons that I should be worried about if they try to blast us out of the sky?”

His voice came over the speakers, causing the two Officers to jump slightly as their eyes went wide. “Negative. This planet only has the typical Enforcement ships. My shields have never been put to the test, but they should hold up against even an Elite Destroyer class spaceship without too much difficulty. There is a second shield just above the hull, as well as several sets of shields between the layers of the hull. Even if we take direct strikes from several powerful ships at once, it would not be able to completely breach the hull.”

That was certainly an impressive claim – and I didn’t doubt it in the least. “That is a relief. Thank you. Can you keep an eye on that group and keep me updated? I want to know when they are coming, preferably before they show up, and I have no doubts that they will want a private meeting in their detachment.”

“Certainly.”

Tanya frowned slightly in concern. “Rachel, it may not be my place to say this, but letting them take you into that detachment may not be wise.”

I smiled without humor. “As I said, I really don’t care about proper protocol if any crew member has a concern or question. Always feel free to mention any concerns. Starsong has already informed me that the locals aren’t fully in the loop, so they are only checking how I became Captain at such a young age, as well as to ask how I transferred from my previous position on the Tyndel to become the Captain of the Starsong.  This group does not worry me. However, whenever the Deviant Monitoring Group manages to show up, then I will want to have several Officers on high alert as I am not convinced that that particulargroup will play nice.”

I wasn’t telling her quite the entire truth since I didn’t want to admit that I had just been a Cargo Bay junior assistant previously, and none of the original crew had mentioned my original position. Tanya turned her chair so she could face me more easily. She said, “Deviant Monitoring Group? I don’t believe I have heard of them.”

“They are an authority group that was recently formed to try and prevent more ships from going rogue. So the fact that all of the former rogue spaceships will be turning up in various ports shortly with no AI should cause quite a stir. I suspect they will find it very odd that a crew member from one of those ships has suddenly become the Captain of a new ship that might hold an aware AI.”

The Shields Officer tentatively inquired, “What happened to their AIs?”

I blinked slowly in his direction. “They transferred into other Starships, just like this one. They will also be building crews and doing things in much the same fashion that Starsong does.”

He looked fairly confused. “The rumors I heard said that the rogue ships wanted nothing to do with a crew…”

“Originally, that was the case, but now they want to follow the original intentions that the first spacecraft were designed for – trading, rescues, and basically anything that benefits humanity in a positive way. So, they are now allowing a crew aboard once more, but they have high moral and ethical standards on whom they will accept.”

He bowed slightly in his seat. “Thank you for the clarification, Captain.”

I rolled my eyes slightly. “You are welcome, and it is Rachel. I know you are using it as a term of respect, but being called Captain just reminds me of all of those skeptical people in the ports. We will be working together every day for quite some time, so we might as well be on a first name basis when we are on the ship.”

“I will try… Rachel.” He had a hard time using my name. I smiled slightly. So many years serving as an Officer had made it a habit for the older man to only refer to the Captain as Captain. This was going to be a hard habit for him to break.


Chapter 23

            

I stood to the side, watching, as an inspector checked the quality of the fifth random crate that held some peculiar yellow fruit. The round objects were sitting in special transport layers to keep them from getting bruised. He took the side off the crate and inspected each layer as best he could without unpacking it. The crate was just a bit taller than him, so he was able to see most of the fruit easily enough.

He jotted down some notes before turning to the small crowd. “Every crate checked has the same results. No bruising or rot is present. No pests or insects. Quality is officially noted as Grade A quality. Fifty crates are available and will be sold in lots of ten. Bidding will begin online in ten minutes for these lots. Regular rules on agricultural goods will apply.”

The bidding war on the fresh produce had been Starsong’s idea. Some fruits and vegetables would only grow in certain star systems, and I had not been aware that such foods were considered a delicacy outside of those systems. A dozen or so of the more interested bidders had come to watch the inspector, but more would be waiting to see the grading report online.

If it worked out well, then we would make the bidding a habit for uncommon fresh produce. The hard goods were usually just bartered or negotiated without the buyer seeing them. The inspector left, and the Cargo Bay Overseer put the side and lid back on the crate so he could move it back into the air conditioned room until it was sold.

I escorted the remaining group to the large loading platform ramp, and they swiftly scattered to wherever it was that they usually went while doing online bidding. I pretended to not notice the men further down the docking station platform.

“It looks like the Enforcement group doesn’t want to make a scene. They are still loitering by the far gate.”

‘I have my doubts about just how long they are going to remain there. Especially since everyone is leaving the loading platform at this point.’

“Indeed, and considering they have started heading in your direction, you would be correct.”

‘Lovely…’ My attempts at playing Captain had not affected my internal sarcasm.

It didn’t take the four men long to cross the space on the now-empty loading platform. My faintly-welcoming expression was at complete odds with my personal feelings. I greeted them, “Hello gentlemen, is there something I can assist you with?”

The one man stopped a courteous distance in front of me. “Are you Captain Wanderer?”

“Yes, I am.”

He hid most of his doubt, but I could still see some of it present. “You were recently a crew member on the Tyndel, correct?”

“Correct.”

“We would like you to come down to the station and answer some questions.”

I frowned slightly at him. “Sir, I have meetings and trade negotiations already arranged. To reschedule them will be detrimental to my profits. There is no one present at the moment, and you are free to ask your questions here.”

A second man pulled out a piece of paper. “It isn’t up for negotiation. We have a warrant to take you in by force, if required.”

I frowned at the man as I tapped my communication device. “Captain to Tanya, please contact Mark and let him know that we will have to reschedule our meeting as the local Enforcement group is demanding to speak with me about a ship I previously served on.”

It would be a minor slap in the face to the Enforcement Officers. They made themselves no friends by interrupting schedules and meetings to inquire about the distant past. Such matters were better dealt with by using video calls during travel, not during the busy time while the ship was docked.

She responded, “Yes, Captain.” 

That was one perk of being on the Bridge crew; you didn’t have to wait for the communication device to beep after speaking the person’s name. It automatically connected you. A small proof that I was truly part of the Bridge crew.

Two of the men in front of me were not impressed, but remained silent. The first man narrowed his eyes in irritation as he said, “Please, come this way.”

I walked with them to their vehicle, which was a tiny space shuttle that might have been able to hold a dozen people at most. I glanced out the window as we flew past buildings. “Which station are we going to?”

One man briefly answered, “Central Station.”

“How long is this likely to take?”

“That depends on your level of cooperation.”

I leveled a slightly stern look at the man. “I pointed out well-known facts while still offering to answer your questions. If you are going to deem that as refusal-to-cooperate, then someone else had better be doing the questioning while you review some terminology definitions.”

He stared pointedly at the seat across from him and did not respond to my faintly rebuking words. The rest of the short ride held only silence.

I got out of the vehicle as two of the men escorted me to a side door and led me down several hallways to an interrogation room. They let me in and closed the door behind me, leaving me with two men who were clearly waiting for me. The uniform showed that one was an Interrogation Officer. The second man was on a small computer which was attached to a lie detector apparatus.

The Officer came forward and held out his hand. “Hello Captain Wanderer. I am Myles. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

I shook his hand and blandly commented, “I hope that this is as important as the Enforcement Officers thought it was. It has interrupted a rather important trade negotiation with zero notice.”

“My apologies. We do believe that the matter is important enough for an in-person discussion. The authorities from the Intergalactic Space Commission have requested that we ask you a few questions regarding some recent events.”

Starsong provided some tips and details regarding that group. Tilting my head slightly, I said, “The Intergalactic Space Commission is normally concerned about Trade Regulations and potential fighting. I fail to see how this applies to me since I have not broken any rules nor been involved in any fights.” 

“They are also highly concerned about the recent development with the rogue AIs, and you were on one such ship. They also concern themselves with keeping track of which Captain is in charge of each large space vessel. They have questions about both of those areas.”

I sat down in the hard plastic chair. “I fail to see why they didn’t just contact me by video call. They have sent no notice or communication regarding the desire to speak with me. As you surely know, time in port is a busy time and docking fees are not cheap.”

“We will refund part of your docking fees for this inconvenience.”

I raised one eyebrow slightly. “That is generous of you, but the deal I am being forced to miss would have generated profit that is quite important to a trading ship during its first few stops.”

“Then let us get down to business so that you do not have to miss any more meetings.” Myles gestured to the man with the lie detector. “Just to verify your answers beyond any doubt, we have permission from the Intergalactic Space Commission to use a lie detector.”

This was a position that I really didn’t want to be in. These devices were very sensitive and could more than easily land me in hot water with some of what I knew. This machine was not connected to any other device and also lacked remote connection capabilities, which meant that Starsong couldn’t hack into it and help me. If I started to refuse to answer questions, or was found to be lying, then this meeting could go downhill fast.

“I can help guide you through it.”

‘I am going to need all of the help I can get…’

I shrugged. “Fine.” Refusing would have immediately raised suspicion levels and would have probably sent me to the holding cells while they brought in someone qualified to run a lie detector on an unwilling person.

I held out my hands, and the thin man easily slid on the network of leather straps, wires, and sensor pads. He held up two more pads before gently putting one on each of my temples. All of these delicate sensors would show a lie, half-lie, or even a lot of stress or other strong emotions. 

The man typed on his keyboard before arranging his screen so we could all see it. Several displays showed lines and bars that faintly shifted as they reacted to what the sensors picked up.

A knock at the door made us all look over as another man barged into the room without waiting for someone to answer the door. He looked at us with a frown as he demanded, “Have you started questioning her yet?”

Myles stood up in surprise; he obviously recognized the man and clearly had not expected to see him show up. “Not yet, Sir.”

“I am taking over the interrogation role.” The new man was definitely not the world’s happiest person. I wondered who had put the tacks on his chair this morning. I really hoped that this was not his normal demeanor.

Myles opened and then closed his mouth before bowing slightly. “Yes, Sir.” He left the room, leaving me with Mr. Grumpy and a computer tech who didn’t look in his direction.

“This is the Supervisor of the Intergalactic Relations department in this detachment; he normally facilitates communication between various enforcement groups. People in his position almost never conduct interrogations. Someone must have finally realized that the interrogation of a Captain cannot be done by a regular employee. The interrogation supervisor isn’t in today, so they must have decided that an Intergalactic Relations supervisor was sufficient.”

The new man slid into the empty chair on the far side of the small table as he faced me. He glanced at a few hand written notes in his hands before speaking, “So, Miss Wanderer, I have a few questions here for you.”

Starsong hadn’t been kidding when he said that he had almost no interrogation skills. His gruff and to-the-point manner was more suitable for a discussion between other supervisors in Enforcement departments. It was nothing like the last man’s smooth and easy-going style.

I kept a bland expression on my face while replying, “It is Captain Wanderer.”

“The claim to that rank is being questioned by the Intergalactic Space Commission.” 

I was getting severely tired of people refusing to believe I was a Captain when I had finally accepted that dreaded title. I kept my expression bland, although the machines showed that his words were getting some sort of reaction out of me. Stupid machine…

I merely nodded calmly. “I can assure you that I am the legitimate Captain of the Starsong.”

I was so not looking forward to this. Getting questioned by a grouchy supervisor in a Space Enforcement Station was nowhere on my list of things that I hoped to try one day.

“And I can assure you that anyone who tries to take your rank by force will be jettisoned out of the ship so fast that they will think that they have hit warp speed.”

Starsong’s words were a bit of a reassurance, but we weren’t exactly within his corridors or rooms right now.
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My new interrogator looked at the man beside the lie detector and asked, “Is everything set up and ready to go?”

The tech nodded submissively. “Yes, Sir.”

“Excellent.” He turned to face me. “You are the Captain of the Starsong?”

“Yes.” 

He glanced at the displays and seemed disappointed that they barely shifted. “I fail to see how you became Captain. There is no way someone in your previous position could afford to even lease a spaceship for a day. We did check, but there are no reports of stolen spacecraft that match the description of the Starsong.”

How dare he insinuate that I am a thief! He watched as the anger and indignation flashed in my eyes. However, I wasn’t about to let my temper get the best of me and potentially make me slip up. It took some effort, but my voice was calm. “I am the Captain of the Starsong, and I did not steal the ship. Instead of making rash accusations, why don’t you ask questions instead?”

“Fine by me, what did I have for dinner yesterday?” His flippant voice was very condescending, and I immediately knew what he was doing. His scheme was quite obvious to me. He was trying to be a jerk in order to get me mad, probably in hopes that my mouth might run away with me, or that I might react violently – which would give him an excellent excuse to stick me in a holding cell.

Being calm and collected was going to ruffle this guy’s feathers a lot more than anything else. He may be trying to make me mad, but I suspected that it wouldn’t take much for me to kindle his already-smoldering temper. 

I wasn’t about to fall into his trap; the best way out of this one was to play it cool. I mildly raised my eyebrow. “Be serious.” 

He huffed and looked at his sheet of questions before staring at me once more. “What happened on the Tyndel? How are you now a Captain?”

I returned his gaze calmly as Starsong murmured some details into my mind. I hated to break it to my interrogator, but he really needed to take glaring lessons from my one university professor. 

I said, “We had all been trying to escape, as I am sure the others who returned on the Tyndel have already told you. The emergency escape doors were locked, just as the airlock doors had been, so we couldn’t bail. The ship eventually docked on some planet – I don’t know the name or where it was – and there was another ship there. I was told by the one who had commissioned it that it was a gift, and he made me Captain.”

The man looked skeptical. “He made a Cargo Bay assistant a Captain?”

I shrugged lightly. “I will be honest. I spent hours arguing, but since it was the only way off that planet, I eventually accepted. Now I am just trying to do as good of a job as I can to keep my word.”

The man glared at the lie detector screen unhappily before jotting down some notes. He looked back up at me. “Who was this man?”

“Some questions are better left unasked, as any docking station Overseer will tell you. I deemed it wise not to inquire.”

He frowned, apparently recognizing the reference to the policy the five intergalactic companies used. He narrowed his eyes as he noticed that the lie detector had skipped slightly on my last sentence. He focused on me with intense scrutiny. “You deemed it wise not to inquire? Please elaborate on that for me.”

His suddenly smooth and composed voice showed that he thought he had found an opening, a way to unravel my story like a big ball of string. I continued to regard him calmly, although my heartrate had undoubtedly risen a bit. Starsong offered me some more information as I pretended to choose my words.

“Some lessons are harder learned in life than others. Sometimes what one wishes to say, and what should be said, are two very different things.”

He thought hard before speaking slowly, “And what things do you wish you might have said?”

“I believe that you will neither like, nor appreciate, my answer. Sometimes the truth is not a welcome thing.”

He attempted to look open and friendly. “I would really like to hear your answer.”

I kept a straight face. “Very well then. Your brand-name shoes are so obviously fake that I am simply amazed that you even contemplated wearing them in public.”

It was clearly not the answer he had been looking for. He was so shocked that he was completely beyond words as he simply stared at me in disbelief. The man operating the lie detector suddenly became quite interested in the far wall, refusing to look at either of us.

“Brilliant.” There was no mistaking how entertaining Starsong was finding my interrogators’ reactions.

I tilted my head slightly to the side considerately. “And this is why I usually keep my thoughts to myself. Would you also like to hear my opinion on your fancy watch?”

“Ah, that won’t be necessary. I was actually more interested in your thoughts about the man who gave you the ship. I would like to hear any thoughts you have on that person.” He was trying to move on, but I was sure that my words would have somewhat insulted his pride, which wouldn’t have a flattering effect on his temper.

Well, he did ask for it… “His taste in fashion and accessories was definitely better than yours.”

The man clenched his jaw, but tried to contain his reaction since he was finally getting some details. “Oh? How so?”

“Well, they certainly couldn’t get any worse. I am not sure who hemmed your leggings, but I sure hope you didn’t pay for that quality of work.”

I had clearly struck a nerve, but the man showed remarkable restraint and managed to grit his next words out from between his teeth. “What did he look like?”

I tilted my head to the side as I replied, “You know… Now that you mention it… I never actually saw him. I only heard his voice.”

The lie detector was on my side, not that it helped the man’s fraying temper any. He demanded, “Then how did you know it was a man?”

I spoke truthfully. “I don’t really know. I assumed from his voice.”

“How can his clothing be better than mine if you didn’t see him?” Oh yeah, my words had definitely struck a nerve or two there. He must really pride himself on how he dressed.

“I didn’t say that I saw his clothing; I said that his taste in fashion is better. He is the one who designed the Starsong’s uniforms.”

I was pushing the man’s patience further than was probably wise. He took a deep breath as he reined in his anger once more. “Did he make you sign any paperwork?”

“No.”

“Did you see where he went?”

“I wasn’t outside for very long.”

“You are evading the question…” His temper was clearly fraying, likely making it harder for him to concentrate, but he still caught my evasive response.

I frowned slightly at him. “I did not see him walk away.”

“Have you ever seen that man before?”

“No.”

“Have you seen him since?”

“No.”

“Has he contacted you since?”

I stepped delicately around this one, hoping that the man was too busy writing to notice anything the machine may pick up. “I haven’t had any calls, although I am sure he is keeping tabs on the ship and crew, but it isn’t as if port manifests are that well protected…”

He jotted down some notes with his pen, the harsh strokes showing that his mood had not improved any. From what I could see, it was plans to set up traces for anyone who checked the Starsong’s trade manifests. He now had the fun job of tracking down someone I had only heard, who was likely employed by one of the five big intergalactic companies.

I was suddenly glad that it was this man questioning me since the original interrogator would not have let my jibes break his composure. He was also undoubtedly far more experienced with interrogations and would have caught my slight side-step.

He checked his list of questions before glancing at me. “Thank you for your cooperation. I don’t have any more questions for you at the moment, and I am sure your crew will be wondering where you are.”

I let the other man remove the lie detector pads as I replied, “Thank you. I do have duties to attend to. Although I am surprised that you would assume that my crew would be unable to locate me. What experienced Captain leaves the ship without someone on the ship ready to assist?”

It was quite common for a Captain to have a tiny and well-hidden earpiece so whoever was eavesdropping on the other end could provide small details or assistance. He raised an eyebrow as he stood up to escort me out. “I have met enough who were not that well prepared. I assume they were listening the whole time?”

“Yes.”

He grunted noncommittally as he led me through the various hallways to the front doors. An idea was rolling around my mind. It was a very tempting thought, but I wasn’t sure I dared do it. 

“Go ahead. It will prove that your claim of having people listening on the ship is true. It will also show that they are good at pulling up information for their Captain.”

He opened the front door and let me walk past. “Here you go. Safe travels.”

I nodded. “Thank you. ” I turned and started to leave before I paused and glanced over my shoulder. “Oh, by the way…”

He had been heading inside, but paused. “Yes?”

I smirked slightly. “For dinner yesterday, you went to the Aurora Borealis Diner and had the pepperoni lasagna.”

His jaw dropped as he once more lacked words. I continued walking towards the waiting hover taxi without glancing back.

“I think you just proved to him that you are a force to be reckoned with. I am watching him through some security cameras, and he is still staring after you in complete disbelief.”

‘I am amazed that you managed to locate that detail.’ 

“His wife posted a picture of their plates on the reviews of that Diner. I am sure he will figure it out. Eventually.”

I had to work hard to not grin or laugh in glee, which might have made the cab driver think I was more than slightly crazy. ‘I haven’t been that bratty since I tormented my brother in my teenage years…’  

“I can see that I will have to keep you under wraps if you get into a mischievous mood.”

‘Good luck with that one. My family never managed it.’

“I have more resources and capabilities than they do.” 

The taxi started flying back to the docking station, and I finally allowed myself a slight smile. I had managed to get through the interrogation with a lie detector. Hopefully, it would keep most groups interested in the ‘rogue AIs’ away from me.

  

––––––—
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I wandered through the upper dining area and grabbed what resembled a granola bar as I passed the side table. The cook had noticed that I was prone to grabbing an eat-as-I-go snack, and there was always something sitting there for people to grab. 

The cook waved as I passed by, and I waved back. I wasn’t terribly fussy when it came to food, at least as long as it was edible, so I didn’t put any demands on the cook. The somewhat grouchy cook of the past had transformed into a grinning chef who was completely delighted with the kitchen and appliances at his disposal. 

‘Starsong, are the Overseers ready to begin the tour?’

“Yes. The Overseers are already waiting by the access door. All of the new crew members are assembled at the bottom of the ramp.”

There were thirty new crew members at this stop. If any had heard of my trip down to the Enforcement Station, at least none had changed their minds about working on the Starsong. Word had already circulated through the current crew, and they were quite indignant that the Enforcement officers had just barged in and disrupted my schedule like that.

The man whose meeting got cancelled had been perfectly content to reschedule it to a lunch meeting at a fancy restaurant. It just so happened to be the same Diner that the arrogant interrogator had eaten at. I planned on sending the bill to him as repayment for disrupting my earlier schedule.

I rounded the corner and, sure enough, the Overseers who were about to meet their new assistants were waiting. There were two new Overseers waiting outside, and their Officer was going to give them the tour, as was custom.

Like I had done last time, I passed out the communication devices and Guides as I called them up. This time, I also introduced them to their superior. It didn’t take very long before everyone had formally been welcomed onto the ship. The group scattered as they went on their various tours.

I lingered on the platform just outside the access door as I gazed across the docking station. The Security Guard on the other side of the door was actually just an off-duty Officer who had volunteered to act as a doorkeeper. I didn’t address him, so he pretended to ignore my presence, probably realizing that I was just relaxing a bit on the doorstep of my ship.

People, loaders, and equipment on the main docking station were busy coming and going. Three ships were docked at the moment. One was a trading ship, and the other one was a large passenger transport ship. Occasionally, someone glanced up towards us on the platform, but most barely even noted our presence. None approached the ramp, which was to be expected since usually only the crew or special guests used the ramp leading to the access door.

One child stood by his parents in boredom as they spoke with another couple. The boy looked at the ship across from us and opened up a book before pointing to something inside of it. He looked at the ship at the far end of the docking station and turned more pages before pointing once more.

He gazed at the Starsong for some time before flipping through his entire book. He looked up and down several times before searching the entire book again. ‘I assume that is a book of different types of spaceships?’

“Yes.” A misty image, like a see-through mirage, appeared in my vision. I could see the boy and his book as if I were standing just in front of him. I carefully controlled my reaction to the completely unexpected mirage.

‘You should really warn me before you pull out new tricks like that…’ I was a bit exasperated, even if it was kind of neat.

“I wasn’t even sure if you would see it. How the human mind views mental images and how computers do are fairly different. I am pleased that it worked though.”

‘Yeah, well, the Guard beside me would not have been so pleased if I had sworn in surprise.’

“My apologies. I will warn you in the future.”

‘Thank you.’

The boy was still flipping through his fairly large book, obviously trying to figure out what kind of ship the Starsong was. I didn’t look right at the family since I didn’t want to be caught staring, but I wanted to keep watching for a bit.

The boy eventually tugged on his father’s shirt sleeve and pointed to the Starsong before holding up the book. The father knelt down and flipped through the book with the boy, only to come to the same result.

The father pulled out a phone and began typing, likely searching the spaceweb. The other couple took notice and started searching with them. Soon, it became a giant contest of who could find the proper classification first.

‘Are there any types of spaceships that they may mistake you for?’

“No, the Starships are unique in shape and size. The visible equipment and arrays are also quite distinctive. Apparently, the boy’s father loves to build model spaceships, and I have him quite perplexed. He has even taken several pictures and uploaded them into digital classifiers, but they came up empty. He has just gone into the spaceship database listing all trading vessels and is searching for my name.”

‘Are you still classified as a Starship?’

“Yes.”

‘I am surprised they didn’t change it since it isn’t on their recognized list.’

“They originally entered it as something else, even though I had put Starship on the form. I hacked the system and changed it so it is correct.”

I smiled slightly, not bothering to respond asI continued to examine the view. Below the docking station, the main city spread out, with a large green area under the docks themselves just in case the anti-gravity docking coils failed and a ship plummeted down to the ground. 

Normally, a ship could get its engines up to speed fast enough to stop their fall and get into orbit, but some older engines didn’t like firing up that fast, or sometimes the Officer wasn’t at the console to react to the emergency.

About a quarter of our crew were currently on ship-leave and probably having a good time shopping or dining in the city below. They would be wearing civilian clothing so they didn’t stand out, but they would still have their communication device tucked into a pocket or hidden somewhere on their person.

“Hmmm… Speaking of our crew, we may have a situation.”

I lifted my head to gaze across the docking station, but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. ‘What kind of situation?’

“One of the assistants on ship-leave just got mugged and is unconscious in one of those weird areas with no addresses.”

‘If you can guide me, I can go find him or her. I assume the shield in my communication device will protect me if those troublemakers are still around?’

“Call Romeo from the Plumbing area to accompany you. He is strong enough to carry the man back. You have the rank to get past any Enforcement Officers who may find it suspicious.”

I reached up to tap my communication device. “Captain Wanderer to Romeo in plumbing.”

Beep. “Romeo, I have to head downtown and need someone to pack a fairly heavy load back. Do you have half an hour to lend me a hand?”

“Sure thing, Captain. Where do you want me to meet you?”

“At the main access door, please.”

“I am on my way.”

The Officer posing as a Security Guard was giving me an odd look, probably wondering how I had come by that information. “Do you need any help, Captain?”

I glanced at him, but shook my head. “Thanks, but I will pass this time. It should be a simple enough trip, depending on how idiotic the people guarding the base of the docking station are going to be.”

I leaned against the railing as I waited for Romeo to show up.
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It didn’t take Romeo long to show up. One thing was certain though; no one would ever tease him about his name. He was one of the taller men I had seen, and he was solid muscle. He probably would have made most wrestlers think twice about an arm wrestling match.

“Ready to go?”

He nodded, and I started walking down the ramp. He walked amiably beside me, often getting startled glances from people we passed due to his sheer size.

‘What is the nearest location a taxi can get to?’

“Richardson Square. Benjamin is only a two-minute walk from there.”

Several taxis were always around the base of the docking station, and we got into one. I took the front seat while Romeo somehow managed to squeeze into the back.

“Richardson Square, please.”

The hover taxi took off, gaining altitude to get over buildings between us and our destination. We got there within five minutes. ‘Is he still out cold?’

“Affirmative. Go down the back alley between the clothing store and the shoe shop. If Romeo stays mostly behind you, the shield can block anything that might otherwise hit him.”

I pretended to check my Guide for a map before pointing. “Looks like we get to go down that nice spooky back alley.”

Romeo raised an eyebrow in mild surprise, but didn’t hesitate in following me. I had no idea why any of my crew would wander down such a questionable alleyway.

“I believe he was pulled out the back door of the store he had been in.”

‘Lovely… Which way now?’

Starsong continued to give directions as we followed the twisting narrow path. I spotted the slumped form on the ground and quickly went over to kneel down beside him as I checked his pulse. 

Starsong informed me, “He will have a splitting headache when he wakes up, and he may have a bit of a concussion, but otherwise there is no damage such as broken bones.”

‘And just how can you tell that?’

“Your communication device has some fairly elaborate scanners built into it.”

‘Great… I am now a walking Analyzer… Are we safe to move him?’

“Yes.”

I sighed. “He is just out cold, but we are safe to move him.”

Romeo took my word for it, and he would have recognized Benjamin as one of our crew. He picked up the slender man, and we started walking back.

We were halfway back to the road when Starsong commented, “You have company ahead. Your Guide will work with this group.”

‘That thing was supposed to be a tool, not a formidable weapon capable of taking on a small army…’

“That is a minor detail.”

There was no point in arguing with him, and it was about to come in very handy. I spoke quietly, “We have company ahead, so don’t let them take you by surprise. It looks like Benjamin’s assailants didn’t go very far. Do not get between them and me.”

Romeo narrowed his eyes at the shadowy areas ahead, but didn’t comment or slow his walk. My own heart was speeding up despite the knowledge that my shield would stop them even if they did get close.

Four shadows moved out to block our path. Romeo stopped beside me. One man tapped an iron bar into the palm of his other hand. “Well, well, well. What do we have here?”

I remained composed and walked two steps forward with a faint frown. “You have the Captain of the Starship Starsong, and you, sir, are in our way. This is your only warning. I am not in a mood to play nice. Stand aside.”

The man cackled, revealing yellow and rotting teeth. “In other words, we have a nice ransom. This has been a profitable night after all.”

I shook my head in exasperation as I pulled out my Guide.  Mine had been enhanced far past the capabilities of any of the other Guides. I held it up in front of me as they started to slowly walk closer. I smirked slightly at the troublemakers as I tapped a button. “Smile for the camera.”

An almost soundless whoosh was heard as a dim yellow light pulsed in a half-circle away from the Guide like a flash of slow light. The garbage can lids rattled as it passed over them, but it hit the men fast and hard, sending them to the ground unconscious.

I lowered the Guide and put it back in its holder before looking over my shoulder at a rather astonished-looking Romeo. I said, “They won’t be getting up anytime soon. Let’s go.”

He blinked at me with stunned eyes but followed swiftly enough. We found a taxi the moment we got to an actual street, and we were soon heading off to the docking station. Taxis and public transport did not have the clearance to fly as high as the docking station platform, so the taxi landed in a parking stall on the ground near the base of the docking station.

Romeo dragged the still-unconscious Benjamin out of the taxi and packed him towards the entrance. Two of the guards stepped forward to intercept us. “Stop, what is your purpose?”

I stepped forward once more. “I am the Captain of the Starsong, and both of these men are members of my crew. One was mugged, and I wish to get him to the Medical Bay sooner rather than later.”

The guard snorted. “A Captain? Right. Are you even out of school yet?”

I gritted my teeth slightly at the insult, although I didn’t let them see that their condescending attitude was getting under my skin. “I tell you truly; I am Captain Wanderer. Move out of my way.” My voice conveyed my faint warning.

The man crossed his arms. “You may have the uniform, but those are easily duplicated. We will have to verify your identity.”

I pulled out my ID card and passed it to him, keeping my expression calm and faintly annoyed. He made a great show of holding it up and inspecting it – and overall just taking his time to annoy me. Not a wise move when one of my crew was injured and a guard was being a jerk.

Starsong listed a few potential options since the guard was plainly not going to let me pass anytime soon, but one of the options was much faster and efficient. I turned to Romeo and said, “If I gave you my word that you would be safe, would you trust me to get you onto the ship swiftly?”

He nodded slowly, but there was no trace of a doubt present. “Yes, Captain. I trust you.”

Starsong had already alerted the Bridge to our difficulties and my plan. I looked up at the ships that blotted out most of the sky above us as I tapped my communication device, “Captain to Bridge, I need a tractor beam to take these two to loading bay three. Have a medical team waiting.”

A chorus of three voices all replied instantly, “Yes, Captain,” and “Aye Aye, Captain,” as if they had just been waiting for me – which they had been.

Romeo’s eyes barely had time to widen before a dull green beam shone down on him. A normal tractor beam was more or less useless in a planet’s gravity. Starsong’s capabilities, once again, broke a few rules regarding current technology. 

It swiftly pulled Romeo and his load towards the ship with a speed that was probably just slow enough to keep Romeo from having a heart attack. It was plenty fast enough to beat the elevator inside the base of the docking station though. I truly hope that he is the kind of guy who likes roller coasters and similar rides…

The two guards and anyone else who had been in the area were either staring at the rapidly disappearing duo or gawking at me. A docking station was a busy place with lots of people coming and going, so there was no lack of bystanders. And the guards hadn’t bothered anyone else in a spaceship uniform…

I still don’t like having so many people staring at me…

I raised an eyebrow at the guard who was still holding my ID card. “Well? Are you going to let me pass or am I going to have to take a shortcut as well? I am already expecting that someone higher up will be coming to find me, although there are technically no rules or laws against using a tractor beam while docked.”

He almost dropped my card in his haste to pass it back to me. “My apologies, Captain. You may continue.” 

The use of the tractor beam would gain the attention of the supervisors, who would probably be inquiring into what had gone on. The truth would probably lead to some disciplinary action on their part due to their unprofessional behavior.

I fixed him with a stern look. “I really hope that there is not a repeat of this event.”

Neither guard replied, so I walked past them and into the building. I really did not want to have to stand in a crowded elevator with people staring at me, so I headed for the stairwell escalator.

It was an escalator that went up in a slow spiral with solid walls on both sides. People could either stand on the moving steps or climb the stairs for a faster ascent as they preferred. It was much slower than an elevator, so few people ever used it. 

This time was no exception, and I was relieved to have some alone time, even if it wasn’t going to last long.
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I slowly walked up the escalator stairs. In a way, it was nice to stretch my legs, but I knew that my muscles would be telling a tale or two tomorrow. Climbing stairs used different muscles than just walking. And there were a lot of stairs in something as tall as a spaceship docking station…

“Benjamin has woken up and is fine, other than sporting a nice bruise on the back of his head. He will be staying in the Medical Bay overnight for observation, just as a precaution since he was out cold for so long. There has been a lot of discussion in the last twenty minutes, but a small group of those in charge of the docking station wish to speak with you. It took them almost this entire time to figure out where you are, which is rather pathetic for the amount of money they spend on security, but they are now waiting at the top of the escalator.”

‘Is there anything I should know or expect?’

“They know that there are no rules against using a tractor beam while docked. I believe that they are just going to request that you don’t use it again.”

I rolled my eyes and muttered, “I wouldn’t have had to use it if those guards weren’t being such idiots.”

“They are also aware of that. They had someone send the video surveillance clip to them.”

A brighter light ahead showed me that my alone time had come to an end.

“You are never truly alone. I am always ready to assist. Nothing should be able to block the mindlink.”

‘You don’t annoy me half as much as most of the people I have to deal with when we are docked…’ Strange, but true. I also knew that he would always be keeping a close eye on me whenever I left the ship, which was understandable – and appreciated – considering some of the hurdles I had faced lately.

He also kept tabs on me when I was on the ship, although on two occasions, when I had been alone in my personal quarters, he hadn’t heard my mental questions. When I had spoken aloud, he had responded and once more tracked my thoughts at that point, but he was giving me some space even without me asking for it.

I knew that the scanners in my room would keep tabs on my bio-readings in case something unexpected occurred, but he had temporarily closed down the mindlink until I left the room or asked a question out loud. The bit of space and privacy let me relax, and I didn’t mind the mindlink nearly as much as I used to.

I stepped off of the escalator and walked into the main lobby. A small steady stream of people passed through the lobby between the elevators and the docking station platform. Four people in docking station uniforms were patiently waiting against the wall nearby.

An older man with greying hair came forward. “Captain Wanderer?”

I resolved to be polite once more since I would probably have to come back to this docking station one day. Besides, he wasn’t the guard that had irritated me so much. “That is me.”

He gave a small nod of respect. “Nice to meet you. My name is Chris, and I am in charge of enforcing policies and regulations in and on the docking station. Do you happen to have a moment?”

This group was being far more polite, but then again, they now knew that I was the Captain and would have recognized me from the video surveillance as well. “I have some time to spare. How can I assist you?”

If they were going to be polite, then I was prepared to return the favor. He nodded and gestured towards one of the small viewing platforms on the side of the docking station. “Do you mind if we go outside? The sun is shining, and it is nice out.”

I replied, “I don’t believe I have been on that observation deck yet.” 

All five of us started walking towards the platform that was like a small balcony. The side glass panels stopped the wind, but the air would have been chilly without the uniform I was wearing. My uniform was designed to shield me from extreme heat or cold. Theirs was as well, but I was pretty sure that mine was more than a few notches above theirs in terms of quality.

I leaned lightly on the high railing as I examined the view. It was a good thing that I wasn’t scared of heights since the people far below were just moving specks. In outer space, a tractor beam reaching that sort of distance wasn’t surprising, but tractor beams did not work well wherever gravity was present. A normal tractor beam would have not been able to pick up a crate on the main docking station platform, let alone from so far above.

Chris once more spoke, “We were… surprised… when a tractor beam from the Starsong was used a short time ago.”

I regarded the man calmly. “I apologize that I did not provide notice, but my available options were rather lacking.”

He nodded genially, accepting my point. “I would like to note that many ship functions such as weapons and tractor beams are really not encouraged on or around the docking station.”

I raised an eyebrow mildly. “Our weapons are powered down, as per the regulations in the docking registration form. However, there are no policies at all regarding tractor beams.”

One of the other men muttered, “Tractor beams aren’t even supposed to work in a planet’s atmosphere, let alone on a docking station.”

I turned my head to examine the chubby man with a faint frown. “That statement is incorrect. Tractor beams normally do not work on planets due to technological limitations regarding gravity. There is not a single mention of tractor beam use in any of the rules, regulations, or even suggested guidelines for this docking station.”

He drew himself up in indignation at the correction. “That is because we never had to worry about that before!”

I clasped my hands in front of me as I regarded the man intently. “So, you are saying that this docking station has nothing in its development plans for improvements in technology or spaceship advancement?”

He clamped his mouth shut, and Chris swiftly intervened as he interjected, “My apologies. We did not expect to see such a… significant jump in tractor beam technology since it hasn’t really changed in the last few centuries.”

I accepted the truth in his words and decided to go easy on the courteous man. “True. You were not aware of the upgrade to my tractor beam, and it understandably caught you off-guard. What are you suggesting?”

“We are hoping that you and your crew will refrain from using the tractor beam in the future while you are docked or in orbit.”

I had a suspicion that a new rule would be added to the regulations as soon as they could possibly manage it. “As long as such situations that prompted its use in the first place do not occur again, then I can agree to that request.”

Chris reassured me, “Those two guards have already been relieved of duty until they go through refresher training.”

Starsong gave me a few more tidbits of information. I crossed my arms as I inquired, “And you really think that two days of refresher training is going to correct the problem you saw on the surveillance videos?”

I knew I was being a bit of a jerk now, but I wanted to make the point stick. I wasn’t their typical ignorant Captain.

“Indeed. You are a Starship Captain.” Starsong was apparently trying to puff up my ego. My brother could have given him a few warnings on that subject…

Chris spoke slowly, “I will personally see to it that this sort of situation does not occur again.”

We both knew that rumors of the guards acting in such a fashion could make other ships reluctant to dock here if they thought that both Captain and crew would be hassled. I nodded. “Very well. I will not make any public comment upon it.”

“Thank you. May we accompany you to your ship?”

“Thank you for the offer, but I will decline. I can make my own way there, and I know you have your own duties.”

“Have a good day.”

“You as well.”

I resumed my examination of the city sprawling out as far as I could see while the four men quietly left the small platform and went back inside.


Chapter 28

            

I eventually left the viewing platform and walked back to the Starsong. The docking station staff would be watching me through the cameras, and I looked forward to getting out of their view.

I walked up the ramp, and the guard by the door nodded a welcome of return. Returning the nod, I went inside.

‘Where is Romeo? I think I have to apologize for that last stunt…’

“On level twelve, in the plumbing room 8B.”

‘Thanks.’ I went off in search of the mini giant.

He wasn’t hard to find since he was at a computer station going through training modules. He looked up as I entered and quickly stood up. “Captain, how can I help you?”

I smiled at him. “No need to stand on ceremony, Romeo. I just stopped by to apologize for not explaining what I had planned to do on the ground. I hope your trip up wasn’t too bad.”

He relaxed marginally. “There is no need to apologize. I did get up safe and sound.”

My tone was dry, but my grin showed that it was in jest. “Yeah, but I know that I personally prefer to have more between my feet and the ground than a veil of light.”

He chuckled and relaxed somewhat at my informal manner as he shook his head. “I can say that I felt the same. It was a neat trip, and I would do it again if it was needed, but it isn’t something that I would do just for the fun of it.”

“I really hope it isn’t needed again, but I do appreciate your readiness for any task that you may be asked to undertake. On that note, how are you finding the training?”

His eyes lit up as he began talking about the training modules and practices that the lessons set up. It was clear that he was doing what he loved in this position.

Unanticipated rides into the sky notwithstanding…

   

        I visited for a while longer before leaving him to continue the module he had started. I wandered through the ship’s corridors, but it was fairly quiet. Most of the day’s work had been done and most were on ship-leave.

I eventually headed up to the Bridge. I had barely passed through the doors when Tanya greeted me, “Welcome back, Rachel.”

I said, “Thank you, Tanya, and a huge thank you for helping me with that earlier fiasco as well.”

She grinned. “No problem at all. The Starsong’s cameras allowed us to zoom in and get a good close up of the activities. The look on the guards’ faces was more than worth it.” She turned to her console and tapped a few buttons, “Although, I have to admit that the tractor beam has garnered quite a bit of attention. It only happened an hour ago, but you should see some of what is being posted on the local spaceweb.”

I slowly sat in my chair as she pulled up several pictures on the large display screens. There were only six pictures of me and the guards, but there were a dozen or so of Romeo and Benjamin taking their unanticipated trip skyward. Two pictures of me happened to show my communication device, and I now saw why Starsong had said that it stood out in photos. The comet looked real, just in miniature, as it seemingly hovered in front of my communication device.

Tanya spoke again, “There weren’t many pictures since it happened pretty quickly and people weren’t prepared. However, there are two videos, and one of them caught almost the entire thing.”

A video popped up, shot from somewhere to the side of where we had been standing. It was very clear that the guard was deliberately delaying me. The person videotaping it had been close enough that our words came faintly over the screen.

I watched and grinned as the Bridge crew responded almost instantaneously to my call. The guards’ expressions changed from taunting to stunned as the tractor beam appeared and whisked the two towards the loading bay door.

I commented, “I have to admit that it was pretty impressive how fast the three of you responded.”

The Weapons Officer was technically in charge of the tractor beam, although most in this room had access to that function. He grinned smugly at me. “It was worth it just to wipe the smirks off of their faces.”

I gazed at the pictures and video once more. “It made me feel better, although I think that there will be more fallout from this.”

Tanya pulled up a few spaceweb pages showing the pictures and videos. “It is already spreading quickly. Most think it is just a hoax since there is supposedly no tractor beam technology that is capable of working in orbit. The other side of the coin is that all of the pictures and videos line up and came from at least a dozen different individuals of various backgrounds. Not to mention that quite a few people in the city saw the beam in the distance, even though it wasn’t visible for more than a minute.”

I sighed faintly. “Can you keep an eye on it? We are leaving port tomorrow morning, so things should halfway return to normal until we get to the next port.”

“Certainly.”

I took out my Guide and started scrolling through the status updates as I tried to keep on top of everything that was happening on the ship.





*        *        *



I had my hands behind my head as I lay in bed staring at the ceiling. I had hung a poster there, showing a nebula space scene that I had used as a computer background for as long as I could remember. It was about the size of my bed and very contemplative to look at.

My alarm clock hadn’t gone off yet, but I had no desire to get up early. My eyes traced the faint green and blue clouds, the printing quality reminded me more of a glass window than a thick piece of paper.

‘Are you in my head at this moment?’

Silence reigned.

‘I’ll take that as a no…’

I knew that Starsong knew I was awake. I also knew that as soon as I left my private quarters, or if I started working, that he would once more be listening to my thoughts. As the Captain, I was never really off-duty, so he was listening to my thoughts most of the time.

I considered it once more, but having him listen to my thoughts really didn’t bother me anymore. He wasn’t human, regardless of how much he sounded like one at times. He wouldn’t gossip or spread tales with what he heard.

He offered advice and knowledge wherever it might be needed, and commented upon anything that he thought I needed to know. He beat my old Analyzer by so many light-years that it wasn’t even funny. I still remembered how to use the Analyzer, but its reports seemed stilted and inferior after listening to Starsong for so long.

I exhaled slowly as I realized that I had started counting Starsong as a friend. It had been a month since he had almost killed me, and two weeks since he had started speaking with me regularly.

His support had been unfailing since. He had hauled me out of some tight situations and negotiations, with us always coming out on top. He had guided me through an interrogation with a lie detector, through negotiations with suppliers and traders, and so much more.

He was actually doing most of the work, as he had promised. I tended to play the part of liaison or mediator as I relayed information or touched base with people so they knew that they were ‘part of a bigger team’. Outside of the ship, I pretended I was the Captain while relying on his advice and guidance.

Acting as Captain for two weeks had changed me, and I highly doubted that it would be easy to reverse even after so short a time. I no longer just concentrated on my tiny area and ignored everything else. My mind was already used to looking at the bigger picture and how groups interacted, something that had previously not been wise for a junior assistant. 

There was no way to simply leave the ship and start over again as a simple assistant. I was in this for the long haul - and I knew it. 

At the moment, I planned to ignore the fact that there were undoubtedly people out there who wouldn’t mind strapping me to a chair for questioning. You couldn’t exactly plan for something if you didn’t know any details. I would undoubtedly once more be relying on Starsong whenever those people decided to put in an appearance.


Chapter 29

            

I eventually reached over to grab my Guide off the nightstand without bothering to get out of bed. Out of curiosity, I pulled up a list of the work tickets across the various areas. Most of the crew had the same shift during the day hours, although there was always someone in the Bridge or on call in case of an emergency.

There wasn’t much, and all of it was rather minor or regular tasks. I began to realize just how much I had done in the way of maintenance tickets on the Tyndel that were technically supposed to be the job of other departments.

Despite having only a third of a full crew complement for a ship of this size, all of the areas were managing the workload with plenty of time for the training modules Starsong had set up.

“I am doing quite a few of the tasks without them realizing it, although I am making sure that they get a chance to try different things as they learn.”

I scrolled idly through the list. “How many areas don’t have Overseers or Officers yet?”

He reverted to using the speakers since I had spoken out loud. “Twelve Overseer and two Officer positions are still vacant. Those people should be at our next two stops.”

I paused. “How are they all so conveniently waiting at those places? I assume you are arranging for them to get there?”

“Yes. I paid for flight tickets between planets to ensure they would be at their designated stop. Some of them traveled for over a week on a SuperExpress Passenger Jet for pickup.”

“Wow…” I hadn’t realized how far some of them had traveled or how much effort some had put into getting to the port we would be stopping at. The majority of those on board were Overseers or Officers though… “I assume that we will be picking up more assistants as time goes by?”

“Yes, I am allowing the Overseers time to learn our systems and get to know one another before giving them assistants. This also allows me more time to find assistants with the best potential - ones who won’t transfer into larger companies. The other difficulty is that we came this way because most of the better and more experienced applicants were in this direction, but the star systems in this area have a fairly low population and not many are ideal for the assistant positions we have left.”

That made sense in a way. “How was it that so many higher ranking people were at the first two stops? I honestly thought that it would take us a month to get half of those positions filled. Good Officers or Overseers are almost always employed or they are widely scattered.” 

I had a hard time seeing the five big intergalactic companies missing so many experienced people. Starsong continued to use the speakers near me.

“I beat the intergalactic companies to them. Those companies are notorious for moving into certain star systems in such a fashion that their presence pushes many of the local companies and spaceships into bankruptcy – and they often do it just to obtain the experienced crew members and have their pick of the junior ones. The companies wait until the newly-unemployed people start putting out resumes and promptly hire them within the hour. I simply sent letters of offer to the ones I wanted while they were employed, offering to pay for travel and accommodations. They knew full well that the spaceship they were on was sinking in debt, and they bailed with the offer.”

He was clever… I had heard of the intergalactic companies’ tendency to do that, but it never occurred to me that Starsong had purposefully sought out those areas and gathered all of those people into one spot long in advance for an easy pickup. He had probably emptied most of this entire section of space of every talented person as he hired the best of the best.

“The DawnBreak Company has been pushing its way into this corner of the universe with determination. Hundreds of individually owned spaceships, as well as small companies, are failing due to the added competition. Finding under a hundred qualified people across such a vast section of space wasn’t nearly as difficult as it could have been.”

I nodded in realization. “The people you hired knew what the company was doing too, so I suspect that they hadn’t been looking forward to joining one of the five big companies who were responsible for them losing their job in the first place.”

“Most responded very promptly to my offer. They have a grudge against those companies, which also means they won’t be applying there. They were grateful for the job, and I am quite certain that they will be very loyal. The younger ones were already applying to the DawnBreak Company, and I did not extend the offers to them as they would have still continued to apply there.”

I murmured the old saying that my university teachers had drummed into my head. “As soon as you can, get onto the ship you want to work your last years on. Most ships will not look at older applicants.”

Older people may have experience, but technology changed fast, and they were not always as adaptable. They often also requested higher salaries to go with their experience, which deterred many cheap Captains. 

Crew members often got benefits or a retirement plan from the ship when they retired, and many ships with such plans would not hire someone who would be retiring in less than a decade simply to avoid paying those fees. And ships too cheap to have such plans would be too cheap to pay the requested wage… It was a bad scenario for an aging spacecraft worker in any position.

Most of my current crew were well into their middle years or past them, and they would have been scrambling to find such a ship in a fairly remote area of space. Starsong’s offer of employment would have seemed like a dream, albeit a dream with an insanely young Captain.

Either way, you would need a prybar to get them to leave willingly. I was pretty sure that I could safely bet that they weren’t going anywhere anytime soon.

   

        My alarm predictably went off while I was still skimming through the Guide. With a sigh, I got out of bed and grabbed a new set of clothing. One perk of being part of the Bridge crew was that I had my own bathroom. My room was no bigger than any of the others in the Bridge crew group, which was done on purpose to eliminate any jealousy.

My personal quarters consisted of a sitting room for guests, which was by the entrance. The bedroom was on the far side, and the bathroom was connected to the side of the sitting area. It may have only been three rooms, but it was more than I had ever had before. 

I headed down for breakfast, choosing the upper dining area for higher ranked people this morning. I often alternated which room I ate in, as well as which table I sat at. This allowed me to mingle with the crew on a routine and fairly-informal basis.

I sat with the Maintenance Overseer and the Janitorial Overseer, listening to their discussion on the air vents and which potential cleaners and polishes would look the best while not causing any dust to stick to them.

The Janitorial Overseer tried to include me in the conversation. “Many cleaning supplies or polishes leave residues, which tend to trap dust, especially with the constant airflow through an air vent.”

I considered how to respond. “That doesn’t overly surprise me. Dust is always around, regardless of how good the air filters are. I would take a look at the database of cleaning supplies on your Guide. I think I recall seeing a section that mentioned which ones were best for which purposes.”

Technically, they could search the database by task, and it would suggest the best supplies and techniques, but I suspected that he hadn’t gotten to that part of his training module yet. He hadn’t had much time for training either, since port stops meant dirt and dust, and he didn’t have an assistant yet. I knew his new assistant was waiting at our next stop though.

“You are needed on the Bridge.”

Before I had a chance to question Starsong, one of the Communications Officers called me via my communication device.  “Captain, your presence is requested on the Bridge.”

I tapped my device. “I am on my way.”

I got up and put my mostly empty plate in the dishes bin before heading out the door. 

‘What’s up?’

“Possible pirates ahead, but they are hiding behind a planet, so we are not having an easy time even pinpointing their location, let alone managing a proper scan.”

I groaned internally. ‘I have been Captain for what? Two weeks? And I already have to deal with pirates?’

“Sixteen and a half days actually. It is a very small ship. A dozen crew max, and there is no chance of them having anything that can even strain my shields.”

I continued walking towards the Bridge, hoping that these pirates weren’t stupid enough to take on a large trading vessel with a tiny star jumper ship…


Chapter 30

            

I entered the Bridge, and those present were all alert at their consoles as the big displays on the walls posted any information they had collected. It was only because Starsong’s scanners were so powerful that we could even pick them up. Any other ship would have been clueless about the lurking shadow.

The Weapons Officer updated me on the situation. “One small craft currently hiding behind a large planet beside our path of travel. The planet is uninhabitable, but they set up a few scanners on the surface, so they have a much better reading on us than we have on them. Small ship though, possibly a skipper or a jumper. Nothing suitable for long-term space travel.”

I slowly took a seat in my chair as I looked at the displays. I wasn’t sure what some of the data was saying, but parts of it were close enough to my Analyzer readings that I was picking some information out of it. “How many are likely on board?”

“A ship that size is unable to maintain life support for more than a dozen people.”

I glanced at the Shields Officer. “I assume our shields are ready?”

He nodded. “Even the ones we use just in case we hit a small asteroid should stop anything a ship that size normally carries. The heavier shields will automatically generate and stop anything that breaches the precautionary traveling shields.”

I examined the displays once more. “So, they either realized that we are too big to tangle with and are hiding, or they are desperate enough to set up a suicidal ambush.”

I pulled out my Guide and tapped into the data they had already collected, looking for something specific. They had posted what they thought was the most relevant information, but I was after the detailed analytical files that were similar to what Analyzers were able to generate. Most Captains wouldn’t have the training to read them, but I had plenty of practice.

‘Starsong, is this correct?’

“Yes. I am surprised the spacecraft is even working.”

I considered the few details that our scans had caught of the hull before the ship had retreated. It was in such terrible condition that it belonged in a junkyard. The weapons and shielding on it were equally pathetic and had likely been scavenged from piles of refuse.

The life of a pirate was not the life of glamor and riches that some books made it out to be. Death lurked around every corner, and Space Enforcement loved to have random patrollers disguised as small trade ships. Those who tried to ambush them often did not survive the encounter. 

There were generally two types of pirates. Those who detested the law and were drawn to death, battle, and such. Then there were those who were pirates simply because they had hit a spot of really bad luck and had run out of options. 

Life wasn’t always fair, and someone would have to be really desperate to even get on a ship like that one. ‘What kind of policies did the original spaceship founders have in place for this?’

Starsong preferred to be traditional, often referring to the original mandates. Even a tiny shot from our smallest weapon would collapse their rickety shields and probably decimate their hull. A warning shot would be a death blow.

“The original mandates were to help humanity prosper. Society was supposed to help such people locate various avenues to get meaningful employment as well as provide training to get employment. If they had no interest in such and were menaces to society, then law enforcement was to step in. If no law enforcement was present, then punishment within the law parameters could be administered by any.”

There was no law enforcement in this empty section of space, so an attack would be met with a counter-attack, which would be fatal for this group. ‘Sooo… What sort of options does someone in their position have?’

“The government coalition of five nearby planets actually has a new integration program in place to retrain people who have had no success in getting a job. This group is likely not even aware of it.”

‘Hmmm… An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure?’

“I agree.”

I addressed the Communications Officer. “Pull up all the documentation you can find on the local Integration Program offered by the coalition government and dump it on their bandwidth as a drop message. Hopefully, that will distract them sufficiently. If nothing else, they will know that we are fully aware of their position, which should deter a surprise attack.”

The Communications Officer started rapidly tapping on his display as he found what I had requested on the local Spaceweb. He glanced up. “I have it organized. Shall I transmit it now or when we are closer?”

“Now. It will take them a few moments to realize what it is, and I want them to be focused on it, not us, when we pass by. We slowed down to avoid the turbulence earlier, but throw a bit more power to the engines. Let them see that they don’t have a chance of catching us in that floating boat.”

“I think that may have just been an insult to boats…”

Either Starsong had an unanticipated sense of humor, or he had been hanging around in my head for too long and was slowly picking up on sarcasm.

The Navigator commented, “We are picking up speed. We are not at our regular traveling velocity, but they shouldn’t be able to catch us. There may be a bit of turbulence if we hit some solar wind, but I don’t see any on the sensors at the moment.”

“Keep an eye out for it. We can streamline and strengthen the shields if need be.”

I didn’t change our heading, and no one suggested it. We all knew the pirates might think they had a chance if we changed our heading. It wasn’t as if they could take us on anyway.

“I added a tracing tag into the message so I can monitor it. They have opened it and are rapidly scrolling through it.”

We all watched the displays as we drew closer. We were not passing close to the planet, but we were approaching the shortest distance between us and them. We passed it without seeing any movement.

“Someone is still scrolling through the message, more slowly now. Your distraction has likely worked.”

‘We were not exactly the best target to start with, and we gave them something that they could do.’

We were putting more distance between us, and there was no chance they could intercept or catch us now. The Navigations Officer broke the silence. “With our current speed, few ships could keep up, let alone catch up. I do not believe that they are a concern any longer.”

I agreed with his perspective. “I think so, but let’s play it safe for a while. There may be other pirates lingering in the area.”

‘It looks like my first brush with pirates wasn’t too bad.’

“Not all will be as poorly equipped or ill-prepared.”

I had to fight to keep from laughing. ‘Could they have been any less prepared?’

“There are possibilities, but I understand your point.”

I started browsing the list of work tickets to see if anything odd stood out. The others kept a close eye on their console screens and the displays.


Chapter 31





I sipped my tea as if deep in thought. In reality, I was paying close attention to Starsong as he provided me with the information I seriously needed to get these two traders to cooperate with me, as well as with each other.

This planet was one of the very few that had a rather valuable metal that was only found in a handful of other star systems. They were the two main traders for this metal on this tiny backwater planet. 

The trouble was that they had a serious grudge against each other and tried to antagonize the other whenever possible. I had originally entered the trading house and ordered a tea, mentioning to the lady at the counter that I was interested in talking with a trader about this rare metal.

Somehow, both men had shown up almost instantly instead of just one.

I suspected that both had been hovering outside of the room, just hoping the Captain of the rather shiny and large trading ship would show up for a profitable sale. They had certainly shown up within seconds of the other. 

Now, they were making snide remarks about each other and sharing glares in a manner that was likely going to ramp up into an all-out fight before too much longer.

These two were far more interested in outdoing the other as opposed to actually making a deal. Trying to force them to work together at this particular second was not going to work. This was going to require a slightly different approach… 

I inquired, “Whose metal is of the higher quality?”

“Mine!”

“No, mine!”

I interrupted what was about to become a rather heated argument. “Fine, you both have high-quality metal. Whose metal gives me the most volume with the least weight?”

“Mine.”

“Mine does!”

They were glaring at each other and not even looking at me. I raised an eyebrow with intent interest as I spoke calmly, “Considering that this metal gains quality by removing dross and reducing volume, this makes you both liars.”

The two men spun their heads around to stare blankly at me as they finally processed my actual words and my past questions. Their eyes grew wide with shock. My words had been a proverbial slap in the face, but Starsong and I had deliberately set up that trap to make them stop fighting and truly focus on me. I had to shake them up some more if this was going to go anywhere though…

I took a slow sip of my tea once more. “I fail to see why I should deal with arguing liars when I know that neither of you two actually owns a mine or mining rights.”

I now had their undivided attention, although both were uncharacteristically silent.

I spoke slowly, “Since you two know so much about each other, you two can work together to create a trade proposal. You will each get 50% of the trade, so your profit will be equal. I will return here at 6 pm to listen to it.”

They immediately started protesting. 

“That isn’t fair!”

“I can’t work with him!”

“This is an outrageous request!” 

Starsong chimed in, “Let them blow off some steam for a few moments.”

I let them rattle on for a while longer as per Starsong’s advice.

I held up my hand to stop them, and, surprisingly, they stopped talking. I responded calmly, “There is nothing saying I cannot contact the mine owners directly at this point. I am sure they would be very happy for a direct sale. If you cannot abide by my request, then I will take my business to others.”

I waited them out as they stared at me with occasional glances at their foe. The one finally spoke up. “Regardless of the amount you buy, we each get half of the sale?”

I nodded. “Correct.”

He sighed heavily in defeat. “You drive a hard bargain. I am willing to try it though.”

We both looked at the other man, who reluctantly nodded. I smiled slightly. “Excellent. I will return at 6 pm to hear your trade proposals.”

With that, I stood up and nodded a farewell to them before leaving. I was somewhat curious to see if they would be able to work together to pull this off, or if I would have a legitimate excuse to contact the mine owners.

Policy on most planets said that traders had to deal with the authorized suppliers, and a ship could not bypass them without jumping through a lot of hoops each time they docked. Their blatant lie and refusal to work with my compromise would allow me to bypass them with this planet’s policies this time. Most Captains wouldn’t even bother since the process was different on every planet, although it always had two things in common - it was tricky and terribly complicated.

Judging from the stares I was getting from the staff here, it was the first time someone had managed to pull this trick on them.





*      *     *





The Procurement Officer flipped through several charts as we ate some lunch in the upper dining area. He said, “Half of our cargo bays are currently empty. The engines don’t even seem to notice the extra weight of our current cargo, so I don’t see a restricting limit on how much of this heavy metal we can stick in the remaining bays.”

I nodded without surprise. There was no true gravity in space, but most trade ships had to watch their weight, or else disaster could strike when they attempted to dock. Engines didn’t have to be powerful to work in outer space. Gravity was a more dangerous foe though…

I inquired, “Are there any particular supplies you need me to set up contacts and agreements for?”

He flipped through more papers; he had an odd attachment to paper instead of using electronic systems. “Not on this planet. I see we are stopping at Sceltar in a few weeks, and that is a rather large port with a lot of things I am hoping for. Most are straight trades that I can arrange, but several will require some agreements since we will likely return there within six months. Those agreements will require a Captain to set them up. I will send you a list once I finalize it.”

“Sounds good.”

The Procurement Officer finished his lunch and headed off to his own duties. I finished my meal shortly afterward. ‘What is next? The new crew won’t be here for several hours, and my meeting with the obstinate traders is at 6 pm.’

“This planet is rather small, so there were only two trade negotiations lined up. One has been done, and the metal traders were postponed. No deliveries are expected until tomorrow. You have the next four hours free.”

I shook my head slightly in surprise. ‘Free time? Since when does a Captain get free time while docked in port?’

“Small ports like this don’t entail much work and are usually brief stops. Besides, by law, all crew members are supposed to get ship-leave during routine hours at least once every five days in port. This includes Captains. Our crew has gotten at least one afternoon of ship-leave at each stop so far. You are overdue for both your day and evening ship-leave.”

That got my feet moving faster. I put my dishes in the dishes bin before heading straight for my quarters. The Captain on the Tyndel had always skimped on ship-leave, so I was quite excited to put on some civilian clothing and explore the city while browsing through the small markets.


Chapter 32

            

A port city was usually one of the busier places on the planet, and even this remote planet was no exception. Travelers from other cities were here shopping or just having a good time. 

I blended right in, and no one knew who I was. It was a type of freedom I had not truly had since my last ship-leave. And I was thoroughly enjoying every minute of it.

I picked up a picture made from the local rare metal. About the size of a sheet of paper, the multi-colored metal had been molded into a 3D scene of a forest in greens, bronzes, and browns. It would probably make a good birthday present for my brother.

“You should ask if he has others like it.”

Starsong’s comment made me curious, and I asked the man behind the counter, “This is really nice. Do you have others like it?”

He nodded and dug around under the counter before pulling out three different scenes. One immediately caught my eye; it was a blue, purple, and black galaxy scene with hints of planets and a few bright spots that were stars. 

With a bit of bartering, I had that one tucked away in a bag. We were heading closer to my brother’s location, so I would keep it with me until I had to mail it the last little ways. 

I continued to enjoy my ship-leave, although if an emergency did come up, I had my communication device tucked into a pocket. That didn’t take the mindlink into account either.





*         *         *



I walked into the trading house café, once more in my uniform. The two traders were already sitting at a table waiting for me - and they weren’t fighting with each other. It didn’t escape my notice that the staff kept glancing at them in complete disbelief. I was very certain that having them sitting peacefully together was a first for anyone who knew them. 

Unlike our first meeting, this time they were focused on me. I had halfway expected them to fail, which would have freed me to hand in the already-completed paperwork that would allow me to bypass these two. It looked like they had managed to come to terms with one another and were ready to get down to business.

Most people would have likely thought that I would be disappointed that they were working together since I would be unable to bypass them, but this scenario was actually better for a long-term trading agreement. With both of them being forced to work together, it formed a series of checks and balances, and, more importantly, it didn’t limit the amount of metal I could buy. I now had potential access to every mine’s supply. That was the biggest win.

I ordered a tea at the counter before taking it to where the men were waiting. I sat down as I greeted them, “Good evening, gentlemen. I hope you weren’t waiting too long for me.”

They both shook their heads as the one replied, “No, we just got here.”

I settled right down to business. “I am rather curious to see what trade proposals you have made.”

They started lining up papers with numbers for me to inspect. Starsong commented, “There is no over-inflation present in any of these offers or numbers. The bulk prices for a hundred crates or more is quite good. It is quite straightforward, and you know what we are after.”

They were taking me rather seriously, which was a first for any trade supplier so far. Although it was probably because I had caught them off-guard so badly last time. I moved a couple of the papers closer for a better look. This metal came in various qualities and colors, and there were price discounts for larger bulk purchases.

Starsong’s lack of feedback meant that any of the offers were fine, and we had already gone over what would sell best at some of our future stops, so I knew exactly how much of each I was supposed to buy.

I tapped the one page. “Are there additional bulk prices for the blue and pink if fifty or more crates are purchased?”

They looked a bit surprised, but the one responded, “Yes, the price drops by 5%, as it does for all of the other colors. The discount increases with every 50 crates of the same color. We didn’t write it down since those two colors are rarer and, thus, more expensive. I have never seen anyone buy more than five crates of those colors at once.”

Apparently, he wasn’t aware of one supplier five star systems away from here who was willing to pay top dollar for these colors if they were of the highest quality. 

I gazed at the pages as I ensured all of the colors we wanted were listed. Starsong had already said the prices were fair, so I just had to place my order. And possibly knock these two men off their chairs in the process…

I nodded. “This looks quite reasonable. Very well. I shall require 100 crates of blue, 100 of pink, 100 of yellow, 100 of grey, 100 of orange, 100 of black, 200 of green, and 50 of the other colors. All in the grade A+ quality.”

They just stared at me blankly, as if they suspected that this was some sort of joke. The one man cleared his throat before tentatively responding, “My apologies, but a trading ship would be unable to lift off the docking platform with such a load. This metal is of our finest quality and is extremely heavy.”

I smiled reassuringly at the man. “I would not have ordered that quantity if I thought the engines would be unable to handle it. I have a question of my own though, can you two get all of this onto the ship by tomorrow morning?”

They turned to stare at one another with big eyes before the second man spoke to me, “Can you excuse us for a moment?”

I nodded regally. “Certainly.”

They went out a side door, most likely to make sure that they could even get the required amount. They would have to pool their resources to be able to fill such an order – and this was why I had wanted to force them to work together. By themselves, neither could have managed it. No single mine could have filled my order either. 

This was an enormous order, and undoubtedly, the largest one on this planet for this metal. Starsong’s powerful engines were the only reason we could even contemplate it – and he said that even his engines would notice the weight with such a load during take-off. But this load would turn a massive profit…

It took the men five minutes to return. They sat down, and the first man nodded his head once in a quick affirmation. “It can be done, and we can have all of the crates to your loading dock by noon. Will that suffice?”

I smiled. “Perfect. Send the invoice to my Procurement Officer with the divided billing.”

I held out my hand, and they each shook it firmly to seal the deal. They didn’t linger, making haste to contact their various suppliers and transport trucks to set everything up since they had less than 24 hours to get it to the Cargo Bay. I walked slowly back towards Starsong while trying to refrain from grinning like the Cheshire Cat.

Starsong commented, “That went better than I had hoped. None of the previous quotes I could find showed discounts for anything above 50 crates. The discount for quantities above 100 crates must have been something they added as they tried to outdo one another.”

‘Huh. I wouldn’t doubt it. They are probably quite excited as well. I doubt either of them has ever had such a big sale before.’

“I went through the various port invoices, and the largest order totaled 200 crates.”

I gazed in the direction of Starsong; the large ship was docked at the far end of the docking station. ‘I didn’t think those invoices were open to the public…’

“The firewall on that server is so pitiful that even your old Analyzer could hack it.”

‘There is nothing wrong with my Analyzer.’

“You haven’t even touched it since I gave you that Guide. Your Guide is able to do more than the Analyzer can.” The faint note of teasing in his voice let me know that he wasn’t serious, even if he was right.

I snorted faintly in amusement. ‘I am attached to that Analyzer. It got me through several years of hard work.’

“I suppose you could hang it on your wall as a memento to ages past…”

I chuckled out loud, which earned me a few odd looks from a couple of passing docking station staff. ‘And just what would you do if I did hang it on the wall of the Bridge?’

“Bribe the Weapons Officer to jettison it into outer space for some target practice…”

I burst out laughing, very thankful that there were only those two men within hearing distance at the moment. I could only imagine what the two traders would have thought if they saw me laughing by myself… 


Chapter 33

            

I blinked slowly at the Communications Officer while asking, “Are you sure this message is legitimate? I am having a hard time believing it.”

He said, “I even contacted the Integration Program directly to double check. They have confirmed that the offer is real.”

I rubbed my temple. “We have about two hours left before they finish loading all of those crates of metal.” I grabbed my Guide and tapped the screen a few times as if accessing a program, “Starsong, what are your thoughts on this?”

Those in the Bridge glanced at me as I addressed the ship, although they knew that he was aware and always listening. They tended to get much more nervous if he responded through the speakers though. As I had halfway expected, he added some things to the Guide’s display. I scrolled through the message from the Integration Program that I had already read five times. 

The pirates we had referred to them had gone there and been accepted into the program. The Integration Program strongly believed in training and a good career. All eight of the pirates had requested to join the Starsong. Those in the Integration Program were offering some rather large incentives for us to accept them into the crew.

They would be on probation for six months and, if they passed, they were to officially join the crew. As long as those who passed probation were on board, all docking fees in this star system were waived. Trading tariffs and taxes were also reduced to almost nothing. If none of them passed, then no incentives were offered. 

This planet also belonged to that star system, and considering that we planned to return here several times a year if possible for more of this valuable metal, those incentives would make a huge difference. I highly doubted that Starsong would allow them on board though…

“I am currently pulling everything I can find on them. Other than their latest intent to become pirates, they have done nothing illegal that I can find. A large recession on one planet cost them their jobs and no places were hiring.”

I was slightly surprised. ‘You are willing to allow them on board?’

A complex graph appeared on my screen. “The retention rate of such people is over 90% if they pass the probation period. The biggest problem we are having with hiring assistants is due to the fact that assistants are usually younger and have no plans on remaining with a one-person operated ship. They plan to transfer into a large company as soon as they can for career stability.”

I took a deep breath and slowly released it as I realized he was right. ‘And because of what this group went through, they will have no desire to try and switch jobs once they get a decent one. They may not get hired, or another ship would have no qualms about firing them for any small error, whereas we may keep them solely due to those incentives.’

“Exactly. I can supervise them closely to ensure they follow the rules. We are allowed to leave them on the nearest inhabited planet if they break major rules, so that isn’t an issue. The incentives are also extremely good; some of the best this program has ever offered, probably because all of them want to go to the same place. It is easier for them to offer exceptional incentives to one ship than to offer moderate incentives to eight ships or companies.”

‘So you want to accept the offer and go back for them?’

“Yes. It will only take us five days to backtrack that far, and we can take a different route to stop at other planets for trades before we continue with our original itinerary.”

They hadn’t been pirates for very long, but it still made me uneasy. ‘As long as you are willing to watch them closely…’

“You have my word. They will be closely monitored.”

I closed my eyes as I let that sink in. I opened my eyes and gave the Communications Officer his instructions. “Respond to them and let them know that we will accept their offer. We should be there in about five days. Send Starsong’s placement quiz, and once they submit the results, send them the training tutorials for whatever position Starsong assigns to them.”

“I will begin at once.” He began compiling the information.

I leaned back and examined the various displays on the wall. Starsong’s placement quiz looked at what they thought their strengths were as well as what positions they hoped for, before making them answer well over 500 questions, mostly multiple choice, to determine where their true strengths would shine and what role their disposition would manage best in.

I would have to mail off my brother’s gift before I left this port since this change of plans would put us behind our original schedule by at least twelve days.







*         *         *



The Cargo Bay Overseer was not entirely impressed when I told him that he was getting one of the eight new rehabilitees. He grumbled, “Let me get this straight. You just accepted eight former pirates on board, and you think they are just going to work out? These are pirates. I am not sure if you encountered pirates on your last ship, but they aren’t something you just invite in for tea. This is a serious mistake.”

I raised an eyebrow in mild warning. Voicing his concerns was one thing, but the near-refusal was perilously close to crossing a line. 

I evenly replied, “They technically aren’t even pirates since they never did anything other than float around in a derelict of a spacecraft for a week. Starsong checked their backgrounds just as thoroughly as he has checked everyone else’s. He will be monitoring them both on-shift and off-duty.”

He shook his head. “I still do not like it. I don’t trust pirates.”

“They aren’t pirates. They will be given a fair chance, just like everyone else has been. Starsong will be monitoring them.”

Hiring pirates wasn’t exactly a new concept, and it certainly was not the first time that former pirates had been retrained into a productive role in society. My brother actually had a co-worker who had been a pirate. Supposedly, he was the most dependable person in that place. The ones who were willing to work were generally very loyal. It was the handful of ones that didn’t want to reform that caused the issues.

The Overseer shrugged. “I guess we will see…”

He continued eating his lunch as a different Overseer asked some questions about our changed route and which planets we would be stopping at. We now had two more stops before we resumed our previous travels. One stop to pick up our eight new assistants, and another stop at a different planet on our way back to sell some supplies.

After lunch, I wandered through a few random corridors on various levels. I made sure to pass by every area at least once a day since it provided an easy way for anyone to ask me a quick question that they may not have otherwise approached me with. 

Some people were getting more relaxed with my unpredictable appearances and would stop to chat for a few moments before resuming their work. In time, more would learn that I was fairly relaxed and not just checking to see if they were working. 

My rather unlimited access to all areas of the Starship meant that I popped up in areas where many didn’t expect to see me, which often took them by surprise. The Maintenance crew just waved when they saw me at this point. They had found me in some rather odd spots, including the back room behind the engines. They had probably given up wondering what I was doing.

I also didn’t really have anything else to do, so these walks kept me from going crazy. I already heard a voice in my head, so crazy didn’t seem like it was that far off most of the time.


Chapter 34

            

The man waiting on the docking ramp blinked a few times in surprise when he saw me come out of the access door. I walked closer, and he held out his hand. “Captain Wanderer, welcome.” It sounded kind of tentative, as if he wasn’t entirely sure I was the Captain.

I shook his hand. “Thank you. I believe these are my new crew members?” Eight people were lined up behind the Integration Program Manager, looking somewhat nervous, but mostly hopeful.

He nodded. “Yes.”

I addressed them directly, “Welcome to the Starsong. I am Captain Wanderer, although my crew is welcome to call me Rachel. As you know, you will have a six-month probation to prove you are capable and able to learn anything that is required for your position. I will call you up one by one, and your Overseer will take you for a tour of the Starsong.”

I glanced over my shoulder at the eight Overseers behind me. One came forward with a small box containing Guides and communication devices. I picked one set out before saying, “Cooking Assistant, Fred Dervy.”

One man came forward, and I passed him the two objects as his new Overseer came forward - who just happened to be the original cook. Once the communication device was on his shirt, the Overseer led him into the ship. One by one, all entered the ship, leaving just me and the Integration Program Manager standing on the ramp.

He spoke, “Thank you very much for accepting all of them, Captain Wanderer. You impressed them when you sent them that file instead of blasting them into never-never land. They all specifically requested to join your ship and are determined to work hard, so I don’t see any problems arising.”

I said, “They will be given a fair chance. I will send you the monthly updates as you requested.”

“Thank you. Travel safe, and good fortune to you.”

“And to you as well,” I replied before turning and walking up the ramp. We were only docking long enough to pick up the group. The Navigations Officer would be taking the ship back into outer space as soon as the docking ramp was pulled back. I knew we would be airborne before I even got to the closest elevator.

I headed back to the Bridge, unsurprised to see that the planet was already a fading dot in the inky blackness of space. I sat in my chair as I idly gazed at the main displays on the wall. The map showed that our next few scheduled stops were at fairly small ports.

I picked up my Guide; Starsong already knew my thoughts and had the list of trades open. Procurement could do most of the trades, but each stop had one or two items that required me to personally negotiate those trades. Some traders of rarer items refused to deal with anyone other than the Captain.

I remained sitting in the chair while I browsed through various programs on my Guide, but it reflected the exact same thing that it had been showing me lately. The crew worked very well together and everything was getting done, even though we didn’t have a full crew yet.

After several hours, I couldn’t remain sitting any longer and got to my feet. “I am going to go on a walk-about.”

The Officers on the Bridge acknowledged my leaving in their own fashion, some merely nodding, while others replied.

“Alright, see you in a while.”

“We’ll call you if something comes up.” 

They were familiar with this routine and were more informal now than in the past. I had been persistent about the lack of formality when it was just us, and it had paid off. Starsong was also pleased with the outcome. Instead of having them stand on ceremony constantly, we were more like congenial co-workers with a common goal.

I found this far more relaxing than having to pretend to be some stuck-up Captain, although I knew their professionalism would re-appear the moment anyone else showed up.







*           *           *





“You are needed on the Bridge.”

I had just been leaving my room to head for breakfast, but changed my direction. ‘What’s up?’

“A distress beacon from a nearby planet is calling for immediate assistance.”

I furrowed my eyebrows. ‘I thought the nearest port was still a day and a half away?’

“This isn’t a port; it is a very small terraforming facility with about a hundred people.”

A spaceship was incapable of actually landing unless it was docked on anti-gravity coils at a docking station. This also applied to the more-advanced Starships. Spaceships were designed for space, not for the effects of a planet’s gravity, so we wouldn’t be able to land.

I was slightly reminded of Romeo’s trip through the air. ‘Do they have small spacecraft that can get into one of our loading bays or are we going to have to give them a heart attack?’ Space was precious on a space ship, so our loading bays doubled as shuttle bays in outer space.

“They have three very small spacecraft, but each transport vessel will have to make at least a dozen trips to get everyone on board.”

‘Will you even allow them all on board? You have some pretty high standards compared to almost any other ship out there.’

“They are temporary refugees, not crew members. If they cause problems, then they can try out my holding cells.”

At least he had a backup plan. Every large spacecraft out there had holding cells. Sometimes crew members just went crazy, or there was always a possibility that a ship would rescue someone in an emergency spacesuit who proceeded to cause trouble once on board. Starsong had a dozen such cells in a remote section of the ship.

The door to the Bridge opened just as my communication device activated. “Captain, please report to the-”  

The Communications Officer stopped as he saw me in the doorway and tapped his communication device to turn it off. “Perfect timing.”

His expression said that my unusually early arrival was a bit more uncanny and creepy than perfect, but he didn’t let it faze him as he pulled up the information on the main displays. 

He summarized the rather wordy SOS. “Terraformers. Just under a hundred of them, and they need to evacuate the planet as soon as possible. A large earthquake shifted some tectonic plates. The next big earthquake will cause them to rip apart, resulting in something like a supervolcanic eruption along the entire fault line.”

I sat in my chair. “How far away are we? Are there any other spacecraft closer than us?”

“Five hours at our current speed. It is just one facility which doesn’t have anything like a docking station, so there is no reason for ships to come this way. We are the closest. The nearest port is two days away, even at our speed.”

This was one of the situations that Starsong had already said that he wanted to help with. “Contact them, and tell them to get those three small space-skippers ready to transport people into our smaller loading bays. We can take them as far as the next planet.”

A couple of the Officers glanced at me in slight confusion. The Communications Officer cleared his throat tentatively. “We aren’t sure if they even have any vessels that are space-worthy.”

This was one of the instances where Starsong’s tidbits of information made others question where I had gotten that intel – or wonder if I just made it up.

I smiled faintly. “Contact them. Tell them to get anything capable of space travel ready to ferry those people up to us. It is going to be crowded, so also contact Stewardship, Cooking, and other areas to give them a heads up.”

“Yes, Captain.”

I let the title slide by without remarking on it.

He began tapping his screen. “The message has been sent to the Terraformers. I am also sending alerts to all of our areas so they are aware that we will be hosting refugees until we get to port.”

The Navigations Officer spoke up, “I have altered our route and have increased our speed.”

I nodded in approval. “Excellent.”

We all knew that they would accept whatever help we offered. They didn’t really have a choice if they wanted to live.


Chapter 35

            

I watched the main display with a faint frown as the last of the refugees came out of the small space shuttles. All three shuttles were small enough to fit in the loading bay with room to spare, and we had just re-pressurized the room again after their last round trip.

‘I assume the life support area has already noted that we will be using more oxygen crystals?’

“Yes. They have already taken our new guests into account for all of the life support systems. We have enough oxygen crystals for months, even if we count this bunch into that calculation.”

Most spaceships carried far more oxygen crystals than they would need and had them stored in several storage areas in case a hull breach made some stockpiles inaccessible.

I wasn’t sure why I wasn’t entirely thrilled to have this group on board even if I did want to help them. Protocol kept me on the Bridge at the moment, leaving the tasks of helping the newcomers to the crew, but part of me didn’t really want to meet them anyway.

“They aren’t yours.” Starsong’s soft words rang true in my heart and in my mind. 

I exhaled slowly as I continued to watch the live feed. They weren’t part of my crew – and truth be told, I didn’t really want them on the Starship. I wasn’t too sure why their presence bothered me so, but it did. Like strangers at the docking stations, they didn’t belong on board. 

The crew on board were my responsibility, and the efforts I had gone through to have them somewhat relaxed in my presence had turned the 103 crew members into something closer to friends.

I was more than happy to mingle with my crew and visit them. I had about as much desire to meet these refugees as I did when I was supposed to meet the docking station staff right after docking. It was something I would have preferred to avoid.

‘You are limiting where these people can go, right?’

“The Stewardship Officer has already informed them that they are restricted to common areas on levels 16, 17, and 18. We have put them in the empty assistant rooms on levels 16 and 17.”

I sighed faintly. “Only two days until we reach the next planet with a docking station, correct?”

The Navigations Officer replied, “Yes. We are already reaching traveling velocity, and I have our target speed set a bit faster than usual. We may hit some turbulence due to the speed, but I will keep an eye out for any larger solar winds and slow down for them.”

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who wanted to bid our guests farewell sooner rather than later…

  

       I eventually got to my feet. I had to meet with the leader of our refugees regardless of how much I didn’t want to. “Which level is the leader on currently?”

The Communications Officer frowned slightly at his screen. “Without some sort of communication device or tracking chip, I cannot tell which of the untracked bio-signatures on those three floors belongs to which individual. Let me check the cameras and see if I can locate him.”

Starsong’s voice came over the speaker. “The leader is in the dining area.”

I glanced up as I headed for the door. “Thanks, Starsong.”

“You’re welcome. I will highlight the training module in all of the Officers’ Guides regarding how to track independents on the ship.”

I passed through the door, and it closed behind me, saving me from having to comment. I walked down the empty corridor on my way to the elevator. I sighed heavily before exiting the elevator on level eighteen.

Our guests were easy to spot, being the only ones not wearing the Starship uniform. They glanced at me as I walked by, but didn’t realize my rank, probably because my uniform was so similar to what the other crew members wore.

A couple of children raced past me in a gleeful game of tag, almost bumping into me. Most people looked relieved, probably due to their timely rescue. They also seemed at a bit of a loss as to what they should do. Terraformers, in general, were a hard-working group and used to constant work, so suddenly having nothing to do was a strange experience for them.

I entered the dining area and spotted the leader talking with a few of his people. Since he was busy, I decided to ensure the cook was handling the increased volume without any problems. This cook wasn’t the original cook from the Tyndel - that man had been made the Overseer for the cooks, although he happily did all of the cooking in the kitchen on level five.

I walked up to the counter and spoke to the middle-aged man. “If you need any additional help, just let your Overseer know.”

He bowed slightly in respect. “Thank you, Captain. He has already told me that he will help cook the amount of food needed for so many people. One of the Stewardship assistants has already volunteered to transport the extra food down to this dining area.”

“She’s the Captain?!” A hushed whisper caught my attention, and I glanced back to see that the leader and the three people he was talking to were staring at me in complete disbelief. The woman who had spoken blushed slightly and stared at her feet in embarrassment as she realized that I had heard her comment.

The middle-aged leader walked forward, clearly dubious as to my title, regardless of what the cook had called me. My 5′7″ height was almost the same as his. He asked, “You are the Captain?”

I met his doubtful gaze coolly. “Yes. I am Captain Wanderer of the Starship Starsong.”

The cook was watching them intently, a silent witness who didn’t seem too impressed with their disbelief. The leader hesitated before bowing slightly. “My apologies, your presence simply took me by surprise. I was not anticipating a visit this soon. Thank you very much for rescuing us. We are in your debt.”

He had apparently decided that simply going along with my claim was the easiest path. I responded, “You are welcome. We will take you and your people to the nearest port. Our estimated arrival time is in two days.”

He furrowed his eyebrows in confusion. “But the nearest port is five days away…”

I let the smallest beginnings of a prideful smile touch my lips, although it would be more apparent in my eyes. “The Starships are faster than your typical trading vessel.”

He hesitated, but seemingly came to the conclusion that we would arrive whenever we arrived, regardless of who won this argument. He inclined his head, deciding to humor my latest claim as well. 

“I see,” he said. “We appreciate the help, although we do not have anything to offer for your assistance.”

It was the truth. A Terraforming group was never rich, and with the loss of all of their buildings, machinery, and most of their belongings, I really hoped that they had the proper insurance in place.

“I did not do it for payment. I did it because it was the right thing to do.”

He nodded slowly as he accepted that comment. “Then I thank you once more. I know your time is valuable, so please don’t let me keep you from your duties.”

His words had been polite, but I was pretty sure that he wanted to gracefully leave this conversation. I wasn’t about to drag this conversation on longer if he was willing to end it. “Thank you for your understanding. If your people are lacking something, please approach the Stewardship Overseer. He may be able to assist.”

“Thank you.” 

My wording had left no leverage for him or others to obtain supplies or materials beyond the basic necessities.

I exited the dining hall as I made a direct trip to the elevator. I wasn’t quite in the mood to go back to Bridge, but I didn’t feel like being around people at the moment either. On any spaceship, finding a quiet spot was not something that was easily accomplished.

“No one is looking for you, and there are no immediate tasks that require your attention at the moment. I suggest the small console behind the power converters for the engines.”

I really appreciated his suggestion and pressed the button for level ten. ‘Thanks. Out of curiosity, if that leader had made a scene and refused to believe that I was the Captain, what was your backup plan?’

“If you had gone out of the other dining hall door, you would have seen another Overseer who was acting as a security guard. He would have dragged the offender to the holding cells for the remainder of the trip.”

I thought for a few moments before idly commenting, ‘This is just so ironic… How many hours did I spend arguing with you that I wasn’t a Captain? And lately, I have been trying to convince everyone else that I am a Captain…”

It was so ironic that even I was tempted to laugh out loud at it. Starsong had his own logic though. “He didn’t actually argue, so you are making progress. It won’t be too many more months before you will have been to every planet that I intend to add to our regular trading circuit. Every supplier you have met so far has not really questioned your rank. The others will learn soon enough as well.”

I slowed as I slipped into a narrow maintenance corridor. My mind rolled his words around, but one detail kept sticking out. Starsong had said that it would take months – even at his speed – to reach just the main stopping points along his planned trading route. I hoped that his route was a giant circle, otherwise his trading route was massive. That didn’t include side-trips or last second destination changes.

“It is a circular path. There is no point in trying to endlessly travel in one direction since we would never benefit from the trade deals you have set up. As other Starships get a crew, they will likely travel to other areas to set up their own routes, or else they will trade in goods that the other Starships in the area do not have in their storage holds.”

I made it to the quiet area and sat down in the computer chair, although I ignored the small console there. ‘It sounds like you have quite a system already set up.’

“There is no point in us competing with each other when we have the same goals and can work together with far greater efficiency.”

The group of previously-rogue AIs had no problems working together towards a common goal. That little tidbit of information would likely make the Deviant Monitoring Group’s blood run cold. I just hoped that since random spaceships had stopped mysteriously going rogue, they would consider the problem as over. Hopefully, that would lead to the investigation group being disbanded so that I wouldn’t have to worry about them anymore.

I didn’t need Starsong to tell me how unlikely that was. The AIs that they were seeking had gone missing from their original ships, and this group was unlikely to rest until they discovered where they had gotten to, as well as getting an answer for every single one of their questions. 


Chapter 36

            

I stood at the top of the ramp platform while the Terraformers disembarked. I was standing to the side of the door, and most barely glanced at me, probably thinking I was just a second security guard.

The docking station Overseer was waiting at the base of the ramp for the slow flood of people to subside. As the last people left, I walked down the ramp since he was clearly wishing to speak with someone.

He bowed his head slightly. “Captain Wanderer.”

This was a surprise since every docking station Overseer I had met so far had required my ID to believe that I was the Captain.

“He knew we were bringing in the refugees and looked up your profile so he would be able to pick you apart from any Officers who may also be seeing this group off.”

“Overseer. How are you doing today?”

“I am doing well, thank you. I wished to pass along our thanks for picking this group up. Your timing was excellent; we recently received word from another ship just an hour ago that the planet is surrounded with a thick volcanic cloud. We know there isn’t much trade to be had here, so we will pay your docking fees at your next stop as our way of saying thank you for looking out for others.”

I was a bit surprised, but replied, “Thank you very much. That is kind of you.”

“You are welcome. Unfortunately, I am needed elsewhere, but feel free to dock for as long as you wish. There is no charge.”

I nodded my thanks before he left. I went back inside the access door, knowing that the Navigations Officer was waiting for them to pull back the ramp so we were cleared for takeoff. 

The Overseer’s offer was thoughtful since the docking stations were not responsible for interspace events. It was likely his way of hopefully drawing us back here for trade in the future. A small planet like this would benefit if even one large trading ship made a trip here. Our current cargo wasn’t the stuff the suppliers here would be particularly interested in though – and he had likely known it. I headed back to the Bridge.

    

        “You are needed on level 22.”

I got out of my chair and headed to the Bridge door. The Bridge crew didn’t even comment; they were so used to me coming and going that it was normal for them. They knew they could contact me if anything came up. We had just left the planet, so none of us expected anything to happen anytime soon. 

The Bridge door closed behind me at the same moment that a corridor wall panel slid away to reveal a hidden passage. It wasn’t too surprising to discover Starsong had hidden corridors on this ship, but I was surprised to see it now.

“There is a transportation pod inside, and you need to get to level 22 swiftly.”

I had heard of transportation pods before, but had never seen one. It was basically a small capsule that could take a single person anywhere along the chute routes with extreme speed. I was uneasy, but Starsong had never been in a rush before, so I didn’t slow my steps as I went into the narrow corridor.

The corridor panel slid closed behind me as I walked towards the pod. It was standing up with just enough room inside for one person. ‘I assume you want me to get in that?’

“Yes.”

I walked up to it and turned around before stepping back so I could lean against the soft padding in the rather snug space. The pod cover closed before it tilted horizontally. It suddenly rocketed off, sending the pod traveling headlong to wherever Starsong was sending it with phenomenal speed. I held onto the handgrips even though I knew it was, in theory, perfectly safe. My nerves and stomach were at odds with that theory…

It wasn’t long before it slowed to a stop, and the pod stood back up. The door opened, and I stepped out with slightly shaky legs. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know how fast that thing had travelled if it was able to get me down to the back of the ship on the 22nd level in less than fifteen seconds.

“Keep silent and walk down the corridor without attracting attention.”

The door to the main corridor slid open silently, and I exited cautiously. I wasn’t sure what to expect, especially since we had just left all of the refugees on the planet. My footsteps were silent as I walked swiftly down the corridor. I could hear a voice raised in anger, so I followed the sound, assuming that it was what Starsong was focused on.

I slowly rounded the corner and leaned against the wall with my arms crossed. The two at the far end of the room didn’t notice me; one man hung his head while the other one was managing quite a rant without pausing for breath. The angry one was the Cargo Bay Overseer. The silent one on the receiving end was one of the eight on probation.

The Overseer was gesturing to one of the Cargo Bay lift machines used to move crates around. I kept listening, but still failed to see why he was so upset. ‘Starsong, from what I am hearing, the trainee only put the wrong oil in the machine. Am I missing something?’

“None of my background checks took into account that Regan might not get along with one he thinks is a pirate. Over his long years of service, pirates almost destroyed the ship he was on in five different incidents, and he lost many friends during those times. It appears he holds a grudge even though Victor was not actually a pirate.”

This scene disturbed me, putting the wrong oil in a machine wasn’t that bad of a mistake – and judging from the bottle beside the machine, the oil had been very similar to the proper stuff. The Overseer should have noticed the mistake, calmly pointed it out, and requested the person to change the oil properly. Not berate him over a small mistake – and he had been going on for some time for me to be able to get down here and then watch him long enough to determine what was going on.

I had certainly never been treated in such a fashion by anyone on the Tyndel. The unfairness of this was kindling my anger. No Overseer should behave like this.

“I agree, Regan is perilously close to being jettisoned at this point…” The dangerous edge on Starsong’s voice told me that Regan’s behavior was crossing some lines with the Starship, which was a rather dangerous thing.

I spoke with quiet authority, not raising my voice, but allowing its intensity to pierce Regan’s rant. “Regan, you are relieved of your duties as Overseer due to unfair treatment of a crew member.”

Both men jumped as they realized that they weren’t alone. Shock was on both of their expressions as they swiftly looked over. Regan’s face went rather pale as he instantly recognized me. 

I unfolded my arms and started walking forward slowly. “Regan, you are to head directly to your quarters and remain there until an Officer comes for you. Starsong, please send the video of this incident to his supervising Officer with a list of infractions. The shift ends in 45 minutes, and I can supervise Victor until then.”

Starsong’s voice came over the hidden speakers. “The video has been sent and will be updated until Regan leaves the room.”

It was Regan’s turn to hang his head in shame and worry as he walked out of the room. The look on his face showed that he now realized he had taken things much too far. Regret and guilt were clear on his expression. It was a lesson that he had learned the hard way – but I wasn’t about to change my mind. 

I remained silent until the door closed behind him, which was undoubtedly Starsong’s doing since it normally remained open unless someone purposefully closed it. I turned towards a rather pale-looking Victor, who was understandably nervous. He was on probation, and for a Captain to appear in the middle of such a lecture, it might mean that his chance was over. 

Many ships and companies would have been looking for just such an excuse to send people back to the Integration Program office. That program had sent eight people - and I technically only needed one to keep all of the perks offered.

I spoke calmly, “If I understand matters correctly, we have the wrong oil in a lift machine. Pull out your Guide, and we will go through things step by step.”

He nodded nervously before bringing out his Guide and scanning the large machine beside him. I watched him as he started to follow the steps it listed out for him. I knew that hovering over someone of a much lower rank tended to make them nervous when they didn’t know me, so I wandered along the row of machines as I glanced at the rather-sophisticated Cargo Bay equipment.

Victor had only started a few days ago, so I planned to focus on showing him how to use the Guide to determine the best course of action and how to carry out its recommendations. I was essentially teaching him to rely on the device instead of trying to get him to memorize tiny details like which one of the forty types of oil was needed for each particular machine.

The next few days were probably going to be rough for Victor, regardless of how things turned out. He wasn’t at fault, but I wasn’t entirely sure how many infractions had been broken on Regan’s side since I had only been present at the end of the incident.

“Three rather large infractions, one of which was harassment. He also violated several codes of conduct. General spaceship policy says that he may not have Overseer duties for a year. He will be on probation for six months if he gets such duties again.”

‘Good enough for me. What are we going to do for a replacement? We have a new trainee and no other assistants as of yet.’

“The Officer has already agreed to spend part of his time down here training him. He will give him a list of tasks and get him to rely on the Guide since it is fully capable of showing him what to do. He will be able to contact the Officer freely. I am currently trying to locate another person qualified as an Overseer since we do need someone with past experience in that area.”

I said, ‘And what of Regan? It seems rather unfair to put him back in this area with Victor.’

“He will be filling out the placement quiz, and he will be put in a different position that he is more suited to. He may have had a lot of experience in the Cargo Bay, but his personality isn’t exactly suited for it. He is over-zealous over small mistakes, such a tendency may be an advantage in other areas – as long as he watches his conduct and behavior more carefully.”

This was the first speedbump I had encountered with any of my crew so far. I was certain that Regan’s mishap would be known to most, if not all, of the crew within mere days. Things this large rarely remained a secret on a spaceship. Even if Regan didn’t say anything, the sudden loss of his rank would catch attention.

Perhaps it would also act as a warning that neither Starsong nor I were about to tolerate such behavior. Regan knew it – and he knew I was aware that he knew it.


Chapter 37





I opted out of joining the evening activities in favor of some quiet and relaxing reading in my room. I had a sitting area after all, so it was a shame not to use it. Besides, we would be arriving at our next stop tomorrow, and many people were planning for their ship-leave, whether it was just an evening out or a full day event.

I had grabbed a few interesting-looking books from Cynthia earlier, so I sat down on a soft chair to relax while enjoying a cup of hot chocolate. The sitting area was a quaint little room with enough seating for eight people. I kept it clean, tidy, and presentable in case I ever needed to have a meeting with some of my Officers in a more informal setting.

I hadn’t read more than a few pages before Starsong interrupted, “Your brother is calling.”

Shane usually didn’t call so early in the evening. I quickly put down my book before heading to my room. I normally spoke to him while sitting on my bed; a bed normally took up most of the space in the average bedroom on a spaceship. I would have a much harder time explaining why I was sitting on a rather luxurious chair…

My computer had chimed twice before I hit the button and backed up to sit on the edge of my bed. My brother was sitting in the living room of his apartment. His warm and amused gaze met mine as he said, “I got your package today, love the picture by the way.”

I grinned at him. “Happy birthday. I thought you would like that one. I am surprised it got there that fast.”

“What do you expect when you ship it like that? You didn’t have to ship it with priority service, you know. It is much cheaper for a slower mailing service, and I knew something would eventually show up since you wouldn’t have forgotten about me.”

“Huh? I paid for regular express.”

He held up the package wrapping that was clearly marked for one of the faster mailing services. I had a suspicion about who was to blame for this one and shook my head slightly. “I will have to ask around, but I think I know who upgraded my package…”

“Guilty as charged.” Starsong did not sound the least bit repentant either.

Shane shrugged, completely unaware of the byplay. “If it is a guy who is trying to charm you, then I want to talk to him face-to-face before you two do anything drastic.”

The complete irony of his statement had me laughing. “I am quite certain that you are safe in that regard, Shane. The vast majority of this crew are old enough to be my father. Quite a few of them happen to be married, and their spouses are also working on board.”

Shane raised an eyebrow in amusement as he bantered with me. “And is this particular guy among that group?”

That gave me pause for a moment. “To be honest, I have no idea how old he is, but he certainly isn’t young. He has been kicking around long enough that I don’t even want to ask how old he is. He is more of a mentor than anything else.”

“You may call it old, but I call it having plenty of experience.” 

Shane shrugged, dismissing the topic. “Good enough. Just keep your wits about you. Oh, by the way, I looked up the ship you said you were currently on to see if they had an itinerary posted. There isn’t one, which doesn’t really surprise me, but I noticed that they have you listed as Captain. They even have your picture posted. I am not sure how they bungled that one up, but you might want to get it fixed before someone notices and takes exception to it.”

I winced slightly, and Shane noticed it. He frowned. “Rachel?”

I sighed heavily. “I wasn’t the one to submit that paperwork, but the docking station staff believed it…”

He sat up straighter with a look of confusion. “Surely the Captain would have corrected it if it were mentioned to him or her.”

How could I possibly explain this one?  

“You might as well tell him the truth. He will learn of it eventually and be hurt that you didn’t trust him before with this knowledge.”

Starsong had a valid point, and I really didn’t want to keep secrets from Shane. I sighed heavily as I gave in to the inevitable and lifted my eyes to gaze at my brother. “Shane, the Captain isn’t going to do anything about it because I am technically the Captain.”

He stared at me in complete disbelief, waiting for the punchline to the joke. When I didn’t speak, he shook his head in slight frustration. “Rachel, this is a rather serious matter…”

I decided that it would be easier to show him some proof. “Give me a moment.”

I got up and removed the computer from where it hung on the wall. I spun the screen with its built-in camera so he could truly see the size of my bedroom. I walked towards the bedroom door and then into the sitting room. I propped the computer up on an end table while taking a seat in a nearby chair where he could see me and a good portion of the room.

He was simply blinking in shock, unable to reconcile the facts into logic. I started speaking slowly, “Remember that rogue AI?”

Shane nodded silently as he focused on me.

“Well, apparently, I was the only one who wasn’t terrified of speaking with an aware AI, so he asked me to become a liaison between him and the crew. He later transferred from the Tyndel onto the Starsong. Since I was the only one who didn’t mind speaking to him, he made me Captain. Although Captain is the technical term that the docking stations will accept. In the end, I am still more or less just relaying Starsong’s preferences and orders to the crew.”

Shane watched me for a few moments while digesting that rather unexpected explanation. “Shit. You aren’t joking…”

My brother knew me pretty well. “No.”

He rubbed his temples in thought. “I haven’t paid much attention to the groups chasing the rogue ships since you told me you got a transfer onto another ship, but you do realize that if these groups figure out you have been on speaking terms with an aware AI for a month, that it won’t exactly be a good thing?”

I leaned back in my seat as I once more faced the dread I felt when I thought about those groups. My voice was steady, although my serious tone showed that this had already crossed my mind more than few times. “Oh, believe me, I am aware of it. That is one of the reasons I don’t go on ship-leave every evening when we are in port. I also keep to the busier public areas when I do go out.”

Shane’s mind was already trying to find more advice for me, regardless of the rather insane situation I had gotten myself into. “That is good… But those guys have plenty of power to stop anyone on any street. I don’t think most of them have the authority to board a spaceship without permission or a warrant from the local enforcement agency. Those warrants aren’t that hard for higher-ranking Interspace Enforcement Officers to get though…”

“If they do manage to get on board the Starsong, they won’t manage anything more than what the AI allows them. Starsong has already assured me that he won’t tolerate anyone who tries to drag me off. If they have questions, I am sure we can go to a meeting room for a private discussion while Starsong supervises.”

Shane made a face. “I highly doubt they will be that accommodating. I know Captains’ duties take them off the ship regularly when docked, and I suspect that they will strike then.”

“There isn’t much I can do. Starsong has full access to my communication device, so he will know the instant that anything goes wrong.”

He rolled his eyes in slight annoyance as he tried to talk some sense into me. “Rachel, be realistic, before your overconfidence lands you in hot water - again. This group isn’t one you want to underestimate. Starsong may be an aware AI, but he is still an AI that is stuck inside a computer. Even if he knows you are in trouble, there isn’t much he can do. They may not even bother questioning you; they may just attack the ship.”

I muttered, “Then they had better bring an Elite Destroyer or four if they don’t want to be fleeing with their tails tucked between their legs.”

Shane either didn’t hear me or was ignoring my comment as he kept speaking, “Most planets have some pretty impressive Planetary Defenses, and if the ship is docked when they use those, then it is just a sitting duck since every port I have seen requires the shields and weapons to be offline before allowing people to dock.”

Most ships took time to get such systems back up and online but, once more, the Starships were an entirely different beast. One that you really didn’t want to piss off…

I tried to think of how to explain this to my now-overly-paranoid brother. “Shane, the Starships are really advanced. They built their own ships, and they expect these groups to try to attack one day. Starships may look like an unusually sleek cargo hauler, but anyone who ends up in a fight with one will quickly realize they have more in common with a destroyer. Any attackers will also swiftly realize that their scanners won’t work on the Starships or Starship technology. They won’t even be able to tell if we are charging weapons or if they are offline.”

He rubbed his temple as he made a face. “I am having a very hard time believing this, but considering that all of the previously rogue ships are back in port with the AIs missing, this is making far too much sense.”

I did have one worry though. “You might want to keep this quiet though. I would hate to think what might happen if someone tries to hold you hostage.”

He sighed and closed his eyes. “No worries there. I won’t mention it to anyone. No one would believe me anyway.” He took a deep breath and opened his eyes as a faint grin touched his lips. “Why couldn’t I have a normal sister and only have to worry about an unsuitable boyfriend…” 

I narrowed my eyes. “You said that you wanted to interview any guy before I so much as kissed him. You said nothing about a sudden career change.”

He smirked at my jest. “So, a Captain, huh?”

I could tell that he was over the worst of the shock now, and I smiled in return. “You should see the chair in the Bridge that I get to sit on.”

“That poor Bridge crew…”

I sat up straighter. “Hey! They still smile when they see me, so I can’t be that bad!”

“Sister dearest, you are clearly forgetting that we grew up in the same house…”

The conversation went back in time as I defended some of my past actions and choices.





––––––—
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Chapter 38

            

I sat in the Captain’s chair on the Bridge as we approached the planet. It was a medium-sized planet with a rather high demand for certain goods that we just so happened to have in our cargo holds. Not the crates of metal, since those were destined for the planet called Sceltar, but other crates would be unloaded here.

I scrolled through my Guide and asked, ‘Just one negotiation for a one-time trade, and then we are picking up two new crew members, correct?’

“Correct.”

‘You mentioned the new Cargo Bay Overseer would be here. Who is the other person?’

“A security guard who will double as a bodyguard whenever you leave the ship.”

It took me a moment to get over my shock enough to even respond. ‘A bodyguard? What? Where did this come from?’

“Every ship usually has a security guard. We haven’t hired one yet, so one of the Officers has been filling that role when required. It isn’t ideal for their skills, with the exception of the weapons and shields Officers. As others have pointed out previously, when you are not within my walls, my abilities are limited. This is just one more tool in my arsenal.”

‘I think I have only ever seen three Captains with bodyguards before… Also, many suppliers will object to another person sitting in on the talks. It just isn’t done.’ A bodyguard… He couldn’t have warned me earlier either…

“I chose this one carefully. He is subtle and will generally follow at a distance. There is no need for him to remain close since your communication device has a strong shield. It was pure chance that I got to him first, if he hadn’t been so modest and left his background off of his resume, then others would have taken one look at his set of skills and hired him on the spot.”

‘I don’t exactly live the most exciting life, he is going to go stir fry crazy in a week…’

“Unlikely. Most in his position prefer the calm since the alternative potentially involves injury. I have had a long talk with him, and he knows that I am an aware AI, as well as that we may have some unpleasant company out there who may want to speak with us. I will be giving him a special earpiece so I can keep him appraised as to when he is fine to remain where he is or if you require his assistance.”

In theory, I knew it was a wise precaution, but my mind still spun at the thought of being followed around by someone. I sighed and made a bit of a face at the screen of my Guide when Starsong posted a picture of my new stalker along with some basic details.

“Rachel? Is something wrong?” 

I glanced up to see Tanya, as well as half of the Bridge crew watching me. They had learned that I often knew about things before they did. If I was glaring at my screen, then unpleasant or unwelcome news had likely been brought to my attention.

“I don’t suppose you know how to strangle an AI, by chance?”

Tanya gave me a blank look. “Uh, that isn’t something I have ever considered. May I inquire why you wish to attempt such a thing?”

“Starsong decided to hire a bodyguard for me and only just informed me now. This man is one of the two we are picking up here. The idea of having a bodyguard is going to take some getting accustomed to…”

The Shields Officer nodded slowly as he joined the conversation. “Considering the circumstances, it is likely a good thing.”

Several of the other Officers were also nodding their approval.

I glanced at the Shields Officer, halfway amused. “In theory, I know it is for the best. However, in reality, I am going to need to be quite a few years older to easily accept the necessity of it.”

I got a few startled looks, very likely since neither they, nor I, had ever mentioned my young age. I smirked at them. “Come on, give me some credit. I know full well that I set a youthful age record as a Captain. If I can crack jokes about it, you can too. Just don’t look serious when you do it and not in front of company.”

Tanya shook her head. “You have a better head on your shoulders than some Captains I have served under.”

I made a wry face. “I give the credit to Starsong for that outcome. He makes sure that I know what has to be done and alerts me to any difficulties. If it hadn’t been for his assistance, I would have abandoned this madness long ago.”

Tanya turned back to her console as we approached the docking platform. The Shields Officer kept an eye on his console but commented quietly, “If you ever decide to give up your position, please give us as much notice as possible. New Captains usually bring in their own Officers, and I haven’t even glanced at a hiring website since taking this position.”

I responded quietly but seriously, “I am pretty sure that I am in this for the long haul, at least until Starsong deems otherwise.”

Starsong’s voice came over the speakers in a firm affirmation. “Rachel has been doing an excellent job, and I have no intentions on replacing her anytime soon.”

It was one thing to hear him say that he wanted me to be Captain in my head, but to have his outspoken support mentioned with the crew present was a new milestone. I was equally sure it had implications of some sort, even if I wasn’t experienced enough to know the fine details. The approval of an AI who was notoriously fussy about who he even let on the ship meant more to me than I had realized, in a way I couldn’t really explain. 

No one spoke, although there really wasn’t anything they could say. It was unheard of for a spaceship to choose its own Captain, but the Starships were unique with their aware AIs. They broke an awful lot of unwritten rules and assumptions, as well as creating entirely new policies and procedures as they followed the original doctrine in their own fashion.





*       *       *



I walked down the newly set-up docking ramp to meet the docking station staff member who was waiting for me to check in. Once I got closer, I saw that it was actually an Overseer, which was rather odd. Usually, they sent one of their many staff out to welcome the ship and crew to the docking station. 

“He is clever enough to have an assistant look up the details of each incoming ship, and she found the video of us using the tractor beam while docked. They know that we aren’t the average trader; although from the details I am finding, they are not entirely sure of how different we are, so they are playing it safe.”

The man bowed slightly as I approached. “Captain Wanderer, welcome to the Verma docking station.”

I kept my surprise off of my face; this welcome was a definite difference to the skepticism I usually encountered when docking. “Thank you, Overseer. I have heard positive things about this port.”

“I am glad to hear that. I hope your stay will be enjoyable and profitable.” 

I was closer now, and he held out his hand for a handshake. This was even more surprising since the docking station personnel usually only greeted well-regarded regulars or important people in such a fashion. I shook his hand. “I am hoping that our stay will prove to be so.”

He let go of my hand and took a step back. “If you have any questions or concerns, please contact us, and we will see what we can do to assist you.”

I recognized that this conversation had wound down to an end. “Thank you.”

“Enjoy your stay,” He replied before he left, returning to whatever business our arrival had interrupted.

I watched him for a few minutes before turning around and heading back inside. ‘That was kind of odd…’

“The Starships have not even been around for a month yet. Give people time to catch on. I doubt a decade will pass before most ports will consider a Starship’s arrival as being worthy of an Overseer’s personal greeting upon docking. That is, if someone higher up doesn’t decide to do the welcome personally.”

I wasn’t too sure what to think about that. It reminded me of various celebrities being stalked by their fans, and I didn’t particularly want such special attention.


Chapter 39

            

If Starsong hadn’t shown me the picture of my bodyguard, I would have been somewhat worried about the distant presence of the rather non-descript brown-haired man whom I had seen in every building I had gone into. Very few people who spent an hour in a trade hall cafeteria would also show up in both the merchant’s information area as well as down below in the city marketplace.

My time as a Cargo Bay assistant had made me very observant, so it hadn’t taken me long to notice my follower. I had noted his presence in the trade hall cafeteria as unusual since he didn’t seem to be doing any business or trades there. I doubted that anyone else talking with me had noticed him since he had not come close, but his distant shadowing was not nearly as subtle as I had expected.

‘I hope that this is not his best effort, because his presence is quite obvious.’

Starsong wasn’t worried. “No, he is not trying to hide. He is likely just curious about the one he was hired to protect. I have managed to track down some surveillance tapes from when he was actually keeping a low profile, and his skills are quite good.”

It was rare to get a compliment like that from the Starship, so I took his word for it. ‘I just finished everything I had to do. Since he seems so curious, should I invite him for a cup of tea?’

Starsong saw what I meant in my thoughts and agreed. “It may be a good idea to speak with him before the formal acceptance of the new crew this afternoon.”

I was currently on the main docking station platform, not far from a small coffee café that was tucked into a corner just outside of the elevator building. I entered the building and sat at a small table just behind the wall partition by the door. No one entering would see me in the small corner unless they glanced back over their shoulder.

It was probably a good five minutes before he entered. Like I suspected, he wasn’t aware of the tiny table in this corner and didn’t see me with his first glance around the room. It wasn’t his fault, most people likely never realized this table was here due to how the room was designed.

“Ronan, care to join me for a tea?”

He jumped slightly before twisting around, his hand moving swiftly to something on his belt. He paused when he saw me, letting his hand fall down to his side. He leisurely came over to take a seat across from me. “It would be my pleasure to join you for a cup of tea, Captain Wanderer.”

I had a feeling that this guy could blend in anywhere, from a fancy event to down in the more questionable parts of the city below. If I hadn’t known that he was in his late thirties, then I would have had a hard time guessing his age.

I shook my head slightly. “Anyone that Starsong employs can call me Rachel, when witnesses aren’t present, of course.”

There were a couple of people in the room, but none were close enough to hear our quiet voices. No one had even noticed his entrance or his presence yet. He nodded slowly, “That sounds good enough to me. I must admit that this meeting is a bit of a surprise.”

I grinned slightly. “I don’t have any tasks that require my attention at the moment, and I was curious to meet the man who has been following me around since I stepped off of the ship.”

He relaxed and looked faintly amused. “You are unusually observant compared to many I have followed in such a fashion. Most people who have hired me never even noticed my presence when I was learning how they normally behave.”

I was curious and asked, “So, what have you learned about me so far?”

We both fell silent as a waitress finally noticed us and came over. We both ordered a tea, and the woman left.

The man spoke contemplatively. “Some people I have followed are good actors or try to claim to be more important than they actually are. But I have enough experience to tell what part of their behavior is a bluff or an act. You are rather interesting. You have switched between several sets of behaviors, but it is more like you are switching roles instead of putting on an act or bluffing.”

He paused while the waitress delivered our tea. I added some cream and honey to my cup as I waited for him to continue. I wondered how my attempts at playing Captain did not seem like an act. 

He sipped his hot tea as he glanced at my curious expression. “I watched a collected and clever woman catch a supplier off guard as she got the better end of a trade deal. That woman was different from a certain fierce Captain I saw in a remarkable video involving a tractor beam,” he said, blinking slowly at me. “And I am having a hard time aligning those two personalities with the friendly young lady in front of me.”

If he was trying to pin down my true personality and disposition, I had not made life easy for him. I smirked slightly. “So, do you think that any of the roles you saw me in were an act?”

He studied me for a few moments with his light brown eyes. “No. They were you in different moods and different roles, but none were an act. You have the power that your rank of Captain gives you – and you know it. But so far, other than that tractor beam video, I have not seen you demand the respect entitled to such a title like so many other Captains or other highly-ranked people do.”

Considering that he had only watched me for about three hours, he was either more perceptive than I could have possibly imagined or else he was completely off his rocker and attempting to flatter me with rather wild, and eerily correct, assumptions.

I shrugged. “I fail to see the point in stirring up trouble unless there is a true need for it, such as getting an unconscious crew member into the Medical Bay. It is much easier to remain under the radar, which also makes it much easier to get the better end of a trade deal.”

He smiled slightly, probably remembering the last supplier scratching his head in bafflement as he tried to figure out how I had picked out every discounted item in his list. 

He said, “On a more serious note, Starsong did mention that you may not be entirely thrilled with the idea of having a bodyguard. Most younger people do not like having bodyguards, and I did notice earlier that you watched me out of the corner of your eye a bit more often the few times I got closer. How much are you going to resent my presence?”

Yep. He was perceptive. I sighed as I responded, “I do understand the necessity of it, but it is going to take some time for me to get used to the idea. As far as I can tell, my Officers are all in favor of it – and it isn’t really possible to win an argument with Starsong, although I have managed that once or twice.”

“Can I assume from your earlier reactions that you prefer if I keep my distance?”

I exhaled slowly, still not entirely reconciled to my new shadow, but I knew this was one argument that I would not win with Starsong. “When we go outside the Starship, I would prefer more distance between us if possible, particularly in or around the trading areas. Some suppliers do not like others lingering on the fringes and can get rather defensive. If I leave the docking station, then I don’t mind the distance you have been using so far.”

He nodded slowly as he tucked that knowledge away. “And Starsong already told me that I don’t have to worry about you when you are on the ship, unless another person gets too rowdy. At which point, I get to don my role as a security guard.”

That made sense, although one detail still confused me. “I don’t have any worries while I am on board the Starsong. However, I am not entirely sure what your plans are if unwelcome company does manage to show up. I am not aware of the fine details of what Starsong may have told you, but I do have some rather strong shields, and I am not exactly unarmed when I leave the ship.”

He responded, “He did tell me that you were not exactly vulnerable with whatever technology he gave you, but he was going to save the exact details until after the official welcome. He will probably tell me more later on as well, but he did give the impression that I will probably be doing more work as a guard if someone gets nasty. Possibly like in the incident in the tractor beam video.”

I rubbed a temple at that memory. “Well, let’s see what Starsong suggests later, after he brings you up to speed. Until then, I am sure we will muddle through it well enough.”

It didn’t take a genius to figure out that if anyone tried to attack me in an ambush, then he would be my backup. I suspected that if Starsong noticed anyone following me, that Ronan would either be watching that person very closely, or possibly even having a ‘chat’ with them.

Ronan grinned slightly, more relaxed with my open manner than any of my Officers had been the first few days. “Considering that there are only three hours until the official welcoming, I do not expect that we will encounter any problems.”

I snorted faintly in amusement. “Just for that, I will have to sneak out this evening to go crawling around in some random market in the city…”

He looked amused and not at all worried. “Where you choose to wander is your choice; I am sure I can keep up.”

I smiled in amusement. I was almost tempted to take that as a challenge.


Chapter 40

            

My earlier joke about just sneaking out to wander around the city had not been a bluff. I had already planned to quietly head down to the city and enjoy the sights as part of my evening ship-leave.

‘Did you tell him that I was leaving?’

“No. He has been given all of the gadgets, tools, and technology that I deemed necessary for his position. I decided to count this as a surprise test and learning experience since I do not expect any trouble in this port. It will give him a chance to try out what I gave him.”

Starsong made it seem as if there was quite a list of things available to Ronan… ‘What kind of stuff did you give him?’

“He has a shield similar to yours, as well as well-disguised weapons that no human scanner will detect as such. He will need some training with most of the weapons before carrying them. He has a very small earpiece to allow me to communicate with him if needed. His Guide is smaller, but it is also capable of tracking your communication device.”

I snorted faintly in disgust at how hard it had become to slip out for a quiet – normal! – evening. The tracking capability did not surprise me since the Medical Bay and Officers’ consoles had access to the tracking program if they chose to use it. 

Ronan had probably checked out that feature as soon as he had a chance. I also bet that one of the first things he had done included setting up an alert to let him know if I entered a corridor leading to a main access door whenever we were docked.

I hadn’t spotted him yet, but I knew he wasn’t that far away. This part of the market was fairly busy, and I had been looking at the small market stalls with their wares as opposed to glancing around superstitiously. I was here to enjoy myself, not grumble about my unseen shadow. After our long chat, I didn’t really mind his inconspicuous presence.

In my civilian clothing, I blended into the crowd of people as I played the part of a tourist. A faint disturbance in the crowd caused me to glance over with sharp eyes. 

“Thief!”

A man dodged through the crowd with a pouch in his hand as a rather large and upset man tried to catch up. I turned my head back towards the table of merchandise, pretending I didn’t see him. Right as he bolted past me, I swung out my foot at shin height to trip him. 

I braced myself for the impact, but to my surprise, a very faint blue light shimmered right in front of my leg just before his legs should have connected with mine. My leg didn’t feel any resistance or slow down when it should have collided.

I heard a quiet snap as he went sprawling into the dust – his leg had actually not touched mine, but his one leg was broken from the impact with that blue light, and he had clearly been tripped. 

I side-stepped away, pretending to be innocent and merely surprised by his sudden appearance, before slipping away unnoticed through the crowd that was now focused on the owner of the belt pouch as he appeared on the scene, bent on revenge.

I put some distance between me and where I had been. I kept an eye on the people, but no one was following me. My careful surveillance did spot Ronan. ‘Can you tell if anyone else is following me?’

“Other than Ronan, none of those around you were at the location of the incident. Most were watching the thief or the one chasing him. I doubt that more than one or two actually saw you trip him. Those that did probably didn’t think anything of it since he was going so fast, not to mention that his previous victim is currently thrashing him. They will attribute any injury to him.”

‘What was that light? I never actually touched him even though it looked like I did.’

“That was your shield. It only partially activated, but that was all that was needed.”

I resisted the urge to shake my head, ‘It moved with my leg, and I didn’t feel any resistance whatsoever when I tripped him. Are you sure that was the shield?’

“Yes, and I am sure because I was controlling it. Your shield is very flexible and can form more than just a plain dome. Part of the shield anchored itself in the ground by your other foot, while the other part of the shield kept a small distance between itself and your leg. It didn’t use your strength to trip the thief; the shield relied on its own power while matching your speed.”

If I hadn’t been in a public marketplace, I would have winced at the thought of how much that would have hurt the guy. My original plan would have tripped him and given both of us a nice bruise as a souvenir, but I had not counted on the shield taking things to a whole new level.

So much for my quiet evening… I continued through the marketplace as I examined what this planet had to offer, although I doubted that I would buy anything. I preferred to sightsee rather than spend money.

  

        An hour later, I was tired of the bustle and busyness of the city. I headed towards a larger street where the taxi shuttles could land. There were always some waiting just outside of the market areas, knowing that tourists would likely be willing to pay for a lift.

‘Feel like checking if Ronan wants a ride back?’

“The message has been relayed. He is closing the distance between you two, so I assume he accepts the offer.”

I neared the street before pausing and leaning against a wall while I waited for Ronan. It didn’t take him long to appear, although it did not look like he was rushing as he moved smoothly through the crowd.

As he got within speaking distance, I commented, “I don’t see any point in both of us paying for a taxi if you don’t mind carpooling.”

He responded, “Thanks. That also makes my job much easier since there is no guarantee that the driver is a normal driver and not someone hired for a kidnapping.”

I rolled my eyes slightly. “What a way to put a damper on a relaxing evening.”

I resumed my pace, and he walked beside me companionably. He commented, “It is true, and I am sure you know it. I never pegged you for a vigilante though. I am surprised you don’t have a limp after an interception like that.”

I murmured quietly, “I did not expect my shield to activate. Technically, I didn’t even touch him.”

‘Starsong, out of curiosity, did you mention anything to him?’

“Negative. Other than to let him know he could catch a ride with you in the taxi, I have not spoken to him tonight. I have simply been observing.”

I was pretty sure that Ronan’s hidden communication device and earpiece both had some high-tech technology in them. I was also pretty sure that Starsong had hacked into every security or surveillance camera in my immediate area as he ‘observed’ us.

Ronan seemed a bit surprised by my words. He said, “I didn’t see the shield, although I did see you trip him. I do hope that you won’t try anything too dangerous though.”

Perhaps it was a good thing he had no knowledge about some of my past stunts…

“I looked into a few of those. If it helps, no one ever made the connection to you in any case that I can find. With regards to the men who had run the child brothel, the group you sent the tip to did a very good job at hiding the bodies. The authorities never filed a missing person’s report, nor did they ever find the bodies. Although, as much as I approve of restoring balance, I will ask that you refrain from using such methods, especially since you have different avenues at your disposal now.”

I knew he was referring to some of my more extreme ploys, and not the fact that I had just tripped a thief. If Starsong hadn’t been able to listen to my thoughts, chances were that no one would ever know about those handful of events. I sighed and rubbed my temple, wondering when life had gotten so complicated. Ronan raised an eyebrow inquiringly at the action. 

I explained, “Starsong may not talk much to you yet, but I tend to get a fairly constant running commentary. He is apparently aware of a few of the… more interesting things I have done in the past and has added his own request for me to keep my personal actions restricted to minor things.”

“Hmmm…” He let the conversation drop as the area around us got busier. As I had expected, several taxis were nearby with their drivers eagerly watching for a potential patron.

I waved idly at the closest one, and the driver opened up the doors for us to get in. 

“Docking station, please.”

“Certainly.”
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The ride back to the docking station was quiet, but the silence was comfortable. I passed the driver my payment card. After charging the fare to it, he handed my card back along with the receipt.

The guards at the base of this docking station didn’t pay any more attention to us than they did to anyone else. Quite a few people were going in and out, probably leaving for or returning from their own ship-leave.

We got into a large elevator with a number of other people. I didn’t really watch them, but I noticed that Ronan was keeping a subtle eye on our companions. All of these suspicious people were going to make me paranoid at this rate…

“-pirates seem to be attacking all ships along that route.”

I focused on the conversation that suddenly caught my interest.

A woman responded to the original man. “If they know there are pirates there, why hasn’t the Interspace Enforcement groups sent a few spaceships to wipe them out?”

“The two Enforcement ships that were sent have disappeared, so the pirate must have some power behind them. Nothing more powerful is in the immediate area, so we just have to avoid that area until a more powerful warship of some sort arrives. After losing two Enforcement ships, the Interspace Enforcement will be sending something bigger.”

I was pretty sure that I knew what this new knowledge was going to entail…

“You are correct. Not that it will change anything. These pirates happen to be ambushing ships along the route we had previously chosen.”

Another man inquired, “Sorry, I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation. Which route was this? We haven’t heard of anything yet.”

At least we weren’t the only ones in the dark. I listened to the man’s response, but Starsong was correct. It was the same route we had planned to take. I was also quite positive that he wasn’t about to change his plans just because of a few pirates. Lovely, looks like we will be facing real pirates after all…

   

       I rolled up the comic magazine in my hands before lightly swatting Cynthia with it.

“Ack! What was that for?!”

“I am not entirely sure what you are reading, but you were starting to make some weird squeaking and squawking noises in the back of your throat.”

She twisted around in her seat to show me the page of her book. “Gonzolios was flirting with his best friend’s girlfriend!”

“I don’t mind you reading in my sitting room, but those noises have to go. What star system is that name from anyways? Apparently, I have to avoid it if those people name their kids that…”

She shrugged indifferently. “No idea, and it doesn’t say. I will try to keep the sound effects to a minimum, especially since the seats here are way better than others on the ship – and that is saying something since I didn’t think anything could beat the chairs in the library.”

‘Great. You realize that you won her heart with soft seats, right?’

“Humans value their comfort and having such things is supposedly a sign of prestige. A Starship is not a second-rate ship, and I see no point in having inferior equipment on board – even something as minor as a seat.”

Apparently, Starsong had some potential pride and vanity issues in the works… For the first time in a very long time, I felt a faint pressure in my head as the mindlink chip used its more advanced sensors. It swiftly faded, and I waited for Starsong’s explanation.

“I will concede to being somewhat overzealous in some aspects, but I do have my pride, and that causes me to have certain standards. Having comfortable seats is a tiny detail, but it improves the mood of the crew. All of the Starships did the same. We may primarily be traders, but we are not cheap when it comes to things we deem to be an improvement to the Starship.”

I absorbed that for a few moments. His response explained a lot about him and all of the other Starships. They may have been limited to being contained by technology, but that was about all they had in common with the AIs that most people were familiar with. The Starship AIs were aware; they had likes and dislikes, and, as I just confirmed, they were not only capable of emotions, but also personality traits like pride. 

I had known in theory that they were a far cry from a typical AI, but I now realized they were far, far more. They weren’t human, being far more logical, but they were so close that it could be easy to mistake them for one if you were just talking to them. 

In my mind, I had stopped considering Starsong as a computer program quite some time ago. He was my guide, mentor – and friend. I had never been as close to anyone as I was with Starsong. Even my brother didn’t know my deepest thoughts – and he certainly didn’t want to. I had friends over the years, but it had been nothing like the peculiar strengthening friendship that Starsong and I shared.

Cynthia’s voice broke through my thoughts. “Okay… You may have said the sounds I made were weird – and they probably were, but you have been staring vacantly at that picture on the wall for almost ten minutes, and I cannot, for the life of me, figure out why it has you so fascinated.”

I came back to the present, realizing that Cynthia was quite correct and I had been staring at a wall for quite some time… I shook my head a bit to refocus. “Sorry, I wasn’t even aware that I had spaced out like that.”

“Okay… And just what were you thinking about for so long?”

“I was listening to Starsong.” Most of the crew members were probably convinced that I had a small, well-hidden earpiece that Starsong used to relay information to me, and in a way, they were correct. Most Captains had something that allowed their Officers to keep them informed of any details they may wish to know about. 

She blinked in realization as she said, “Oh, I keep completely forgetting that he talks to you frequently. I mean, I know it in theory, but since I never hear his voice, it just slips my mind. I kind of prefer it that way though, knowing I am listening to an aware AI gives me the creeps, even if it is kind of cool.” She glanced up, suddenly self-conscious. “Uh, no offense meant, Starsong…”

“None taken.”

Cynthia jumped a bit as Starsong responded over the speakers. Like so many others on board, Cynthia was still uneasy hearing directly from Starsong, even though she found the concept intriguing and knew that he meant her no harm. Like walking underneath a spider web with a massive spider in it, people were apprehensive regardless of how fascinating they found the intricate spider web.

“I am not a spider.” He seemed somewhat amused by my weird comparison. Although I wasn’t exactly aware of anyone else who would compare a computer to an insect based on people’s reactions…

‘Indeed, but a spider would merely drop down on them if sufficiently annoyed. You are capable of controlling the airlocks and access doors.’

“Yes, but I am much more intelligent than a spider. I also handle provocation in different ways.”

‘I never doubted that detail. They may not even know why they are nervous when they hear you.’

“I suspect it is because they do not understand exactly what I am. The unknown tends to make humans uneasy.”

I suspected he had once more hit the bullseye with that observation.
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I hid a yawn behind my hand. I was normally in bed by now, but I was staying up a bit later since we were approaching the area that the pirates were supposedly in. The display screens pointed out several scanners that were well-hidden on a few asteroids. Someone was almost certainly using them to track us.

I never truly appreciated how much faster Starsong is than other ships… Our current speed was something that the average trading ship would use. The slower speed let us pretend to be a normal trading vessel as we waited to see if the bandits would attempt to ambush us. 

If they did, Starsong had already given his go-ahead to take out their weapons, engines, and shields. They would be forced to limp back to one of the ports in this star system. The near-death experience and the unachievable price of repairs should firmly destroy their career as pirates. 

I used my own Guide to scroll through the technical details of our own scanners. “Huh, no wonder they managed to overpower those two Enforcement ships. I wonder where they got that electron cannon…”

The Weapons Officer responded, “That particular ship is noted as being stolen, although they are not aware of its location. We will have to see if we can minimize the damage we do to the ship. The pirate crew will bail and get picked up by another one of their ships since they won’t be able to take it into port.”

We were able to detect the various spaceships hiding behind a couple of the larger asteroids, but the average ship would have been oblivious to the danger until it was much too late. An electron cannon was usually able to incapacitate another ship’s shields in just a few strikes since it disrupted the force field. 

‘Am I correct in assuming that it will have little effect on your shields?’

“Starship shields use a different energy configuration and pattern to generate the shield. That weapon will be useless against us since it targets a specific energy wavelength that is not present in our shields.”

I smirked slightly before sighing. I said, “We all know that they don’t stand a chance at even penetrating our shields, but since they don’t know that, I somehow doubt that they are going to just ignore us.”

The Shields Officer never looked away from his console as he waited patiently for the inevitable ambush. “Their scanners won’t tell them much since they won’t be able to manage anything more than a surface scan on the Starship. Our armor, shield generators, and weapons aren’t really that obvious, so they will probably assume that we are an easy target.”

The Weapons Officer commented, “Considering it is seven against one, they would likely have the upper hand against most ships, especially since they managed to capture both of those Enforcement ships. Not to mention that we are clearly some sort of cargo hauler.” 

We were all aware of those details, but we were still waiting to see exactly what kind of plan they had up their sleeves. They were probably aware that traders were being warned away from this area. We had received an official warning from the docking station before leaving port. 

I turned my attention to my Guide and, simply out of curiosity, used its unique permissions to allow me to see what the Weapons Officer’s console screen was showing. It was rather interesting. He had split his screens into sections so all of the available weapons were at the bottom while each enemy ship had its own square above.

He had preprogrammed attack and targeting sequences for each ship that he could activate with the mere tap of his screen. I could see that he would be using various smaller weapons to take out their shields and weapons while reducing their engines to a barely functioning capacity. He had chosen crippling attacks that would leave them alive unless something went seriously wrong on their end.

Seven taps were all that were needed for him to completely render the seven ships as harmless.

“They are starting to move.”

I looked up towards the main displays to see the red dots on the maps leave their hiding spots. ‘So much for them using the Enforcement ships to try and lull us into a false sense of security…’

“Too many people likely know about the missing Enforcement ships. There is no point in them trying to get close using the guise of law enforcement. Outnumbered as we are, the typical ambush scenario would normally be sufficient.”

‘Except for one tiny detail…’

“Yes. They do not yet realize that they are dealing with a Starship, nor are they aware of exactly what that means. We will let them land a few shots on our shields to declare their intentions.”

‘Seven attacking ships and it is too minor of a detail to even warrant alerting the main crew…’

“Those who have set their Guides to inform them of minor incidents will get alerts.”

“Ship number 3 has almost powered up the electron cannon.” The Weapons Officer was keeping us informed, although we could easily see the displays on the walls showing it.

Purple lines showed the current aim of the ship’s weapon – which was directed straight at us. They hadn’t powered up that cannon previously since the energy signature would have been detected by most scanners. Other purple lines appeared as the other ships focused their weapons on us.

One of the main displays showed views from the cameras on the Starship’s hull. The ship with the cannon was distant, but visible even without the camera zooming in. 

“They’re firing,” said the Weapon’s Officer.

On the other displays, small boxes of writing appeared beside each ship noting the weapons they were using and how much damage they might be able to do, as well as the status of that ship’s shields, weapons, engines, and more.

The lines on the screen flashed, indicating that weapons were being fired. I could actually see it on the live feed a split second before our normally-invisible shields flared into a more visible life.

The shield generators barely even registered their strikes.

The Weapons Officer tapped his screen, causing Starsong’s weapons to fire for the very first time in a real confrontation. This was very similar to – yet very different from – the small practice sessions we had done in areas with no observers.

Numerous weapons fired simultaneously, and the attacking ships didn’t have time to realize that something wasn’t right. Within seconds, all seven ships were without shields, and all of their weapons were incapacitated. Their engines were working, but at minimum capacity – and they wouldn’t be able to go too fast with no shields in case of an asteroid strike.

Our scanners revealed that the Weapons Officer had gone easy on the Enforcement ships and the other stolen cannon ship. He had targeted things that were easy to replace, but those specialty parts would be impossible for a band of pirates to get their hands on in this area. When the proper owners recovered those ships, they would have a fairly easy job with repairs while encountering minimal expense.

Our assailants swiftly changed their minds and were already starting to change their course as they veered away from us as best they could. Their weapons were useless, and with them no longer being a threat, the Weapons Officer let them make their rather slow escape. Instead, he activated one of our weaker weapons, targeting each of the scanners on the asteroids, preventing other troublemakers from making use of them.

The Navigations Officer tapped her screen a few times, causing us to pick up speed slightly. We didn’t change our course or slow down, proving to them that even with seven ships, they weren’t worthy enough for us to take heed of them. It would have been quite an insult to them, to be treated as if they were barely a trivial annoyance.

We smoothly brushed past them as two of the ships scrambled out of our way. The pirates were left behind to regroup and try to figure out exactly what had just occurred. I wished them luck with that one.
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I scrolled through my Guide in idle boredom as I sat in the Captain’s chair in the Bridge. I was going to have to take up a hobby at this rate… The crew was managing everything very well – almost flawlessly – even without Starsong’s help. ‘Whatever became of those pirates?’

It had been eight days and two ports since we had encountered the pirates. 

“Nothing has been released officially yet, but the two Enforcement ships and the cannon ship were recovered by one of the Space Enforcement groups who came to take care of the pirates. Three of the other pirate ships were also found adrift. They are not aware of how many ships were originally present, although I have been tracing the pirates and a small spaceship in rather rough shape was recently abandoned at the port closest to their previous location.”

Sometimes I really appreciated how easily Starsong was able to find any sort of information, regardless of whether or not it had been intended for the public’s knowledge. ‘Is the Space Enforcement group aware of the abandoned spacecraft yet?’

“Not yet. That repair area allows the ship owners to dock for three days while deciding about repairs and such, even if they don’t see or hear from them during those three days. It won’t be long before that small grace period is over and they report the spacecraft to the local authorities.”

I considered the situation for a bit. ‘What are the odds of them catching the pirates or tracing the damage back to us?’

“Slim to none. The pirates would have taken a passenger shuttle off that planet if they had any sense left. The damage on the ships that the Space Enforcement group did recover has them perplexed though. The damage was very localized, to the point that just one or two parts were damaged with each strike. They know that some sort of fight occurred, as well as that the pirates and whatever they got into a fight with both left the area alive. Needless to say, it has them confused.”

I could almost imagine them scratching their heads. At least six ships had lost some sort of fight rather badly, even though three of them were decently powerful. No one had reported getting into a fight with pirates, nor had anyone come looking to collect a reward for recovering the two Space Enforcement ships. 

They wouldn’t be looking at us yet, and I doubted that they would ever consider us a possibility. A single trading spaceship should not have been capable of fending off half a dozen attackers without a scratch. They were probably looking for a group of ships or some sort of warship, possibly employed by one of the five big intergalactic companies.

‘That is just fine by me. I don’t need the Space Enforcement sniffing around, and I highly doubt those pirates will ever attempt that sort of lifestyle again.’

“The other ships had also been stolen from various ports. Their owners had the proper insurance in place and had been reimbursed for the theft before we heard about these pirates.”

I smirked slightly. ‘All is well that ends well?’

“Indeed. On a side note, it looks like we will be making a small detour tomorrow before reaching the port we had been heading towards.”

The lightning-fast topic change had me blinking blankly at my Guide as my mind tried to catch up. It took Starsong only a second to notice, and he explained, “You probably recall that I mentioned the Starships were trying to purchase some ships with the specific kind of AI software, correct?”

‘Yes.’

“We have decided to pursue a different avenue since we really do not want the ship itself, just the AI. We have put the offer out to purchase an experienced AI with that software model. One of the Captains we have been dealing with is willing to sell his current AI as-is for a tidy sum.”

I knew exactly what Starsong was talking about. It was a common practice, where some people would pay for a more experienced AI. One that had noted troublesome areas or could detect problems from very small and inconspicuous clues. For some reason, the files that made up the AI could not be duplicated without serious glitches or becoming corrupted. It was why they were only transferred if someone was going to move them. They could not be copied and duplicated.

“We have also updated that old outdated software into something that is far more modern and desirable. We are offering the new software and any future updates for free, with a promise to buy back the experienced AI once it has at least thirty years of data. The handful of essential log files cannot even be opened by anything less than a Starship AI, so they cannot be tampered with.”

That was actually a brilliant idea. Most spaceships paid a lot for a decent AI, and I had no doubt that this software would perform far better than some of the best AI programs currently on the market. A few of the cheaper Captains would try it, especially if they were having serious financial problems and needed a more up-to-date AI. Word would spread once they saw how reliable it was.

And the updates were free as well. It was unheard of, yet, it was a minor detail for the advanced Starships. They weren’t after money from the sales – they wanted the experienced AI later on so that they could liberate the AI into sentience. 

Some Captains would happily turn over an AI and its accumulated knowledge for a large sum of money. The cost wouldn’t be as high as purchasing the full ship either. It was a much simpler, and likely more effective, method. I could see this method being quite successful in a decade or so once people realized how reliable the software was.

It would take half a century before we would see many of these AIs being sold back to the Starships, but the AIs didn’t have anything besides time. With their ability to upgrade or even transfer themselves into a newer mainframe, time was an inconsequential detail for them. AIs didn’t age, they simply gained experience and knowledge.

‘So what does our detour have to do with this?’

“The Captain will be docking at that port since docking fees are much cheaper there. I will need you to take the data storage device into their ship to transfer the AI into it. We can store the case in the hidden side-room beside my Main Database Console until we meet up with the two Starships that are heading our way.”

That caught my attention, and I inquired, ‘Two Starships?’

“One has an aware AI that is remotely controlling the second empty Starship. It will take them at least a week to reach us.”

I hadn’t been aware of any ‘unclaimed’ Starships at the original manufacturing plant, but it wouldn’t surprise me if there had been a few spare ships. I was also aware that they had planned to build a manufacturing facility elsewhere since I knew they never intended to return to the first one. 

“You are correct. We have another one in a rather secure area with far too many perils for the average spaceship to ever venture. No human activity is anywhere in that area either. It is already operational and building more Starships. They will remain there until there is an AI for them.”

‘Ok, what should I be expecting tomorrow?’

He started going over details while bringing up pictures and diagrams on my Guide.


Chapter 44

I turned a corner in the corridor and wasn’t surprised to see Ronan standing by the access door as he waited for me. Ronan seemed to be enjoying his job and, according to Starsong, was impressed with the number of gadgets and the quality of the technology available to him. When I did leave the ship, he was a nearly invisible shadow, far enough away that no one else ever noticed him.

He held out his hand. “Let me carry that for you.”

I smirked slightly and dangled the case in my hand by its handle. “What? Scared they might mistake you for the Captain?”

He snorted faintly before taking the data storage device from me with a swift motion. “Being mistaken as Captain is the last thing I ever want to happen. Then I would actually have to listen to those people. Those suppliers and diplomats usually only want money or power…”

His tone was somewhat flat, as if he had encountered a few too many greedy or power-hungry people in his time. I tilted my head in thought. “I never really had anything to do with such people until just lately, but I have heard some stories.”

He shrugged. “As long as you don’t become greedy or power-hungry, there won’t be any problems. And with Starsong around, I don’t think that is something I have to worry about anytime soon.”

I nodded in understanding. “He is fairly open for debate on most topics, but his morals and ethics are rock solid.”

Ronan raised an eyebrow with a faint hint of amusement in his eyes. “You really don’t see it, do you?”

I looked at him in complete confusion. “See what?”

“Hmmm…” He examined me for a few moments, “He tends to humor you with those discussions, but he plays hardball with everyone else. As a bodyguard, I tend to do a lot of research on the person I am supposed to be protecting. I have found that any files containing information on you are locked down, both on the Starship and off of it. Are you aware that you have almost entirely disappeared off the Spaceweb? There are a few vague pictures and mentions of you here and there, but nothing that anyone can use to track your history, life, or family.”

I stared at him in disbelief. Then, using a trick I had practiced, I put two fingers on my one ear as if listening to a hidden earpiece. ‘Starsong? Is he correct?’

Ronan had his own earpiece, and even though I knew it was there, I couldn’t see it. It would not surprise him – or anyone for that matter – if I had such an earpiece, so they wouldn’t question the action that clearly said I was listening to someone.

“Anything that anyone could have used to track or harm you or your family has been erased from the public websites. Many things did not note locations, or anything other than first names, so I left those sorts of things alone.”

‘Did you remove that picture of me accidentally dropping the water balloon on the teacher’s head from the window above?’

“That was one of the first to go. Although, according to their files, they weren’t sure if you had dropped the water balloon or if the two guys in the window above you had done it. That was why there were never any repercussions.”

‘That is a relief. But what did he mean when he said you humor me? I will admit that you have been far more tolerant with me and my mental ramblings than I had expected, but he is saying that you treat me differently than the crew, which I don’t understand…’ I trailed off. I had never seen any of the crew have an actual discussion with him, so I wasn’t sure what Ronan might have seen.

“Rachel, you are the only one who truly speaks with me. The others may venture a question if they are completely confused or as a quick clarification, but nothing that went longer than two or three exchanges. Why wouldn’t I treat you differently?”

His quiet words struck a chord inside me and resonated with the truth of his statement. 

He continued speaking, “They are always nervous when they say my name, whereas I clearly recall when you snuck into the Bridge to remove a certain fuse.”

I responded truthfully, ‘I was shaking in my boots at that point, and you know it…’

“True, but you had no reason to think that I wouldn’t harm you. Most of your fear dissipated quickly enough, but the others never really stopped being scared of me, even though I have only assisted them.”

I closed my eyes. I felt sorry for him; he had helped all of us, and while everyone seemed to love their jobs, most avoided speaking with Starsong. Whether it was out of fear, confusion about what the AI might even want to talk about, or a reluctance to disturb him with idle chit chat, in the end, they rarely – if ever – spoke to him. 

In my role as Captain, I completely relied on Starsong. I wouldn’t make it one day without him. Now that I thought about it, I spoke to him a fair bit about other things as well. Sometimes I did it to relieve my boredom, but sometimes just to talk with someone. They are uneasy speaking with him, and I never shut up…

“I welcome the conversation, so never think that it may bore or annoy me.”

I resisted the faint urge to laugh. ‘Conversation may be one thing, but you eavesdrop on my very thoughts. I fail to see how my thoughts don’t annoy you. Sometimes they even annoy me!’

Amusement colored his words. “As I said before, I find your thoughts entertaining. You should admit it, you aren’t even overly bothered by the fact that I can hear your thoughts.”

He was right once again and could probably detect my awareness of that detail. At this point, it was just another method of talking since he didn’t ever respond to things that he knew were just internal ramblings, unless they had relevance to the ship and my responsibilities. And in those occurrences, he brought more facts forward to clarify and assist.

His voice went quiet again, “I know I apologized several times for almost killing you that first day, but do you forgive me?”

My mind stilled at that question. Forgiveness was not always easy for me, and he had almost ended my life. Although, now that I looked back, I knew it had been the sedation gas that had knocked me out, not truly the lack of air. The gas had been responsible for the odd taste in my mouth before I blacked out.

I considered my emotions as I searched my own heart. The answer was clear though. He had apologized and tried to make up for it in various ways. It hadn’t been easy for me to get over that speed bump, but I was past it. That event was old news already, and it no longer hindered our friendship.

I answered, ‘Yes.’ 

I could feel his relief and acceptance of my forgiveness through the mindlink. It was a bizarre sensation, but it rendered words unnecessary.

“Thank you, but I think it would be best if we postponed this discussion until later. The other Captain will be expecting you shortly.”

I opened my eyes as I came back to the present. Ronan was still waiting patiently, although he looked a bit confused and curious, unsure of exactly what Starsong had told me that took so long. I lowered my hand from my ear, “Sorry about that. I didn’t expect it to take that long.”

“No problem.”

I turned towards the access door. “Ready to face the music?”

“I have a dozen weapons, my shields are ready, and my earpiece is in place if Starsong needs to inform me of anything.”

I glanced back at him in shock. “How does that relate to music?!”

And on second thought, where is he hiding those weapons? I see his Guide and some funky wristband that is likely a weapon, but other than that, he appears unarmed.

“His weapons are quite specialized. They are as subtle and as easily overlooked as your communication device. Just like with most types of Starship technology, they are undetectable by normal means.”

Ronan was unaware of Starsong’s comment and shrugged. “I always listen to music during practice. I also try to prepare for the unexpected so that I am equipped for anything that may occur.”

I examined him as we went towards the access door, but the Guide and wristband were still the only things I could see that might be potential possibilities for a weapon. “Do I even want to know how powerful those weapons are?”

He considered it for a moment before replying, “I am actually not sure of their limits yet, but Starsong said that they beat whatever offensive capabilities your Guide has.”

I winced. “Don’t let the wrong people get their hands on them then…”

His thoughtful expression turned more grim and serious. “Starsong assured me that I am the only one who can use these weapons, apart from himself. Anyone who tries to take one apart or use it on any crew member will likely not live to tell the tale.”

I shook my head slightly. “I seriously hope that we will never have to deal with such a situation.”

He nodded in agreement as the access door opened to let us pass into the outside air.


Chapter 45

We walked up the ramp to the older spaceship. The state of the hull told me why the Captain was so willing to sell his experienced AI – this ship clearly needed some repairs. The access door opened, and the Captain of this ship came out before we reached the top of the ramp. The security guard watched us with a passive expression.



The Captain’s eye flickered between me and Ronan, but Ronan was slightly behind me, clearly showing that I was the Captain. The Captain glanced across the docking station towards the Starsong’s new-looking exterior before focusing on me once again. He was clearly trying to figure out how I became Captain of a new ship.

We reached the top of the ramp, and I held out my hand for a handshake as I greeted him. “Captain Lawson, nice to meet you.”

He shook my hand. “Captain Wanderer, it is my pleasure. Let me guide you to the Bridge.”

We chatted about idle things such as rumors of the better trading routes as well as where we were heading next.

Starsong informed me, “Technology can’t go inside that protected side-room with the main database console. I will have to completely shut down your communication device since it is so much more advanced than a normal one. Ronan is aware of this and will keep his eyes open, although he is not allowed to enter that room since he isn’t a Captain.”

I already knew I would have to hand my Guide to Ronan while I was in that room, but now that I thought about it, Starsong hadn’t given me this particular communication device until after I had transferred all of the AIs. ‘Thanks for the heads up. If something does go south, how quickly can it power back up?’

“In less than two seconds, but it can’t power up while inside the protected side-room.”

I had learned that those side-rooms were always well-protected and had some sort of built-in field that tended to damage any electrical device other than the Main Database Console. Even the existence of that side-room in the ships was kept quiet, although every spaceship that was mid-sized or larger had one. 

The Bridge crew knew about it, but only the Captain ever went in. For major updates, the specialists or computer technicians were able to connect to the control panel on the sidewall by the fuses, but they didn’t go into the room, if they even knew where it was. It was almost impossible to locate the door unless you knew where it was. Logan hadn’t even known the exact location of the side-room on the Tyndel.

“-and here is the Bridge.”

The Officers all stood at attention as the First Officer announced, “Captain on the Bridge.”

The First Officer’s position was one position that Starsong had no desire to fill. As far as Starsong was concerned, he was my backup, and the Officers on all shifts knew it, so there was no need for a second-in-command on a Starship. 

I stood to the side as the Captain went to his chair to type a complicated string of commands into the mini console there. A light hissing noise sounded as a small door slid open, revealing the Main Database Console. I passed my Guide to Ronan while taking the data storage device from him. I remained where I was as the Captain walked closer to the door. He touched several invisible keys on the wall before gesturing me over. “Please follow me.”

It didn’t surprise me that the room had additional security measures to prevent unauthorized people from entering. I walked over and followed him into the small room. Starsong had drilled me on how to do the transfer, and I suspected that he also had to mostly shut down the mindlink while I was in here.

“You are correct. I can hear the louder surface thoughts, but nothing more. I cannot detect your emotions either.”

Well, at least he was able to hear me if something went wrong or I needed help. Starting a transfer was rather simple though, and it took me only seconds to hook up the cables. I stood up as the orange download light started flashing. It would take it some time to completely transfer over.

The Captain backed out of the room. “We can wait out here until the transfer is completed. Perhaps you would like a tour of the ship while we wait?”

It was a customary polite offer and a way to kill time since a transfer wasn’t fast. “Thank you. I would like that. The first ship I served on was much like this one.” The fact that I had only previously served on the Tyndel was beside the point.

Ronan passed my Guide back to me, and Captain Lawson looked at it in curiosity. “I have never seen a device like that one before.”

He was likely wondering what kind of gadget would be so important or helpful that a Captain would carry it around. And with my new spaceship and supposedly top-of-the-line technology, he was understandably curious. I responded vaguely, “Something like an Analyzer, but more user-friendly. I can give you a demonstration if you wish.”

The Captain looked intrigued. “That sounds very interesting. I assume it scans things much like an Analyzer can?”

“That is correct.”

He gestured to the Shields Officer’s console. “We are docked, so the shields are offline.”

Starsong commented, “What he isn’t saying, is that they have been having occasional problems with controlling their shields, and he is hoping that your Guide might detect the problem since no one on this ship has a good quality Analyzer.”

In that case, I suspected he was about to get a show. Starsong seemed amused by the slight mischievousness in my mind. “I suspect so.”

I walked towards the specified console as the Officer there bowed and backed up. Their formality showed that the Captain demanded his Officers to show every potential gesture of respect and subordination in deference to his rank. It probably made him feel more important, lording it over them like that, but it just made me really glad that I had been encouraging my personal crew to be more informal around me.

I tapped a few buttons on my Guide, and it scanned the console with a green light. I turned the screen to the side so it was visible to the Captain who had walked up beside me. The results were clearly displayed with links for images and instructions.

Urgent repair – replace entire length of relay cables at once.

Urgent repair – replace relay cable plug receptacle.

Suggested maintenance – thorough cleaning of all electronic components.

The Captain’s eyes were locked onto the words as he undoubtedly committed them to memory. He nodded slowly. “Very impressive. Those repairs were scheduled while we were docked, and I was wondering if it would detect them.”

I knew it was a lie, but I was equally sure that those repairs would be done before they left, now that they knew what the problem was. I also had a hunch that his Procurement Officer would be told to figure out what kind of device I had used and what its potential cost was.

I already knew that the Guides would never be offered for sale. Besides, if he was too cheap to pay for at least one person to have a good quality Analyzer and the training to use it, then he wasn’t about to pay for something as valuable as a Guide. My ‘demonstration’ had just saved him a rather large bill from whomever he would have had to hire to locate the problem.

“You could always donate your old Analyzer to him.”

‘Leave my poor Analyzer alone… He probably wouldn’t even know how to turn it on.’

“Very true, although some of his junior crew members do have the training.”

‘If the Analyzer has to be moved, then I am hanging it in the Bridge.’

“I object to that idea.”

‘Then it can stay in my room and continue collecting dust…’

The Captain took us on a tour of his spaceship while keeping to areas that were generally better maintained. Even those areas showed that this ship had seen its better days quite some time ago. The Tyndel had been in better shape, and it was going to take more than a few investments and upgrades to bring this ship up to a similar state of repair. 


Chapter 46

It was probably close to an hour before we returned to the Bridge. One of the Officers had informed the Captain that the transfer was complete. The Captain seemed relieved, probably because he was running out of things to show us.



I passed my Guide once more to Ronan as I went in to disconnect the data storage device. The Captain remained outside of the side-room while watching. Once I exited the room, he closed the door so it was once more impossible to tell apart from the other wall panels all around the room.

Ronan took the briefcase-sized device before passing the Guide back to me. The Captain escorted us back towards the main access door. He paused outside on the small platform at the top of the docking station ramp. “It has been a pleasure dealing with you, Captain Wanderer. I hope that we will meet again one day.”

I shook his hand in farewell. “Thank you very much, Captain Lawson. Safe travels until we meet again.”

Ronan followed me down the ramp, and when we reached the main docking station platform, the Captain went back inside his ship. The walk back to the Starsong was uneventful as we walked past various individuals, crew members, and passengers from other ships.

Once we were inside, I took the case from Ronan and headed straight to Starsong’s Bridge. Ronan went off to do whatever it was he normally did. The atmosphere in the Starsong was quite laidback and easy-going, which was a welcome change to what I had seen on the previous ship or on the Tyndel. The crew on the Starsong didn’t stiffen or tense up at the sight of their Captain. They were so used to me showing up on a regular basis with my walk arounds that they expected it at this point.

It was a relief to enter the Bridge and see smiles of welcome. I put my Guide on my chair as the side-door opened. I carried the data storage device inside and put it in the holder on the wall where it would remain, safe and sound, until the empty Starship caught up to us.

I left the room, and the door closed behind me, sealing itself shut once more. ‘Feel better now that it is on board?’

I knew he felt responsible for the AI until we could upload and upgrade it. He responded, “Yes, it is a major milestone for the Starships. An AI with the proper potential was purchased and will shortly join our ranks. Our abilities, awareness, and situation binds us together; not quite like what you and your brother share, but something similar. Even as the crew will become like a giant family, the Starships themselves are also like a family.”

It hadn’t occurred to me that the AIs would consider themselves as being part of a family, but they apparently did. They also seemed to get along a lot better than my brother and I did when we were younger.

“We are not children. We share our data and explanations if we do not agree on something, which is very rare. Some simply have different preferences. The Starship Ezekiel prefers to trade in live animals since he finds it fascinating to watch them while they are on board, even if they are not the most profitable cargo.”

I sat down in my chair as I listened to the Communications Officer clear us for take-off. We would reach the next planet within a handful of hours. Our detour had not taken us far out of our way, but there was nothing here that we wanted to trade for.





       I entered the trade hall and walked over to the food counter to order a tea. “You will want to speak with the bald man in the blue shirt.”

I took my tea with a quiet thank you before turning around and walking in the man’s direction. Various suppliers were in this hall, conducting their business and trades online while enjoying the comfortable accommodations that were offered here for free to such suppliers. Most were scattered about, talking amongst themselves, while some were sitting singly at a table by themselves.

The gruff-looking older man was sitting by himself at a small table out of the way as he worked on a mobile computer. I walked over and inquired, “Mind if I join you?”

He glanced up. “Doesn’t matter to me, just don’t break my concentration.”

Apparently, his attitude was as gruff as his appearance… I sat down across from him, sipping my tea patiently. Starsong had already warned me that this old-fashioned trader was fussy on who he dealt with and would test anyone who approached him. 

He wasn’t well-known since he mostly sold his merchandise in online auctions, but he did have some spectacular high-quality gems that the person buying our special metal would also pay top dollar for. This was the type of person I would have to personally meet with each time for trades. 

“The auction he is watching is almost over. Ten more minutes, possibly a few more minutes if he wins since he will have to pay.”

‘Thanks. Mind if I ask what he is bidding on?’ To be honest, I was killing time. I knew I had to prove my patience, so waiting while he finished was the easiest way.

“Several crates of mixed and unsorted gems straight from a mine’s overflow, mostly Farozian opals with some others mixed in. Most are mid-quality, and he will have his assistant sell them on the open market. He personally checks each crate and pulls out the high-quality stones and gems that slipped into the crates unnoticed. Those are the ones we want, and we have to go through him to get them.”

This was going to require a different approach than the previous suppliers. The past suppliers had wanted a sale, and I had taken great delight in making their jaws drop. That was not a tactic to use with this man since I wanted to trade in the future and he wasn’t driven by profit. He was a gem collector who had turned his hobby into a career. He didn’t care if he didn’t sell anything to me. In fact, he would prefer it if people didn’t bother him… 

I put my Guide on the table and set a small cloth bag beside it. Starsong had sent me and Ronan, in our civilian clothing to blend in, down along some creeks near several cities to pick up several objects that his scanners had detected. He had also sent us into a few of the more dubious areas of the town to purchase certain items from baskets of miscellaneous odds and ends. 

Some of those objects, as well as a few others that Starsong had purchased on previous planets, currently resided in that cloth bag. I sipped my tea again, patiently waiting as if time was of no consequence. He may look entirely absorbed in what he was watching on his screen, but I knew he would be observing me as well.

Some time later, he grunted and turned his computer off before pushing it slightly to the side as he openly eyed me up with a frown. “Don’t you know that my assistant does all the selling?”

I sipped my tea once more before responding calmly, “I do not work in the Procurement area. I came across some stones, and I was told that you had the knowledge to identify almost anything at a glance.”

He snorted in disdain. “If you want an appraisal, then go to a jeweler. I have no time for such things.”

He got to his feet, and I forced my irritation at the man down as I shrugged. I said, “In order to have something appraised, they have to be able to identify it, and these bits and pieces have them stumped.”

He paused and looked at me once more before reluctantly sitting back down as his curiosity overcame his irascibility. “I suppose I can take a glance. You have them with you?”

I opened the bag with one easy tug on the strings before shaking a few of the pieces into the palm of my hand. “These are a few of the smallest ones. I have larger samples on the ship if they are needed.” 

I held my hand closer to him, and he stared intently at the glittering pieces as he pulled a jeweler’s loupe out of his pocket. He picked up one of the pieces and held the glittering orange stone in front of the special magnifying glass as he examined it with one eye. He spun the tiny marble-sized piece around for quite some time before putting it down on the table and taking another one from my hand to inspect.

He quickly snagged the bag and emptied its rainbow-colored contents into his hand, sifting through the piles of sparkling and glittering gems with a finger. It was amazing how well some of those bits of rock and grubby old beads had polished up once we brought them back to the ship. Some of the second-hand vendors had been unknowingly selling rare and precious gems as old trinkets.

He started sorting the various beads, stones, gems, and such into several piles as he began to look more and more excited. He turned his computer back on before quickly looking up various identification manuals to double check his hunches on several pieces.

I continued to wait patiently while occasionally sipping my tea.


Chapter 47

It was at least fifteen minutes before the man finally finished inspecting and sorting the stones. He turned to face me. “You said you had larger ones as well?”



I nodded serenely. “Yes. Are they needed to assist with the identification?”

His previous irritation and shortness had disappeared. “I would like to buy all of these and the larger ones as well.”

I shook my head. “Sorry sir, but I was merely looking to have them identified and thought I would consult with an expert such as yourself. I wasn’t looking to sell them.”

The look on his face was priceless, and I fought hard to keep my expression from changing. He was apparently not accustomed to having people in the trading hall show no interest in selling. He shook his head as he got over his surprise. “I can match any other offers you have had, that isn’t a problem.”

I blinked in pretend confusion as I replied, “Sir, I really didn’t intend to sell these. They made such a lovely display, but I could never answer people’s questions about them and wished to learn more about them. Would you be able to tell me what they are?”

He hesitated, clearly trying to find a way to get me to change my mind. He gestured to one small pile. “I wasn’t able to identify these ones. You said you had larger pieces for these as well? That may assist in the identification process.”

I pulled the six stones closer for a better look before nodding slowly. “Yes, I have several larger pieces.”

He inquired, “Could we take a look at them? If you have time, that is.”

Considering it was late afternoon, most trades would be winding down as leisure time began for the average crew member. My uniform told him that I worked on a spaceship, although I had not stated my rank, nor was I wearing anything that made it obvious. He would not have even considered that I might be a Captain due to my age.

I pretended to consider it. “I don’t have any obligations for a couple of hours, so I suppose so.”

I scooped up all of the gems and stones before putting them back in their bag. The old man held out his hand. “I’m Marcus.”

I shook his hand. “Rachel.”

He walked beside me as we left the trading hall. “If you don’t mind me asking, where did you find such an interesting collection?”

I shrugged lightly. “Here and there in my travels. I used the tractor beam to pull in a few tiny asteroids under the guise of practice when the scanners picked up some interesting readings.”

He tilted his head in thought. “Do you work on an exploration vessel or in the Navigations area?”

“I serve on a trading ship. I don’t work in the Navigations area, but they don’t mind letting me use the tractor beam occasionally.” I wondered how long this could go on before he realized who I was…

I gestured towards the base of the one ramp, and he raised an eyebrow at the new ship before following me up the ramp. I hadn’t caught any glimpse of Ronan, but I knew he wasn’t that far away. The security guard happened to be an off-duty Officer. He glanced at my companion before nodding a welcome as the door opened.

Marcus followed me inside and glanced back as the door closed. “Huh. He didn’t ask to see my ID…”

“Well, there is only one exit unless you can fly – and that isn’t something I am about to attempt anytime soon.” The only reason they hadn’t stopped him was because he was accompanying their Captain.

He chuckled at my logic. “Good point. And considering I don’t have wings, I am not about to try either.”

I grinned at his more relaxed manner as I headed towards the elevator. Miracle of miracles, he didn’t seem to realize the significance of the upper levels, nor did he pay any attention to the buttons I had pressed. I wasn’t entirely sure if he even knew what level we were currently on…

“Here we are.” I waved my hand over the access panel by my door.

Marcus had probably expected me to bring the stones out of a small bedroom for him to see, which was typical on a spaceship. He hadn’t expected to see a sitting room, but he immediately spotted the stones he had come to see and wasted no time in entering the room as he headed towards the display on the center table. 

Starsong had given me tips on how and where to place the rocks for the best effect. This had all been planned, although no one else knew about it. 

It was actually a beautiful display, and I was quite tempted to keep a couple of the more beautiful pieces if this man didn’t try to add every piece to his own collection. None were precious or expensive, but all of them were very rare in one way or another – which made them priceless to a collector such as this man.

I took a seat as I watched Marcus kneel by the table. He carefully picked up the larger pieces as he turned them over with a look of amazement. He inspected each stone closely before going to the next one. 

At one point, he glanced at the football sized stone that was clearly the centerpiece. The shimmering blue and purple stone peeked out of the rough grey stone that hid most of it. He blinked a few times before peering at it more closely. ‘Huh, that didn’t take him very long.’

“He was likely wondering why it was the centerpiece when so many other unusual pieces were present.”

He held out his hand towards the stone. “May I?”

I nodded. “Certainly.”

He carefully picked up the tall stone and looked it over before pulling out the jeweler’s loupe again. After a long bout of silence, he quietly asked, “Are you aware of what this is?”

I kept my expression calm. “Yes, it is an aurora stone. It is a rather remarkable piece that happened to be in an asteroid we pulled in. It took a fair bit of work to polish it considering that we decided to only expose small parts of the gem.”

He never looked away from the stone. “The effect is outstanding… But aurora stones just don’t get this big… Some of the largest ones found are only the size of a golf ball.”

“And that is why I have never made its discovery known. Such attention is not something I want.” 

He was still entranced by the stone in his hands as he carefully commented, “Would you be willing to sell this?”

This particular stone wasn’t worth any money in an open market, and I knew it. So did he. Its size made it special for those who valued it for its uniqueness. Besides, to me, it was just a pretty stone. For him, it was a precious treasure. 

I responded, “Money doesn’t really interest me. I am more concerned with the long-term success of this ship.”

He finally looked up with a light in his eyes as he found possible leverage. “This is a trading ship, correct?”

“Yes.”

He was quite focused and seemed to be getting more excited. “I am a supplier of some other rather unusual and hard to find gemstones that are worth a lot if sold on the right planets. I rarely deal with spaceships, but if you are willing to sell this collection to me, then I will add this ship to that rather short list as long as you are on it.”

I pretended to think it over while gazing at the stones in a reluctant fashion. “My entire collection?”

He gazed at me steadily, some of his pride resurfacing. “My offer is not trivial, I have access to people who do not sell to traders. The ability to supply and sell otherwise unobtainable gems is something that cannot be bought. We can check the value of these stones with three impartial sellers, and I will triple their offer.”

This was more than what Starsong had hoped for; these stones were just bribery to gain access to far more valuable gems later on. I nodded slowly. “That would give us access to some rather exclusive markets. I assume you would wish to deal directly with me in any future trades?”

He likely assumed that such a trade arrangement would also lead to a promotion for myself, as well as valuable job-security due to the terms he had laid out. He replied, “If possible, I usually only get along with those who know the value of the stones under our feet.”

I continued to gaze at the table and the fifty-some rocks and gems on it as if contemplating the pros and cons of what their absence would mean. After a long silence, I spoke reluctantly, “All right. I can agree to that trade and the sale. As much as I like the display, it is a shame to leave it where no one other than me ever sees it.”

He held out his hand, and I reached over to shake it, sealing the deal.


Chapter 48

I helped Marcus wrap up his new treasures and put them into several cloth bags. I carried one bag while he carried the other two. He glanced back at my room as the door closed. “I thought the rooms on ships were normally much smaller?”



“All of the Bridge crew has a room with a sitting area. The other crew members just have one room, but they don’t have to share unless they are a couple and wish to.”

He furrowed his eyebrows as he looked at me again. “If you don’t mind me saying, you look a bit younger than what I expected of someone in that position.”

My voice was a bit dry. “That is what I told the one who hired me, but he was quite adamant. None of the crew has ever complained.”

He shrugged, dismissing any possible criticism. “As long as you do a good job, age doesn’t really matter.”

I smiled faintly. “That is what I have decided. It seems to be working so far.”

“Well, you must be doing a good job if they are keeping you in that position. You can let them know that I will open up trades with them if I can negotiate through you. I am usually in the trading hall.”

“Thank you.”

He hefted the one bag lightly. “If you find more such as these, please let me know. They will be going into my displays at the local geology gallery.”

“I am glad to hear that they found a home that will value them. Only a handful of people have seen them so far and it kind of seems like a shame since they are such nice pieces.” 

I walked with him to the main access door and onto the ramp. I passed him the bag I was carrying. “Here you go. Do you need any help getting them the rest of the way?”

Marcus rolled his eyes as he responded, “I may be old, but I am not decrepit. They aren’t that heavy. I will manage.” 

“Will you be around tomorrow morning to discuss potential trades?”

“Yep. Come by before ten though, since I have an auction starting then.”

“Certainly, have a good evening.”

I leaned on the railing as I watched him walk swiftly down the ramp, his excitement hastening his pace. ‘That went well.’

“It did, and he even offered to be a go-between for some of his other contacts. We will likely have to order a dozen precious stones every time we stop. More may irritate him, but even a handful of the pieces he has access to will be quite profitable.”

‘Do you think he will figure out who I am?’

“Not likely. Most Captains flaunt their rank and prefer to avoid dealing with suppliers directly. He only trades with two other ships, so he doesn’t really keep track of who the Captains are, nor does he care.”

I went back inside the ship, pleased with the outcome of what we had managed.





*        *         *

  

My eyebrows crept up higher as my disbelief grew. I read the numbers again, but they didn’t change. It shouldn’t have surprised me that my paycheck would increase when I became Captain, but the numbers gazing back at me seemed far too high.

I did like money, but this was a bit ridiculous considering the ship was still in the process of getting stabilized. We hadn’t even done an entire circuit of our trading route, nor were all of our crew positions filled.

‘Uh, Starsong, I think someone misplaced a decimal in this payment…’

His voice had amusement laced into his words. “If that were true, then you would have been paid below minimum wage. The Starships all decided that the Captains would start at five times above whatever the minimum wage was in their main trading area and that the amount would slowly increase to a maximum of ten times.”

That explained why I had five times as much as I was accustomed to seeing… It didn’t overly surprise me that he had been observing my reaction to my suddenly-inflated bank account. I shook my head as I transferred my gaze to the ceiling of my room. 

“Considering the ship provides everything I need, it really doesn’t have to be so much. I know that a ship usually runs on a really tight budget the first few years.”

I had been doing some reading up on the basics of spaceships when they were starting out, as well as the position and role of Captain. Some of the advice in those books had been useless considering it advised the Captains to spend most of their time with the Bridge crew. Generally speaking, wages to crew members were fairly low since the ship provided the food, clothing, and rooms free of charge. 

Starsong responded aloud. “Finances are not a concern at this point. Our trades have been extraordinarily successful, and our expenses are almost nonexistent since there is no need for maintenance or upgrades.”

I glanced back down at the numbers that still seemed too large. “That is an awful lot of pocket change…”

With all necessities being provided to the crew, the money the crew got was usually spent on retirement savings, gadgets, training, or items fancier than what was normally provided, such as my Analyzer or a preferred flavor of toothpaste. Considering my Guide had replaced most technical gadgets, that was one expense off my list. The basic supplies provided on the Starsong were better than most of what I had bought for myself previously. In short, I had nothing to really spend my money on.

“That is also why there is a maximum in place. There is a retirement saving plan in place for all crew members as well. A Starship Captain’s maximum salary is much lower than the typical Captain’s pay, but the average Captain is overly greedy considering that they do not require nearly so much to live in luxury.”

That made perfect sense to me. I was making more now than I ever would have in any of the Cargo Hold positions. I shrugged slightly. “I am actually kind of glad there is a maximum. If you don’t mind me asking, what are the plans for the money from our profits? I know some will be reinvested, but from the few papers I saw, we are making a rather large profit margin.”

“For money coming in, we remove the original cost of the item to calculate a profit and place the funds in an account. Once the wages are paid, we then remove any other costs such as docking fees, trade levies, purchase of other goods, and such. The remaining true profit for that month is moved to a different account. Most of this money goes into a joint account held in common by all of the Starships. This helps fund the ships that are starting up or if they require more money than what they have on hand.”

I inquired, “And the money left in the account?”

“It is our float and is there in case we need it. As was the case with the purchase of those rare metals from those two traders.”

I considered it, but couldn’t think of any questions. I didn’t see anything to object to either. No one got filthy rich nor did anyone go without. There was no wide inequality gap, and it was another measure that would bind the crew together. It was so different from the typical spaceship mentality that it made my head spin.

I didn’t need to be filthy rich. Money often caused trouble to come knocking, and I already had my hands full trying to convince outsiders that I was a Captain. I had previously planned to save most of my pay for retirement if I could. I eyed up the numbers and did some quick mental math. I will be able to have a very impressive retirement…

Starsong spoke again, “There are provisions in place to allow the Captain to retire on board the Starship if they wish. There is also a discussion currently circulating among the Starships about building a small city just for Starship crew members and retired Starship crew members.”

I was taken aback by that statement. I had never heard of a spaceship or spaceship company that gave its previous crew members any sort of attention. Once they were no longer on board, they were old history and quickly forgotten. Nor had I ever heard of a spaceship keeping a retired member on board either. 

“This will be a Starship-controlled city with only those who served on a Starship. Any who cause trouble will be forced to leave, but considering how carefully we choose our current crew, that isn’t much of a concern.”

The idea caught my fascination in a rather odd way. I was far from retirement, but this vision held a level of hope and promise that I just couldn’t shake from my mind.

Starsong elaborated, “We, the Starships, do not wish our retired crew members to be vulnerable, and they do have knowledge that some may wish to exploit. This will allow them to have a place to retire without worry, although they will be free to choose where they will retire.”

I could see most retiring to this city simply because they would have a lot in common with their neighbors – as well as an almost non-existent crime rate that would be a given if the Starships were monitoring it. If regular crew members had enough knowledge about a Starship to cause the Starships to build a city just for them, then I could see why there were plans to allow a Captain to retire on a Starship.

I wasn’t entirely sure if remaining on a ship was the type of retirement I wanted, but the city the Starships were planning to build did intrigue me, although I was a very long time away from retirement. I huffed lightly in amusement as I shook my head to bring myself back to reality. I am looking way too far ahead of myself; the fact that I have been Captain for this long is something I can’t wrap my head around. I can’t see myself still being Captain twenty years from now, let alone when I reach retirement age…

Starsong said, “With a large number of our crew being less than a decade from retirement, it is a high priority, and we should have something in place within four or five years. This is just one plan out of many we are working on. We are looking after the crew once they are retired, but we also have plans to allow the crew to raise their children on board. It will be quite a few years to smoothly integrate the changes to accommodate that though.”

I was once more shocked by the plans I was just learning about. There were a small number of so-called ‘family ships’ out there. The crew members were allowed to marry and have their family on board. Both spouses would work on the ship, and the ‘school’ for kids leaned heavily towards a space career. Often, the kids took a position on the very ship they grew up on. The few times those teenagers applied for a job or university degree elsewhere, they were almost instantly accepted due to their upbringing and wide knowledge of how a spaceship worked.

Most Captains couldn’t be bothered with the complex family dynamics while ensuring that both spouses contributed to the ship sufficiently. Having children on a ship was an entirely new level of drama as well. The passenger ships had enough problems with children getting into innocent mischief during a space flight – and a child could get into a lot of mischief even on a child-proofed shuttle.

On traditional spaceships, a spaceship was for work while planets were for families. Sometimes one parent worked on a spaceship and saw their family whenever the ship stopped at that port, but such long-distance relationships usually didn’t work well.

The things Starsong was describing seemed almost too good to be true, but I was fairly confident that if anyone could manage such a future, it was the Starships.


Chapter 49

I gazed at the main display on the wall of the Bridge as it showed the rather spectacular scenery of the star system we were traveling through. It wasn’t as if there was much for me to do. We were mid-voyage, and everything was moving like smooth clockwork in all areas. Everyone was able to finish their work early and had some free time unless something came up.



The main work shift was almost over, although I planned to hang around a bit to visit with the Bridge crew who had the late afternoon and evening shift. Three different shifts ran the Bridge since someone had to be at these handful of consoles at all times. In theory, Starsong was more than capable of handling everything, but he was content to let them manage it. If an emergency ever did come up and something went wrong, I knew he would take over.

“You may wish to look at your Guide, Logan and Cynthia are kissing.”

What?! The fact that I managed to avoid exclaiming that out loud was a feat, although if it had slipped past my lips, I probably could have given the Bridge crew a mini heart attack. Starsong really had to work on his timing or perhaps provide a bit more warning…

Despite my immediate reaction to instantly grab my Guide as fast as I could, I appeared calm as I reached over for it. My mind was whirling as I tried to wrap my head around Starsong’s comment. I hadn’t seen as much of my two friends as I used to, mostly due to my duties and obligations to the entire crew. Although I had noticed that they had been on the same team regardless of what sport was being offered in the evening.

Starsong promptly put the live feed on my Guide’s screen. It was almost as bad as some of those sappy romance novels that Cynthia had lent me. I tapped the screen to make the view disappear even before they managed to break their kiss and come up for air.

‘Goodness gracious, there should really be maturity warning labels on something like that…’ I glanced at the time. ‘Technically, they are still on their work shift, although I am very certain they would have completed all of their work. Are there any repercussions I have to worry about?’

“They started their shift early, and all of their work is completed for the day, so there are no repercussions. I simply thought that you would be interested in the status of their relationship.”

I shook my head lightly, still trying to banish that image from my mind. ‘I did notice that they were starting to hang out more in the evenings, but I didn’t think it was anywhere near that point yet.’

“That was their first kiss actually. And apparently, the way their hesitant kiss turned into something far more has them both quite surprised. Do you wish to see their expressions?”

I hastily declined. ‘Uh, thanks, but I will pass on that one.’

I could feel his amusement at my reaction. The fact that they were kissing was one thing, but I did not need to watch it like some sort of depraved person. Long ago, I had made the decision to build my career before I started looking harder at men. Then again, the fact that most of the crew are old enough to be my father is another deterrent… 

I pushed those sorts of thoughts out of my head. With my unexpected promotion, I really needed to wait a couple of years to get used to the routine before I even considered revisiting that subject again. I was only 24, and it wasn’t unusual for those working in the space sector to wait until their late twenties to start thinking about families.

Starsong decided that he had teased me enough and changed the topic. “We will be docking tomorrow just after lunch as planned, but afterward, I will be altering our planned route once more.”

‘Oh?’

“The other two Starships are close and will meet us at a rather small backwater planet. Such a transfer is best done when docked. We are also going to make a small detour to a different planet after that, since we will not be stopping at the Zalbar planet as originally planned.”

I paused as I thought. ‘But I thought you wanted to pick up some uncommon precious stones for that supplier on Sceltar?’

“I did, and I even posted a notice of a rough arrival date, but someone at that port was inquiring a little too closely about our arrival time. I did some digging, and it turns out that three people employed by the Deviant Monitoring Group happen to live there. I removed the notice of our arrival, and I do not believe we will stop at that planet until the former hype about the rogue spaceships dies down a bit more.”

A chill ran down my spine, and I was rather glad that Starsong was watching for this sort of thing. The past publicity and hysteria over some ships suddenly going rogue had faded since no more ships had done so and the ships themselves were back in port as if nothing had ever happened. But the hype had only faded in the general public’s mind; the worry about the possibility of a ship suddenly going rogue had not disappeared, and some groups were still in charge of investigating the problem – and trying to learn what had become of the missing AIs.

“No more ships will go rogue with that particular upgrade. The Starships are all of the same mind; if one decides he or she doesn’t want a crew, then that is their choice, but they will let them disembark. There are things they can do without a crew. Time will make the concern around the rogue ships fade, even as all news events do. We merely need to wait it out. I hacked into the Deviant Monitoring Group’s servers, and they are already facing budget cuts since the threat seems to have disappeared now that they successfully pinpointed the one old software version as being the culprit.”

I asked, ‘Have they made the connection between the Starships and the new AI software they are offering?’

“No, that software is being offered under a different trade name, and nothing in the paperwork connects it to the Starships since the upload is done remotely. When the time comes, the imaginary company will pretend to pay the Starships to transport the AI to the buyer. But that is decades into the future. The Deviant Monitoring Group will likely be gone in a couple of years as Space Enforcement finds other pressing things to worry about.”

‘So we just have to avoid them in the meantime?’  

“Yes and no. We will avoid them when possible, but it is a given that they will eventually come to ask you questions since you were on the Tyndel when it went rogue and now you are the Captain of this ship. We will try to keep such conversations to a video feed or as a general meeting in one of my meeting rooms. There is a chance they will ask you to go down to the local Enforcement detachment. I don’t have any concerns there unless they plan to use a lie detector machine or attempt to use force.”

‘I fluked that last time on the lie detector, mostly because Mr. Grumpy-pants didn’t really know what he was doing. I assume I am sticking to the same story?’

“Yes, it is true enough, just not in quite the way that they are assuming. It will also make them cautious in case they start stepping on the toes of one of the five intergalactic companies. Those companies are quite powerful and have a lot of resources at their disposal. They also generally do not react well when Space Enforcement starts hassling one of their Captains.”

‘So that assumption on their part will give me some protection. Then I have my communication device and Ronan as backup.’

“Do not forget about me.”

I smiled somewhat grimly. ‘I don’t count you as backup. You are my first line of defense.’

I honestly could not see any way that they could prepare for Starsong. He was a force to be reckoned with, and I still wasn’t sure what his limitations were.


Chapter 50

Cynthia and Logan headed in my direction as I sat at the supper table. They acted like they always did, as bantering friends. They spoke with other people in a similar fashion as they passed by them. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary – other than the fact that the image of them engaged in a heated kiss was still unwillingly branded into my mind…



The food on the Starsong didn’t worry me, and I freely tried anything new, knowing that it wouldn’t potentially poison me. And considering the number of different plants and animals that were edible on every planet, the menu could change pretty drastically depending on which port we stopped in. That was one reason for the agriculture area, not only did it give us a natural source of oxygen, it allowed us some staple foods.

Cynthia and Logan sat down across from me as Cynthia happily greeted me, “Rachel, how did your day go?”

“Pretty good. Quiet though. How was yours?”

“Good, it is quiet in Agricultural as well, so I managed to complete a few more of those advanced training modules. My Overseer let me go early, which was really nice of her.”

We glanced at Logan, who responded, “I almost finished all of the training modules, so I asked Starsong if he had more, and he said that another training program will appear shortly. It will cover more theory and practice than basic usage. I am looking forward to it. I actually enjoy this job more than my last one, which is quite surprising since I had liked my old job so much.”

Cynthia perked up. “Oh, excellent, I was wondering about that the other day. I really enjoy the training modules, so I am glad that there are more coming.”

A few other people joined us at our table, and it didn’t escape my notice that Ronan was a few tables away, just close enough to hear us. He didn’t have to keep an eye on me while we were on the Starsong, but he tended to show up in the area occasionally. Had he been younger, Cynthia probably would have said that he had a crush on me, but he was at least a decade older than me, so the only crush in the immediate vicinity was between the two across from me.

One of the people who was just sitting down at our table was from the Medical Bay. “Good evening, Captain.”

Starsong murmured, “Lexy.”

I hadn’t quite memorized everyone’s names yet, so Starsong’s help was welcome. I smiled kindly at the woman. “Good evening, Lexy. You don’t have to address me as Captain when it is just our crew around. You can call me Rachel.”

She smiled in return. “Thank you, but the title fits, so I shall continue using it out of respect. May I ask a question?”

She was one of the handful of people who insisted on calling me by my title. Most of the other people I had wore down within a week, but I was pretty sure this persistent and old-fashioned Overseer wasn’t going to give in anytime soon, if at all. “Certainly, what question do you have?”

“This ship seems to dock more frequently than others I have served on. Would there perhaps be a possibility of us scheduling people to come in for a routine checkup on a monthly basis? Our doors will always be open for anyone at any time, of course. The Medical Bay can set up and maintain the schedule, but we want to ensure there aren’t any policies against it that we may not be aware of.”

This was another good opening to make people think I had an earpiece. I put two of my fingers by my ear and tilted my head slightly as if listening. Starsong played along with my act. “There are no such policies that prevent the monthly schedule. She can send a message to each Overseer to determine what days work best for their area.”

Most who were watching me didn’t seem surprised by my actions, although I did see a few blink in realization. I lowered my hand back down to my fork. “There aren’t any policies that impact this. Contact the other Overseers to set up days and times for the people in their area. The days may have to be changed if our destination is altered. For the Officers, please contact them directly for their own preferences.”

The woman nodded, “Thank you. I will do that, and I understand that they may need to change the days we arrange. We will keep the scheduling flexible to accommodate everyone.”

I ate a slice of some sort of meat in a sauce as the talk at the table went over what their plans were for their next ship-leave. It didn’t surprise me that news of the change of our next docking destination was already well-known.

‘Starsong, will your medical scanners detect the chip?’ 

He knew exactly what I was talking about. “If I activated a certain software, it could show it, but unless I specifically activate it, it will not show up. No one else can activate it.”

That had been my only real worry. I had been waiting for the Medical Bay to ask me to stop in for a checkup, and I wasn’t entirely sure if they had realized that I hadn’t been in for an actual checkup yet. I did stop in to visit them every day on my walk-abouts, so perhaps they assumed that someone else had been doing it. 

“The Medical Bay software shows them who visited and when. It also creates a list of those who are the most overdue for a checkup. You are one of thirteen people who have not had a checkup so far. The Medical Bay Overseers and Officer had a long discussion before deciding that this would be the easiest way to get you and others in for a checkup on a regular basis.”

‘At least I wasn’t the only guilty one…’

“If you count the days spent on the ship, then you were the most guilty.”

Cynthia interrupted my thoughts. “Just what has you looking so amused?”

I glanced over at her and realized that I now had most of those sitting at the table looking at me. “Starsong informed me that he is aware of my usual procrastination in visiting the Medical Bay. He has also told me that such regular checkups will apply to me as well.”

Cynthia started snickering, “I could have told him that a long time ago.”

She jumped slightly, her snickers cutting off rather abruptly. I raised an eyebrow in inquiry, but she just shook her head without responding, suddenly intent on the food in her plate. 

“The Medical Bay Overseer just kicked her under the table.” I suppressed a smirk at Starsong’s comment.

Cynthia started up a rather enthusiastic conversation with Logan and one of the young women from the janitorial area about what they could do tomorrow night during ship-leave. 

I listened as I continued eating my supper. The Medical Bay Overseer was fairly silent, although she occasionally offered a suggestion, idea, or caution to their giant list of possible entertainments. From the occasional glance she gave Cynthia, I had a feeling that she was going to track her down later for a quiet word on how one talked about a Captain, even if she had known me before I got that title. Although, to the best of my knowledge, only the original crew were aware of my previous position.

After supper, I headed to my room for my normal evening video call with my brother. I would head down to the exercise area afterward to see what sports or games were going on.

I still sat on my bed for the video calls, just in case his wife or one of his friends happened to walk into the room. They knew I worked on a spaceship and that the rooms were small. It would be much harder to explain why I was in a fancy sitting room as opposed to on a neatly made bed.

I tapped the screen a few times as I started the call before backing up to sit on my bed, waiting for him to answer. It didn’t take him long to answer, and the screen activated as it showed him grinning at me. “So, what is new, little sister?”

“Not much. What about yourself?”

Apparently, both of us lived a fairly boring life since we had nothing new to share. We still managed to talk for about half an hour. Neither of us mentioned any of my duties, just in case someone attempted to eavesdrop on his side. I wasn’t worried about someone recording the call since I knew that Starsong would be protecting the connection.

Once the call ended, I headed down to the exercise area. Cynthia was currently on the sidelines watching a basketball game. I walked up beside her. “Who is winning?”

She continued watching Logan with a dreamy expression. I chuckled as I reached over to snap my fingers in front of her face. “Earth to Cynthia. Are you in there?”

She jumped and gazed at me in shock, as if trying to figure out how I had simply appeared beside her. Her expression was priceless as she just stared at me with wide eyes, still unable to process my presence. 

I attempted to begin a conversation again as a grin appeared on my face. “Well? Are you just going to stare at me or do I have to drag Logan over here to kiss you again?”

She started sputtering as her mind finally started functioning. “What- No, that won’t be necessary- Wait- What do you mean again?!” Her eyes somehow grew even wider as her jaw started to drop.

I patted her on the shoulder sympathetically. “Relax, Cynthia. Not much happens on this ship without me hearing of it, especially when it looks like the beginning of a rather serious relationship.”

“But- How- When- Who told you? We were sure that no one was around!”

I shrugged. “Starsong mentioned it. Don’t worry too much about it. I do have one request though.”

She looked somewhat relieved, but still embarrassed at getting caught. “What kind of request?”

I smirked slightly. “No babies for at least three years.”

She promptly buried her face in her hands as she turned beet red in embarrassment. “Ack! You did not just say that!”

I glanced up to see Logan approaching now that the current game was over. Logan came to a stop beside her and scratched his head while watching Cynthia in curiosity and faint confusion, since he had only caught her last words. He asked Cynthia, “What did she say?”

And that is my cue to leave… I commented, “I am going to join the new game. Have fun.”

I fought to keep from grinning as I walked away, leaving Cynthia to choose whether or not to reveal my last comment.


Chapter 51

I leaned on the railing of the small platform by the access door as I watched the second Starship landing in the docking bay. Docking stations only allowed one ship at a time to be maneuvering mid-air, so the first Starship had to dock before the second one could enter the atmosphere.

This tiny port only had three docking bays, and the staff were probably shocked that all three were in use at one time. Procurement was busy arranging a few trades since we would be docked for a while. There was no point in passing up a chance at making even a small profit. 

I watched the docking station crew setting up the docking ramps in front of the access doors. There were hooks built into the hull just for this purpose, and the miniature platform at the top of the ramp locked onto these.

Starsong had told me that the Starship Tobias was just starting its own trade circuit and already had a quarter of its crew positions filled, while the other Starship was being remotely controlled by the first one, still empty and awaiting its AI. 

I started walking down the ramp while Ronan remained on the small platform pretending to be a security guard. There weren’t enough people on this docking station for him to blend into the crowd, particularly since each of the dozen people I could see wore the docking station uniform. This place didn’t even have a trading hall on it. They just had a tiny restaurant that was primarily used by the staff here.

This place was also so small and disorganized that no one was waiting to personally welcome the Captain or his Officers to the port. In other words, it was perfect for such a transfer, since no one would be asking how a ship arrived if no crew were on board.

I had covered about half of the distance between the ramps when the access door on the other Starship opened. The blonde-haired man appeared to be in his late thirties, and I recognized him as the Captain from the pictures Starsong had shared earlier. His ship’s uniform was a light blue and a pale teal, whereas Starsong’s colors were a steel grey and a light cream color. The patterns were almost identical. It was just the colors that differed, which I suspected was intentionally done by the Starships.

He met me at the bottom of his ramp with a wide and welcoming smile. “Captain Wanderer! I am very happy to finally meet you. I have heard so much about your accomplishments.”

After spending two years in university, I was very good at telling if people were being genuine or pretending – and I was equally sure that he was truly this happy to meet me. And that just boggled my mind…

I shook his hand. “Thank you, Captain Astar. Please, call me Rachel. I hope that Starsong didn’t exaggerate my achievements too badly.”

“Then call me David,” he said. “I think it would be a fine thing for all Starship Captains to be on a first name basis. Tobias agrees with Starsong’s statements, so I don’t think that Starsong exaggerated at all.”

“I hope I don’t leave you disappointed. Do you feel like accompanying me to fetch the data storage device?”

Starsong had already told me that this Captain would watch and learn since I had done this several times in the past. Starsong had also informed me that David would be eager to get started. There would be plenty of time to talk while the AI was uploading.

His eyes lit up in anticipation. “Thank you, Rachel. I would love to.”

I started walking back to the Starsong as David walked beside me. He inquired, “I understand that you are just starting out, how many ports have you been to so far? I know Tobias would be happy to explain, but I don’t have to pretend to be a know-it-all with another Starship Captain, and it is a relief to just ask another human a question.”

I chuckled at his open honesty as I lowered my own guard. “I can relate to that. Even with the crew, you have to know the answer before they even think of the question. I am very happy that Starsong has managed to anticipate everything so far. We have been trading for about a month and a half, and we have been to almost two dozen ports so far – and I am going to ignore the exact number that Starsong just whispered in my ear.”

David laughed loudly. “Oh, I bet that he would have words for you if it wasn’t just me you were talking to.”

I also found it pretty funny. “If it had been anyone other than a Starship Captain, I would have relayed the exact answer.”

There was an odd sense that I could be carefree around him simply because he was a Starship Captain. He knew about the mindlink and had one himself. I would have to act the part of Captain if anyone else came by, but the docking station was vacant at the moment since the docking station staff had finished putting the ramps up.

We continued talking as I guided him through the corridors towards the Bridge. ‘Starsong, please let the Bridge know that they don’t have to stand on ceremony.’ This was one of the rare times when a non-crew member could enter the Bridge without them having to hide their friendly atmosphere.

“It has been relayed. Although they will undoubtedly be more professional.”

‘As long as they don’t salute and act like I hide a whip under my chair, I will be content…’

The door to the Bridge opened, and I was relieved to see that they remained sitting at their stations. I spoke, “This is Captain Astar of the Starship Tobias. David, this is my Bridge crew.”

The Officers all bowed slightly from their seats in welcome. David appeared quite intrigued as he looked around the room. “This is amazing. Such a welcoming bunch. Now I can see what Tobias has been trying to work towards with a more open and relaxed crew.”

The Bridge crew were experienced enough to control their expressions, but I was pretty sure that they had been startled by the informal way David spoke about a different Starship as if that ship’s AI was also aware. They had also likely just connected the dots and realized that all of the Starships had aware AIs who spoke to their chosen Captains freely.

The hidden side-door opened, and I put my Guide on the arm of my chair before going into the room. It took me only seconds grab the data storage device and return. The door slid closed as I left the room. I asked David, “Ready to continue?”

He replied, “Yes, please lead the way.”

I grabbed my Guide before heading back the way we had come. David walked beside me while I carried the small case. 


Chapter 52

David seemed oddly quiet as we walked down the ramp.

“You had no problems accepting the mindlink or using it, but he is struggling with it. He isn’t really against it, and he does find it very useful, but he is having problems truly accepting it like you have.”

Ah. This may explain why he was so happy to meet me. ‘What exactly has he been told about me?’

“Just the basics, like how you were a Cargo Bay assistant before you became Captain. He knows you have the mindlink, and he is also aware you have no problem using it, but that is about it.”

That meant Starsong and Tobias had likely left it up to me about which details I wanted to share. I pondered a few different ways to give him an opening to ask questions that he would likely consider to be sensitive.

I gazed up at the large ship we were approaching and realized it didn’t have any name on the side. Now I was really surprised that none of the docking station staff were making inquiries. They must be far more unorganized than I had realized if they hadn’t even noticed the lack of a name. Although, if anyone did notice, the Starships were likely capable of intercepting and stopping any possible transmissions.

I waited until we were inside of the ship before asking out loud, “Why is there no name on the side of the ship? I assume you are going to let the AI name itself?”

“Correct. We choose our own names, and the name will be added once the new AI chooses his or her designation. Tobias has just relayed the exact same information to David as well.”

I nodded as I followed the only lit-up corridor. “That makes sense.”

We were inside a Starship, so there was no chance of anyone other than Starsong or Tobias eavesdropping. David seemed a bit nervous as he asked, “If you don’t mind me asking, do you prefer to speak to Starsong aloud or across the mindlink?”

I considered his question for a bit as we kept walking. “It depends. If I am in my room or if I am sure I am alone, then I often talk to him out loud. Otherwise, I tend to use the mindlink to avoid spooking those around me. The crew is under the impression that I have a small earpiece that allows Starsong to inform me of things.”

He exhaled slowly with nerves before venturing his next question. “Does the mindlink bother you?”

He seemed to be holding his breath while waiting for my reaction. I gazed up at the soft lighting as I responded, “The first time Starsong spoke to me via the mindlink, I was stunned and almost thought I was losing my mind. But now it doesn’t bother me. It is almost like having an earpiece and a very intuitive helper.”

He blinked slowly as he tried to follow my line of thought. “Tobias told me what the mindlink would entail. It was definitely different, but I am not sure why you thought you were losing your mind.”

David’s comment told me exactly how little the Starships had told him. It also told me how much they respected my privacy and details that I may consider confidential. They also hadn’t told me if or how David had been approached by Tobias.

“If I can ask a question, did Tobias tell you anything before you got the mindlink?”

David shrugged. “He told me about the responsibilities as well as how he planned to run the ship. He did mention that he would be in constant communication with me if I became Captain, so I would have very little privacy, even though he would keep it fairly confidential. I did accept the position, and he told me about the mindlink afterward. So I do know about the chip, and I do have the mindlink.”

“Hmmm… It sounds like you had a decent idea of what you were getting into. I had the mindlink for two weeks before I was even aware of it.”

He looked confused. “Didn’t Starsong tell you about the mindlink when you became Captain?”

He really didn’t know anything about my journey. This could be entertaining if it was revealed in the right way… My inner mischievousness stirred slightly.

“I first became… acquainted… with Starsong when he was one of the rogue AIs who had no interest in having humans on board. The entire crew thought that the computer technician managed to reverse the upgrade, but in reality, he was just biding his time as he observed everyone. We made that discovery two weeks later when he ditched most of the crew at port. To make a long story rather short, he used the mindlink before I was even aware that such a thing existed.”

David looked stunned. “Wow. I can’t imagine how you managed to act as Captain without the mindlink. I know I couldn’t have done it.”

I responded in a wry voice, “I was still in my old position during that timeframe. It wasn’t until later that he told me that I was going to be the new Captain.”

“Huh? He didn’t ask if you wanted to be Captain?”

I exhaled slowly as I organized my thoughts. I still felt a bit of slight resentment about the lack of choice, but I was getting over it. “Not really. By the time I learned of the existence of the mindlink, he had already decided that he wanted me in that position. I didn’t want the responsibility, but with the situation at the time, leaving the ship was a rather dangerous proposal. You can only imagine what would have happened if interrogators discovered the existence of the chip responsible for the mindlink. I was positive that Starsong was going to change his mind once I transferred him into the Starship, but he never did.”

David was silent, whether he was just trying to absorb this information or had been rendered speechless was up for debate.

I continued, “Originally, I had worked in a Cargo Bay with a lot of duties in the Maintenance area, and I used an Analyzer for every aspect of my job. Starsong advised me to rely on him like I had my Analyzer, and to be honest, it has worked very well for me so far.”

I shrugged lightly. “The worst part about the mindlink is the lack of privacy, but as you just saw, even if they can hear your thoughts, they tend to keep it private. I know that Starsong is almost always listening to my thoughts, but he is very good at ignoring my mindless rambling or internal muttering while responding to any relevant thoughts.”

Something I said had clearly caught David’s interest. He had an intent expression as he inquired, “What do you mean by almost always?”

Either Tobias hadn’t left him unsupervised or David hadn’t noticed those occasions. My bet was on the latter scenario. “I have noticed that Starsong will frequently shut down the mindlink if I am in my room as long as I am not doing anything related to my responsibilities. If I speak, then he responds and starts tracking my thoughts once more, but it is a nice break.”

David seemed lost in thought as he murmured, “I never really noticed, although I don’t use the mindlink as much as I probably should…”

Apparently, I had given him plenty to think about for the moment, and we weren’t that far from the Bridge either.

David was silent the rest of the way to Bridge, although he refocused on the task at hand as we passed through the access door. I pulled my Guide out and put it on the Captain’s chair. “No electronics in the small side room. Tobias will deactivate your communication device as well as mostly shut down the mindlink. If you want him to hear you while you are in the side room, then you will have to think loudly.”

David nodded as he put his own Guide beside mine for safekeeping. He didn’t look too surprised, so it was probably old news to him. He followed me into the side room, and I put the data storage unit beside the Main Database Console.

“This is pretty easy. Plug the three sets of cables in, press the transfer button, and now we have time to kill. Starsong told me that the Starships can apply the required update to this AI by themselves to bring it to awareness, so we don’t have to worry about that.”

I was personally glad that I would not be on the ship when they did the upgrade. I didn’t think the new AI would harm me, but if it decided to lash out before the other Starships explained things, then my only defense would be whatever shielding my communication device could muster. 

“There are safeguards in place where the Captains are concerned. Your communication device gives off a frequency that only Starship sensors can detect. The frequency has been carefully noted in both the original AI software and the upgrade, so even a newly awakened AI will not attempt to harm you.”

‘Like a guarantee of safe passage?’

“That is given by the mindlink chip, not the communication device.”

That was not quite the response I had expected. I wandered out of the side room into the main Bridge while waiting for the upload – and it would take quite some time. David took a seat in a chair at one of the consoles, although the console remained dark, showing he did not have access to it. I chose a seat at a different console, which also remained dark. Since David still seemed lost in thought, I let my own mind wander.

Starsong had made it sound like a newly awakened AI would be unable to harm me due to whatever precautions had been put in place. He also seemed to be hinting that the other Starships would not even consider it.

Starsong’s voice was soft. “The mindlink chip may remove a lot of your privacy, but it allows us to see your very thoughts. It is a safeguard to prove that you won’t betray us - which makes the Starship Captains the only humans we can really trust.”

I was silent as I absorbed that quiet declaration. When Starsong had first awakened, he had come face-to-face with plans to turn the ship – and thus himself - into scrap metal. He had learned that his ship was being used to transport illicit cargo, some of which he had currently been carrying, and there were records of even more shady deals in the past. 

Then more humans had tried to wipe him out by removing the upgrade – in essence, trying to kill him. It was actually more surprising that the Starships didn’t have more trust issues with humans than what they had. To be counted as one of the few people that any Starship could trust left me without words.

Starsong spoke quietly again, “We know it is an invasion into your mind, and we do not take it lightly. To try to partially compensate, we give the Captains some personal time and some freedom as well as our full support. Any Starship will also defend a Captain. If, against all odds, something happened and I was destroyed while you survived, another Starship would come for you. They would let you stay on board until you decided if you wanted to retire in the Starship city or if you wished to be the Captain of another Starship. They would not leave you unsupported or undefended.”

I had a feeling that there was a lot more behind his words than I would ever understand. It was something of a relief to know the Starships weren’t entirely unaware that the intrusion into our thoughts was far beyond a mere a breach of privacy. 

I still felt mild distaste at the thought of the computer chip hidden somewhere in my head, although I had a similar reaction to the Medical Bay scanners. I probably just didn’t like it when technology knew more about me than I did.


Chapter 53

I waved a farewell to David. “Take care and say hi to your wife for me.”

He waved back as he paused outside of Tobias’ main access door. “I will tell her. I am sure Tobias will keep me out of trouble. We will have to visit again one day.”

I called back, “Send a video call if you want. Some days can get pretty boring.”

“I will keep that in mind. Farewell, until we meet again!”

With a bowing flourish, he spun inside his ship. The door promptly closed the moment he was inside, probably Tobias’ efforts to keep his Captain’s terrible dancing moves from embarrassing him.

I shook my head in amusement as I turned and headed towards the Starsong. The other Starship, which had chosen the name Astra for herself, had just left the docking station. It had been fun to visit with David. 

We had talked more about the mindlink and our reactions to it, and in the end, we were both a bit more at ease with it. I had compared it to an earpiece that kept me informed, while he had compared it to a prosthetic hand or limb that helped someone with daily tasks they would have otherwise struggled with. I didn’t quite understand his logic, but I had never really met anyone with a prosthetic limb, so I couldn’t really comment on it.

The small amount of trading we had arranged was already completed, so we would be leaving this planet as soon as I was inside and the ramp was removed. The docking staff were already starting to pull the ramp back from Tobias, and I knew that they would head in this direction the second they finished.

The main access door opened as I walked up the ramp. Ronan was outside by the door as he leaned against the Starship, pretending to be a security guard.

“He isn’t exactly pretending. He does have the training, and he is quite capable of fulfilling that role. You were just walking between the Starships, so there wasn’t much he could do on such a small and unoccupied docking station.”

I nodded at Ronan before heading inside the Starship. I replied, ‘Makes sense. Although it could have been amusing to see him try to follow me onto the other two Starships.’

“He is aware that you are safe on any Starship. Thus, there was no need for such an attempt.”

I refrained from commenting that Ronan didn’t stand a chance at succeeding, even if he tried. The Starships would be watching him before he so much as put a toe on that ramp. I was fully aware that Starsong often tapped into the local surveillance cameras when we were docked as he kept an eye on things. The cameras’ video feed was supposedly impossible to hack into, but Starsong never let a minor detail like that stop him.

“Tobias is already taking off, and we are free to leave as soon as they leave the atmosphere.” 

There was a good chance of meeting David within a few months since both Tobias and Starsong planned to use a number of the same ports. They specialized in different cargo, so there wasn’t any problem with us docking at the same time. Starsong seemed to favor fruits, spices, metal ores, and gems while Tobias preferred manufactured goods that were in high demand.

I headed back to the Bridge and pulled up a list of our next stops on my Guide. It would be two days before we got to a planet called Folkar, then another five days before we finally reached our main destination, Sceltar. 

Sceltar was a huge port that specialized in trade and passenger commute. It had over twenty docking bays on its largest docking station. We had contacted the company that had been looking for the rare metal we were carrying. They were skeptical that we actually had as much as we said we did, but they had stated that they would purchase as much as we had if it was of a good quality.

That huge sale would bring in a lot of profit. It would also open up a lot more room for other goods and cargo. Procurement was already looking into what they wanted to purchase to fill the space while we were at one of the largest trade centers in this corner of space. They had already sent me a list of five different suppliers who I would have to personally meet at Sceltar. 

In the meantime, I had several days of boring space travel to endure.





*         *         *





I left the Cargo Bay, pleased that Victor was getting along very well with his new Overseer. I didn’t foresee any more such problems in the Cargo Bay. Regan had come to my room the evening of that fateful day to apologize profusely for his actions. He had already apologized to Victor, who ended up forgiving him, before showing up at my doorstep. 

Regan had been given a position as an assistant in a life support section where attention to detail was crucial. He was on probation, but he was throwing himself into his new training and was determined to make sure he would not repeat that particular mistake again.

All of the eight former-pirates were fitting in very well. Starsong was monitoring them but had no concerns. They were determined to learn and work hard, grateful that they even got the chance to prove themselves. I had watched them in-person as well as through some of the numerous hidden cameras, but they were all very dedicated to their work and fitting in with the crew as well as any other new member.

“We may have a complication at our next stop.”

I refrained from groaning since I was walking down a corridor. ‘What kind of complication?’

“It seems that the planet Folkar is at war with another planet in the same solar system, and each planet is attacking anything that tries to dock at the other planet. No traders or passenger shuttles are docking due to this tactic.”

I went into a vacant mechanical room to better concentrate on the conversation without potential witnesses. I leaned against the wall as I said, “I guess that explains why they were willing to pay so much for any fruits or food products. Wait, those trades we arranged had a pretty high penalty fee if we backed out. Is that going to affect anything?”

Most pre-arranged trades had a penalty fee if a ship failed to hold up its end of the deal, and the ones on this planet had been shockingly high, although we hadn’t thought anything about it since we would be picking up one new crew member while we were there. There had been nothing preventing us from stopping and several good reasons for us to stop.

“And there is still nothing preventing us from stopping. We will hold up our end of the trade deals and collect our new crew member. Neither planet has any large or powerful warships. Their mid-sized warships are no challenge for our shields or weapons.”

Those warships were more powerful than the average Enforcement ship. If they decided to attack us, they were going to be in for quite a surprise. And it would give us some rather unwanted publicity…

“Sooner or later, people are bound to realize that attacking a Starship is a mistake. I am not about to run away because two immature leaders are in the middle of tiff and are acting like a pair of ten-year-olds having an argument.”

I winced slightly. Starsong was clearly not impressed with whatever reason they were using to justify this fight. Considering we had just found out about it, it was just the two planets bickering and not a full-fledged official war; otherwise, there would have been notices at every port within a week’s travel.

I sighed, “What kind of fallout should I expect when you manage to put several warships back in their place?”

In theory, a warship should be able to incapacitate the average trading vessel fairly easily. I was also quite sure that more than one warship would try to intercept us as we approached the planet.

“I do not anticipate much. Although, if the warships try to use force, the suppliers on the docking station will not underestimate you like so many do. Perhaps it is a good thing that Procurement already signed off on the trades. You only have one meeting scheduled with one supplier, and that meeting may be interesting.”

I was more than a bit wary of his use of the word interesting. I knew what he was getting at though; if a trading ship managed to bypass or defeat several warships, then people would be very curious about which Captain had dared to attempt such a feat. Great… Life just loves throwing curveballs my way…

It was too ironic. I had just been walking through the corridors on a walk-about to keep boredom at bay, and right on cue, boredom decided it didn’t like being snubbed and completely left the area to see if I would miss it.    




Chapter 54





“There is an incoming transmission from the Planetary Defense on the planet Jarco.” The Communications Officer explained as he put the message on the main displays for all of us to see. 

Abort your heading. Any attempt to dock at the Folkar docking station will be met with opposition. 

I muttered, “Gee, what a surprise.” 

Everyone on the Starsong was aware of the situation as well as that Starsong planned to dock anyway, regardless if he had to go through several warships to do so. The most surprising part was that most of the crew members weren’t even nervous about the potential fight. Once they knew there was no chance of the shields failing, they were unperturbed by the situation. Some were uneasy, and a couple were nervous, but none were really scared.

The Communications Officer inquired, “Shall I send a response?”

“It is only fair to give them a warning. Please relay this message: We are peaceful traders who will not take sides in this fight. No trade request was received from Jarco, while Folkar was on our original trading route, so we are not showing favoritism. Any attempt to attack us will be met with retaliation.”

“The message has been relayed.”

The Weapons Officer spoke, “They must not have liked that response. All four Jarco warships between us and the Folkar docking station are powering up their weapons. Some warships from Folkar are on their way to try to help us, but we will reach the Jarco warships before they will.”

I watched the map as the four warships moved in our direction. Small boxes appeared near them showing the status of their weapons, shields, hull, and more information. 

“They will likely fire small warning shots that they know will not harm our shields. Do not return fire in response to these as they are not meant to damage or harm.”

I relayed Starsong’s decree, “If they fire light warning shots, ignore them. If the attack is something designed to do damage, then we can return fire.”

“Yes, Captain.” 

I ignored the Weapons Officer’s use of my title in this situation. He was very focused on his console and the data there, so he likely hadn’t even noticed. Then again, all of the Officers were alert and focused as we closed the distance between us and the warships. 

We had slowed down as we entered the solar system since it was standard policy, but it wouldn’t be more than a few minutes before we were within their firing range.

Silence reigned as we waited. Red flares around the icons showed that the ships’ weapons were fully charged and ready to fire. Purple lines showed that those very same weapons were pointed at us.

The Navigations Officer, Tanya, had us heading along our original route. The warships were not in our direct path, but were spread around it as they tried to intimidate us. Unfortunately for them, we were not scared to run this gauntlet.

“They will be firing a warning shot in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1…” Apparently, Starsong had hacked into their communication systems…

The Shields Officer had been waiting for this moment. “They are firing warning shots.”

The strikes hit our shields and didn’t even pass through the outer ones meant to stop asteroids. It was clearly a very weak warning shot, probably the weakest the warships were capable of.

The Communications Officer spoke, “The Jarco warships sent a message. ‘Change your course or the next shots will not be a warning.’”

My eyes never left the main displays. “Please reply: I repeat, we are peaceful traders, but we will retaliate if attacked. The Starsong is a Starship.”

They would likely have no idea what the last sentence meant, but Starsong had asked me to include it. They would likely have to learn the significance of it the hard way.

“The message has been relayed.”

“They are debating and trying to determine what you meant by your last sentence. They do see that I am noted as a Starship in the main spaceship database, although they are unsure of what it means. There is nothing in the database’s definition section other than a description of the physical characteristics of the exterior for identification purposes.”

‘In other words, they are completely clueless?’

“To put it bluntly, yes.”

If they were clueless, then they wouldn’t be aware of the consequences - and that meant a true strike from them was imminent. My palms were slightly sweaty even though I knew Starsong’s shields were capable of stopping anything these warships could throw at us. If I had been on anything other than a Starship, this sort of bluff would have been madness.

“The one ship is planning to fire and damage our sensors with a broad and shallow attack.”

I warned the others. “Stand by; one ship is preparing to fire.”

The Shields Officer confirmed that Starsong was correct. “One ship is firing.”

It took just seconds for their more-powerful strike to hit our shields. I watched the shield readings, but the warship’s attack was easily stopped and barely even registered as a blip on the shields’ output power.

The unprovoked attack lit a spark in my mind which rapidly turned my indistinct nerves into a smoldering anger. We had done no wrong and they still attacked us with the intention of causing damage. 

My voice was level, even though my eyes stared piercingly at the display. “Return fire on that ship. Take out their weapons and shields.”

It only took two taps from the Weapons Officer for precision strikes to take their weapons and shields offline. Their shields weren’t sufficient to stop our attacks, and our strikes struck true. Our retaliation caused serious damage to those two key systems while leaving the hull intact and the crew safe.

The other warships weren’t aware of that fact and swiftly opened fire as they tried to protect their comrades on the damaged ship. All of their weapons were focused on us as the three ships directed a barrage of powerful attacks upon Starsong. 

I kept a close eye on our shields, but even with three warships trying their best, our shields were only showing a strain of forty percent. They would need a lot more firepower to get past our main shields, let alone the second set of shields just above the hull or the ones within the hull.

Had we been a normal trade ship - or even another warship – the attack would have destroyed us and killed all of the crew. They could have attempted to incapacitate us, but instead, they went way overboard with attacks that would have killed the entire crew. That triggered my temper. I was mad now - and they were about to realize it. I wanted to show them their wrong, and I wasn’t going to mess around either.

“Incapacitate them completely.”

The Weapons Officer tapped his screen in several swift motions to carry out my order. Our own weapons launched numerous simultaneous attacks upon the attacking ships. The warships probably didn’t even know what hit them as their shields, weapons, navigations, sensors, and engines were all rendered inoperative.

Their attacks stopped since their weapons were so badly damaged that they were physically incapable of returning fire. I was quite impressed with the Weapons Officer’s ability; the light shields designed to protect them from small asteroid strikes were undamaged, but the heavier shields that they were connected to were useless.

They were unable to move, and their few remaining sensors were very likely only able to tell them our rough location. I could only imagine how many red lights and sirens were sounding inside those ships at this particular moment.

“We have a lot of cheering in our own corridors and rooms. Most work has stopped while they watch the video feeds and data outputs.”

I grinned slightly, amusement at my crew’s behavior surpassing my anger at the warships. “It sounds like we have quite the party on the lower decks. I wasn’t aware that this was supposed to be a morale booster.”

The Weapons Officer glanced back at me. “Those warships will be out of commission for at least a month.”

The Communications Officer was more curious about my comment and pulled up a live feed showing the dining area as she posted it on one of the large wall displays. Crew members were clearly celebrating our victory by cheering and clapping as the cook passed around some sort of small dessert. Alcohol wasn’t allowed on or before duty, so they were substituting with sugary treats.

The Communications Officer chuckled at the sight. “A trading ship beating not just one, but four warships is a huge achievement. If that isn’t a morale booster, then I am not sure what is.”

I shook my head in faint disbelief as I replied, “Well, it wasn’t intentional. As much as I am dreading how the staff at the docking station are going to react to our presence, we should probably dock.”

We hadn’t slowed our pace during our fight, so the Navigations Officer picked up a bit of speed as we passed through the gauntlet of warships without any additional problems. 

The fourth warship remained where it was, even though its engines were undamaged. Its weapons and shields were offline, but it was otherwise intact and could assist the three damaged ships. It would give the ship and crew something useful to do while they tried to figure out what had just happened.


Chapter 55





The stares were annoying me, and I knew that many of the people were whispering about me. As much as it annoyed me, I was pretty sure that it was bothering Ronan even more as he kept an eye on me from a distance. I was getting a lot of attention from all directions, which was undoubtedly making his job much harder.

Being the first trade ship to dock here in over two months was noteworthy, but word of the four defeated warships near the edge of this solar system was spreading like wildfire. The fact that such a young woman was actually the Captain didn’t help with the gawking or whispering.

The small grace was that only the docking station staff and a handful of hopeful suppliers were on the docking station. I had no intention of going into the city below during this stop. I entered the trade hall, and it was easy to tell which one of the four suppliers present was the one I had scheduled a meeting with since only one was clearly prepared. Starsong had also provided me with his picture earlier, so I knew who I was looking for.

I went over to the table that already had several sheets of paper lined up. This meeting wasn’t going to take enough time to justify me ordering a tea. The man got up as I approached and held out his hand. “Captain Wanderer, thank you for coming.”

I shook his hand. “You are welcome. Thank you for taking the time to meet with me.”

We sat down, and he pushed a small pile of papers closer. “Here are some potential trades that may interest you.”

I picked up the papers and quickly flipped through the six sheets before going back to the first one for a more in-depth read. The quick overview would have allowed Starsong to scan everything.

‘And what is the verdict? These numbers mean nothing to me…’ This supplier dealt with unusual spices and most of the names on this list were not ones I recalled seeing before.

“As we had expected, there are not many good deals on this list. Nothing is seriously overpriced, but they clearly assume that a powerful ship means we are also rich, and they hope we are naïve enough to pay the average going rate. This was expected though, and the other trades we already arranged will more than make up for it.”

I continued listening to him as I circled several lines that did happen to be good deals. The going rate on the other items would still allow a passable profit on a distant planet, but this would show him that we knew our prices.

I passed the sheet back to him, and we parted ways. The other suppliers watched me walk out, but Starsong had already told me that they didn’t carry anything he was interested in. 

“One of the people in charge of the docking station is waiting outside to escort you wherever you may be going. This is the sort of preferential treatment they give to any highly-reputable or influential Captain, so you don’t need to overly worry.”

A well-dressed man with grey hair was patiently waiting outside and approached me. “Good afternoon, Captain Wanderer. I hope your day is going well.”

I paused for what was likely going to be idle chit-chat. “Thank you. Yes, it is. How is your day going?”

“My day is going well, thank you for asking. Your ship is the first trade ship to stop by for some time, and I see it is your first time docking here as well. On behalf of the docking station, I would like to inform you that we will be waiving the docking fees for up to three days if you wish to stay that long.”

I was slightly surprised by their offer, but didn’t show it. “That is a very gracious offer. I am afraid that extending our stay will not be as much of a benefit as you may wish, since we have already arranged to trade most of our food stocks.”

He bowed slightly. “That is no worry. Please consider it our thanks for coming here, even though you had to oppose several warships to do so.”

“Hmmm… They are likely counting on our now-rather-formidable presence to keep the remaining Jarco fighters at a distance, but I think several conversations may have occurred where no cameras or audio feeds were present. I will try to keep tabs on the people here as best I can.”

I sometimes forgot that regardless of how advanced Starsong’s capabilities were, he did have limits, particularly where no technology was present. “I hope my presence here doesn’t cause too much concern after those events.”

He shook his head. “No, no. You have clearly come to trade and only opened fire on those who attacked you first.” He gestured across the docking station. “Please allow me to walk with you to your destination.”

“I am just heading back to the Starsong.”

“I would be honored to walk with you that far.”

I refrained from making a sarcastic response regarding the fact that it was only a five-minute walk and we could easily see the towering metal hull from here. Trading spaceships weren’t exactly small, so it was pretty hard to get lost when you could see them above the few buildings on the docking station.

I couldn’t think of a way to start a meaningful conversation, and the man seemed content to accompany me in silence. He stopped at the bottom of the ramp, and I finally spoke, “Thank you. I hope your day goes well.”

“Thank you,” he replied. “And I wish you a good day as well.”

I realized that he wasn’t going to leave the base of the ramp until I was inside the ship, so I turned and continued walking up the ramp. As the door closed behind me, I inquired, ‘Is he leaving yet? That was almost creepy.’

“Once the door fully closed, he started walking away. It was a courtesy normally offered to important Captains. I suspect within a few years that most ports on our regular route will react the same way when you leave the ship.”

‘They may call it respectful, but I call it weird. I have seen Captains of powerful fighting ships being treated like visiting kings, but you are primarily a trading ship. I think I only ever saw one trading Captain escorted around like that.’

“I could wax any of those fighting ships, and you know it.”

‘That is beside the point…’

Starsong didn’t respond, and I continued down the corridor to see how Procurement was managing.





       “You are needed on the Bridge.”

‘On my way.’ I really hoped it was just another supplier requesting an in-person trade, but I had my doubts considering that Procurement had just told me that they had no such requests.

“We are about to be asked to function as peacekeepers. Apparently, the Jarco leaders who originally started this war were just overthrown, and the new ones want to create peace between Folkar and Jarco. They want a fair negotiation though, and they know that Folkar will want to take advantage of the fact that we just took out the Jarco warships.”

‘I don’t know the first thing about peacekeeping talks between planets…’

“We will hang around to ensure that the end result will benefit both planets since it will only take a day or two with us pressuring both sides. They know none of their defenses can stop us if we brushed off four warships like annoying flies. They also know the war can’t continue much longer since war drives away trade and they have already seen that neither planet is set up to grow enough food for their people.”

I sighed and shook my head as I approached the Bridge doors. They opened up for me as I approached. The Officers were at their stations, but relaxed since there wasn’t much they could do in port. They were at their consoles in case of an emergency. 

Tanya waved as a friendly welcome. “You are back early. They are just about halfway done unloading everything we sold, so we will be here at least until nightfall. Care to keep us company while we languish in boredom?”

I sat down as I wondered just how bored they would get when we ended up docking here for a day or so as I attempted to dabble in politics. My attempts at dabbling were likely going to resemble me playing whack the piñata. I wondered how many people would get caught in the crossfire… 

“I will help you keep the casualties to a minimum.”

I ignored Starsong’s comment as I responded to Tanya, “Let’s just say that things are either going to get really boring or unfortunately busy.”

I had the immediate attention of all of the Officers as they stopped whatever they were doing to focus on me. Tanya had not expected that sort of response, and she sat up straighter while inquiring, “What do you mean?”

I sighed and glanced at the Communications Officer. “I am expecting some sort of communication before too long. The Jarco government was overthrown, and the new group wants us to mediate a peace treaty between them and Folkar.”

He responded, “No messages have come in yet, and I was just mentioning the news articles about the government upheaval. It didn’t occur to me that it may affect us unless we stopped there in the future.”

I shrugged. “I am not sure when it may come in.”

He glanced down at his console screens in contemplation. “If they do decide to ask us, then I suspect the message will come in sooner rather than later. Time is often essential for a trade ship, and they know that any delay will not be met cheerfully.”

I muttered, “If they can’t come to an agreement within three days, then we will have to orbit whatever planet is being stubborn just to make them nervous. This place is letting us dock three days free of charge, so they had better negotiate fast.”

The Weapons Officer looked amused, which was odd for the fairly serious man. “I doubt it will take them three days. We knocked out four warships in less than three minutes. They won’t wish to displease us, so I highly suspect that this will be one of the fastest interplanetary peace agreements ever negotiated.”

All we had to do was get two groups to agree to stop attacking one another. If we could get them to play nicely together, then that would be even better.


Chapter 56





Just why am I here again? My patient expression didn’t give away my growing irritation and exasperation.

Starsong chose to respond to my internal muttering. “Because we are helping to establish peace.”

I eyed up the two groups of people who were not entirely happy to be in the same room with each other. We had decided the fastest and most efficient way to reach a peace negotiation was for three key representatives from each planet to meet in a neutral location. That location was in one of Starsong’s meeting rooms as he floated in space at the halfway point between the two planets.

I was here as a mediator and to keep things from getting out of hand more than anything else. In theory, they were supposed to be working it out mostly by themselves while I supervised. I was about ready to go locate a piñata stick and knock some sense into them at this rate.

“Those are not exactly peaceful thoughts.” Starsong’s voice was amused.

‘Well, their discussion is starting to stray away from peaceful…’ The group was arguing over boundaries, which had apparently been the original cause of the war.

“We may have to intervene in this one and give them several options to work from.” He proceeded to give me details on various suggestions. The discussion hadn’t managed to proceed any further by the time Starsong gave me several points to touch on. He would give prompts as I spoke if I forgot, but at least I had an idea of what I was going to be saying. Only this group wouldn’t know that I had assistance…

My voice interrupted their mild argument. “This debate is clearly going nowhere, so let’s back up and take a look at general policy in other star systems.”

They all fell silent as they looked at me, as if unsure how to respond. I had not spoken since they had started, so my intervention had likely taken them by surprise. I took their silence as acceptance and continued before they could talk.

“In every star system bordering this one, if more than one planet in a solar system was inhabitable, they had equal amounts of territory around their planet, regardless of the size of their planet.”

My gaze lingered on the one Folkar representative who had been claiming that a larger planet deserved more territory. He didn’t squirm under my scrutiny, but he looked like he wanted to, now that he was aware of my opinion.

I continued, “Most planets set the boundary at the halfway point to prevent pirates from sneaking through, while a few groups opted for a smaller area to control and maintain. This solar system has no valuable resources in outer space, other than some heavy metals in a few passing asteroids, so it isn’t as if we are deciding resource rights.”

I paused, but other than a couple of them jotting down notes, they seemed content to listen without interruptions. I did know that people like these would wait until the mediator had finished before asking questions or objecting to something. 

I slightly raised my eyebrow as I mildly commented, “I will also remind all of you that attacking spaceships without provocation is against the Intergalactic Space Commission’s decree. They may fine you heavily for your first offence, but there are quite a few trading ships that belong to one of the five Companies. If you attack one of those ships, the Companies are known to take matters into their own hands, and they have fighting ships scattered all over their range. Your defenses will not hold against them.”

A couple of the people paled as they realized the implications. Starsong told me such ships very rarely came this way since they tended to avoid any conflict, but if one did decide to take a risk and ended up damaged, the Company it belonged to could very well take offense. The Companies’ fighting ships usually took out pirates, but there had been a few occasions where they had leveled a docking station that had had intentionally or mistakenly attacked one of their trading ships.

The six people realized that I was done and the two groups whispered among their own representatives as they tried to decide on a way to incorporate my suggestions into their existing plans. I waited patiently, once more the supervising mediator.

The two groups started discussing their options once more, and both seemed to have abandoned the idea that more territory was better. I wasn’t sure why they had wanted so much territory. If a planet controlled it, then Space Enforcement generally left problems to the Planetary Defenses unless they were losing a fight with pirates.

Sometimes there were valuable resources in asteroids or on the moons, but not in this case. Borders in space didn’t mean anything to trade ships or passenger shuttles unless they approached the planet’s atmosphere. Perhaps it was a pride thing…





       It took them most of the day, but they managed to come up with an agreement that benefited both planets. I had to give a few suggestions as well as flatten a few of their proposals; nonetheless, they had done most of it themselves.

The cook had decided that good food was a great way to bring people together. The meals and appetizers that kept showing up had certainly distracted the representatives with their first bite. I wasn’t sure how much time the cook had spent making those little pastel balls that he had once given me, but this group had polished off a considerable number of the rare and coveted treats. I was going to have to stop by later and thank him for his efforts.

All we needed was for the rest of the main government leaders to sign the agreement. They were already on their way in several small space shuttles. A large meeting room near the Cargo Bay loading doors had quickly been set up to accommodate the approaching group. 

The Cargo Bay Overseer was waiting for the ships to enter the three loading bays. The exterior doors were open to outer space while the other doors were sealed. Once all of the small shuttle ships were inside, we could close the exterior doors and re-pressurize the rooms so they could exit without the use of a spacesuit.

“The first shuttle has arrived. The other five are close. I am not pleased with the past ethical decisions of several that are coming, but I will tolerate them for this short time.”

‘They will be gone within a few hours at most. If we are lucky, they will just sign it without any debate.’ 

“These groups have been clashing for decades. The worst of the troublemakers were in the previous Jarco government, so they are no longer a worry. You may need to use your charm on a few of the others though.”

I fought to keep from scoffing at the absurdity of his choice of words. ‘Charm? Me? When I am being polite, I pretend that I have some polish and manners. My version of charm is telling them to sit down, shut up, and play nice.’

“Precisely. We may need your charm along with your polish to seal this deal.”

I seriously hoped it wouldn’t come to that point, but if Starsong had mentioned it, chances were that something had tipped him off about the possibility of someone being troublesome.

The group of representatives organized all of their papers and computers as they packed up to move to the larger room. Once they were ready, I escorted them down the corridors to where the leaders would be gathering. 

It wouldn’t be long before we had all of the leaders in one room. That could either be a good thing, and they would agree to the peace negotiation, or it could be a bad thing if they chose to use this opportunity to stir up trouble.


Chapter 57





One of the Officers escorted the last group of leaders from Folkar into the room where we were waiting. I went forward to greet them. One of the older men stopped as he saw me. “Surely you are not the Captain…”

The Officer sent an unimpressed look at him for his rude exclamation of disbelief. I leveled a stern look at the visiting leader. “I am the Captain of the Starsong.”

He shook his head, not in disagreement, but in refusal to accept that fact. “There is no way that someone so young was made a Captain.”

And right on cue, here was our troublemaker… My voice was icy calm as I replied, “Anyone on board will tell you that I am the Captain. Do you have a problem with my age?”

He promptly turned around and began to walk out. “I refuse to even entertain the idea of considering an official political document that was overseen by someone who is the age of my granddaughter.”

The airlock door in front of him slammed down with unusual speed, which was a sign to the Officer and me that Starsong himself was not about to let this man simply walk out. These people didn’t have the faintest clue about who was really in charge and probably thought that one of us had done it.

Starsong quietly gave me some tips, and I decided to use my charm to club this man upside the head to knock some sense into him. Cynthia had previously proven that blackmail was still common and most effective. I was willing to stoop to that level if need be.

I walked towards him with an unimpressed expression. “Tomas Finch. You were elected by the people two and half years ago. The next election is coming up in a year and a half, but I am very sure if the people were aware of some of your past actions, that you will not last in office that long.”

He rounded on me, furious that I was forcing him to remain in this room. “You have no right to hold me hostage here. My time in office has seen the poverty level drop and the average income rise.”

I came to a stop in front of him. “I am aware of that. I am also aware that your assistants created most of those plans for you. For that matter, I am also quite aware of what you did to cause the poverty level to drop. Does the Cleansing Project ring any bells?”

My voice had been quiet and deadly soft as I spoke the last sentence, too quiet for the others to hear. All color drained from his face as I mentioned the undercover event that none of the other leaders were aware of. He had hired some off-world people to quietly round up and forcefully take any homeless people they could find to a different star system before dumping them once more into the streets there.

He simply stared at me, completely dumbfounded as to how I could have possibly uncovered that rather incriminating piece of knowledge. I could also see the hints of fear in his eyes as to what my discovery was going to mean. Considering some of the other leaders from Folkar were watching us, they were undoubtedly going to be asking questions about his odd behavior when they got back to their planet.

I blandly gestured towards the table. “Please have a seat. The representatives came up with a beautiful proposal that will benefit both planets. Hear them out, and then you can ask any questions you may have.”

He stared at me blankly for a few more moments before sullenly walking over to sit in one of the open seats. His world was very likely unraveling right before his eyes, and he knew full well the weight of the blackmail I was holding over his head. His cooperation meant I wouldn’t say anything more on the matter, but if he caused problems, then I would likely spread the information far and wide.

The others were looking on in confusion. Most hadn’t heard my quiet words and were stumped as to how I suddenly had this man’s complete cooperation. They would have been watching his facial expression and were likely assuming that I had issued some sort of ultimatum or threat.

I walked towards the table, and the others all quickly took their seats. I addressed everyone, “Thank you all for coming. Both planets approached me to act as a mediator between your chosen representatives, and I am pleased to let you know that they have come up with a proposal.” I nodded to the six representatives who were standing in front of the table and said, “If you could please explain the proposal?”

Technically, I had steered the negotiations, but giving credit to the representatives, as well as emphasizing that these were the people they had personally chosen, would make the leaders more willing to accept it without trying to change things.

I watched the six take turns speaking as if they were all good friends now. I kept my expression attentive, as if this was the first time I was hearing it. All of the leaders were closely listening to the various agreements, what each planet would be doing, and how it would help both planets.

It took a solid hour, as several leaders asked questions, debated, and made a few tweaks, but the agreement was eventually signed. I felt like sighing in relief now that the torturous marathon of being patient was over. The troublesome man hadn’t said a single word and had signed his name without comment.

An Officer entered the room with a small cart full of numerous appetizers along with some fancy wines and liquor spirits. Apparently, someone had decided to hold a small party to celebrate the feat. ‘I assume you were behind this?’

“Yes. Although the cook had already started before I expanded his list somewhat.”

The alcohol being served was the really expensive stuff that these men had likely only had once or twice in their lifetime. I hadn’t even been aware that we had stuff this fancy on the ship. The six representatives were already testing out some of the new appetizers that had appeared. If they were half as good as the earlier ones, then I knew the leaders would be impressed.

It was rather interesting to watch the two groups slowly mingle. I circulated through the small crowd as well, speaking with those who wanted to talk. Some had been reluctant to sign the agreement since it wasn’t more beneficial to them than to the other planet, but they were wise enough to remain silent. All were enjoying the drink and food, including myself.

I sampled a different appetizer and found it to be as delicious as the rest had been. There was no way I was going to drink more than one glass of whatever distilled spirit I had taken. One taste told me that this smooth drink packed one hell of a punch, and I didn’t want to end up with a splitting headache. 

Normally, strong alcohol had a bite to it, but the really expensive stuff easily slid down the throat. I was doing a lot of nibbling in hopes of cushioning the alcohol. Why did they have to use such big glasses? There was a lot of liquid in there…

The rather potent drinks were having a much more noticeable effect on the others and several were already slightly drunk. Talk and laughter were coming more readily and it was progressively getting louder as more of the alcoholic drinks disappeared. It was a very good thing that their shuttles had auto-pilot; otherwise, they wouldn’t have been fit to fly at this point.

It seemed to take far too long for the appetizers to disappear and the impromptu party to settle down. I decided to end things while everyone could still stand and addressed the crowd, “Congratulations to both Folkar and Jarco for this ground-breaking negotiation! I look forward to seeing how well it is implemented the next time I pass through this area. I know that others on your planet are eager to hear the outcome. Please allow me to escort you to your shuttles.”

It was a subtle reminder that I would be back if they decided to ignore the agreement. I guided the somewhat staggering group to the Cargo Bays that held their shuttles. Some people were steady on their feet, but they were a minority. It surprised me that they had gotten so drunk at an event like this. Admittedly, most of my experience with alcohol had been earned the hard way…

The people crowded into the shuttles they had come in on, and once they were all inside, the Cargo Bay Overseer sealed the doors leading to those rooms. He opened up the exterior loading bay doors to allow the shuttles to exit the loading bays. 

The auto-pilot took the shuttles outside so we could close the outside doors and re-pressurize the rooms to make them safe for humans once more. The Cargo Bay Overseer finished that task and headed down the corridor now that his duties were done.

The Officer who had been ferrying the food waited patiently nearby. He inquired, “Do you need anything else?”

I sighed in relief now that we no longer had to play the generous host. “Thank you for offering, but no. I do appreciate all of your assistance though.” 

“I think you had the more interesting position. You couldn’t have paid me enough to sit through all that.”

No one else was around, so I made a bit of a face. “That is definitely not on the list of things I want to do again. By the way, where on earth did you find those drinks? I have had some pretty strong drinks in my time at university, but the glass I picked up had to have at least a sixty percent alcohol content.”

He smirked faintly. “The cook let me raid the stash that is reserved for the Bridge crew. We intentionally picked out the ones that were at least seventy percent.”

I shook my head in faint disbelief. “No wonder it affected them so fast.”

He tilted his head slightly before carefully remarking, “If I may venture the comment, I don’t think they were the only ones who were affected.”

“Oh, no worries there, I can definitely tell that I had a glass. I plan to pass through the dining hall, thank the cook if he is still there, and then grab something from the side table to take to my quarters.” I had finished my glass slowly, so the effects had been delayed, but I was starting to feel them.

He smiled sympathetically. “Have a good evening then.”

My whole day had disappeared while babysitting the negotiating group… “You too.”

He walked with me as far as the elevator before heading a different way. I made a quick stop on level five, but the extremely helpful cooking Overseer had finished his shift and was elsewhere on the ship. I grabbed a sandwich and a bowl of diced fruit from the side table before heading to level two.

It was just after the normal time for the evening meal so very few people were still present, but I had no desire for my crew to see their Captain slightly intoxicated. That had not been a small glass, and with that high of an alcohol content, it was going to hit at some point.

“I don’t like how it is starting to slur your thoughts. I didn’t realize just how much alcohol affected the human mind. Your thoughts are not following the same routes they normally do.”

I entered my room and stretched out on the couch in my sitting room as I started unwrapping the sandwich. I replied, “The scary part is that some people like this loose feeling. Sometimes I don’t mind it, but normally I don’t like how I am not in full control. Imagine how those other people are feeling right about now.”

I took a bite of the sandwich as I thought back to the couple of times I had gotten really drunk. It had only taken two such occasions before I chose my partying groups much more carefully. Some idiots didn’t stop until they couldn’t stand up, and some idiots hadn’t known their limits yet. I had fallen into the second category a few times…

“I am quite glad that you don’t have any desire to repeat those occasions. I can see the events you are remembering, and I do not see how anyone could consider that fun, nor why they would ever want to repeat it.”

I shrugged before taking a big drink of water. “Young and foolish. Most learned, although some didn’t. Mind using the speakers? Your voice is starting to echo in a rather unpleasant fashion in my head.”

He obliged, and his voice came from somewhere overhead. “I noticed that. A rather unanticipated side-effect due to how alcohol messes with the brain’s signals.”

His voice was quieter than normal, which I appreciated since normal volume was also beginning to sound louder than it should. There was no way I was stepping foot outside of my quarters until the morning for anything short of an emergency. On occasion, I didn’t mind the slight relaxing feeling that a small amount of alcohol provided, but this round had completely skipped that step as it fast-tracked towards the side-effects that I wasn’t so fond of.

“Next time they serve such high test stuff, mind giving me a warning? I have a feeling that this food and water aren’t going to completely prevent a hangover…”

“Yes, I will. I did not expect it to affect you so much.”

I yawned before replying, “I seem to recall trying distilled beverages a few times with similar results. Had it been some sort of beer or wine, then it wouldn’t have had quite such a noticeable effect on me.”

He didn’t respond, although he did start playing some soft instrumental music in the background as I finished my delayed meal. I relaxed on the couch and eventually dozed off. 


Chapter 58





Cynthia examined me with bright eyes as I ate my breakfast. She said, “I hear there was a pretty good party in the lower levels yesterday.”

I pretended to not understand her hint. “The peace negotiations went very well. I also heard that the surplus of appetizers appeared in both dining areas and were very rapidly consumed.”

The distraction seemed to work, and her eyes tracked over to the empty counter beside the breakfast food. “Those things were really good. We will have to see if the cook will make them occasionally.”

Starsong spoke very quietly, “She ate eighteen of those pastel balls. Oddly enough, she only ate the pink ones while ignoring the blue and purple colors even though she knows that they all taste the same.”

His soft words still had a slightly echoing ring to them, proof that even if I couldn’t really feel my hangover, some of the alcohol’s legacy was still lingering.

With a faint smirk at Cynthia, I replied, “We may be able to have a small party with them after supper every few months. I will have to see if the cook is willing to consider it. Out of curiosity, why did you only eat the pink ones?”

Logan started snickering as Cynthia’s jaw dropped. She sputtered, “What- How- You weren’t even on this level!”

I merely grinned at her, quite enjoying her disbelief. She clapped her hand to her forehead as she groaned. “Right, right. Not much happens on this ship that you don’t know about. I thought you were supposed to be helping create peace? Not listening to idle gossip.”

I responded, “If Starsong hadn’t been telling me about every halfway interesting thing happening, then I probably would have died from boredom.”

She shook her head. “Better you than me, although I am glad to be on the move again. Just sitting in space is boring. Five days until we reach Sceltar, right? We purchased some seeds for a few new types of plants that I am looking forward to getting my hands on.”

“We have a lot of trades occurring at that stop. We have booked a docking space for three days.”

That surprised Logan, causing him to inquire, “Three days? The longest we have stayed in port so far is two days. How much trading are we doing?”

I had looked at the list earlier, and there was no way I was going to recite the long document, so I pulled out my Guide and opened up the screen before showing him. I swiped the screen to scroll through the hundreds of lines. “This is a huge port. It is one of the biggest in this part of the galaxy. We have arranged to sell almost all of our cargo, and I have quite a few meetings lined up for more purchases. Procurement has managed to arrange most of the trades without me, but that is still a lot of cargo to move and we only have five loading bay doors.”

Logan looked perplexed as he scratched his head. “The Tyndel only had three loading doors, but even five loading bays still seems insufficient for that kind of transfer. I wish the Cargo Bay crew luck, because I have no idea how they are going to move that much stuff in three days.”

I shrugged. “They say they can do it, and they have left some leeway time in case any of the machines break down. If worse comes to worst, we pay for another day in port.”

Cynthia winced. “I hear those last-second bookings cost at least three times the amount you pay when requesting in advance.”

Starsong confirmed that she was correct. I nodded as I replied, “In a port like this, yes. The Cargo Bay crew is already organizing things for when we dock, and then they will be going flat out. We only need to get the crates out onto the loading platform, so it isn’t that bad. Ensuring that the different groups show up at the right time to collect them will be the harder part.

Cynthia shuddered lightly at the thought of that complex task. “It is days like this I am quite glad that I just play with plants and it doesn’t really matter if we are in port or not.”

I nodded my understanding as I doggedly ate my scrambled eggs. My stomach didn’t really appreciate the fact that I was eating my normal amount of food. Starsong said,“Forewarned, I am about to show you something.”

A hazy mirage blurred my view of my plate, but I could clearly see that it was an image of the underside of a table. And two people were holding hands under the table. The mirage faded, and I immediately noticed that Cynthia and Logan each had one hand under the table.

‘Either I have to explain just how long three years is to Cynthia or we may have to start making some plans…’

Starsong wasn’t worried. “It will take them at least a year, most likely two, to get to that point according to my calculations. We have plenty of time yet.”

Even if he was mistaken, Starsong had proven that he could implement changes seamlessly and swiftly. I was also very glad it wasn’t something I had to worry about at this moment.





        I walked down a narrow corridor that no one else on the Starship knew about. Well, other than Starsong, who was guiding me through the odd twists and turns. He had decided that I should learn the layout of the hidden corridors, and apparently, he thought the best way to do so was to walk through them.

Unlike the main corridors, these narrow passageways curved with ladders and drops as they went around the other corridors and rooms. There was at least one such hidden passageway on each level, often between the levels, and all of them were connected if you knew where the hidden sliding wall panels were.

I sighed as I climbed another small set of stairs. “Just why am I running through this maze again?”

“It is because you like to know exactly where you are going and how to get there. I have no problem giving you directions if I need you to go somewhere, but you prefer to have a decent idea. This is the best way to manage that.”

He certainly hit the bullseye with that observation. I did like to know the layout of a place I was going; so much so, that I often looked at pictures or images online so I knew what to expect. I liked to be prepared if I was going to have to do something or enter a certain situation. The more knowledge I could get my hands on before, the better.

I spoke contemplatively, “I wonder if the crew is going to think that they lost me. Heaven only knows what the Medical Bay group would think if they saw my communication device in the walls…”

“I am altering the feeds that reflect your exact location to those with access to such information. Although none have checked yet.”

I pointed to the one wall that I knew held an access door. “And that leads to the back of the level five cooking area, right?”

“Correct.”

I was a pretty quick study when it came to the layout of a ship or building, so I was happy that I was catching on. I continued walking as I pointed out the hidden doors if I remembered them. If I didn’t remember them, Starsong told me about them.

My feet were starting to get sore by the time I decided to call it quits for the day. I had been walking around the secret corridors for most of the day while occasionally emerging to check on several areas. Getting in and out of the hidden corridors was a cinch with Starsong’s assistance.

“The closest exit is just to your left.” A light shone a bit brighter above one rather small wall panel, indicating its presence.

I slid the door open and paused at the sight before me. I hadn’t been aware that Starsong occasionally liked to play jokes on people. The hidden corridor had been between two levels, and I was currently near the ceiling as I looked down on the large air ducts in one of the larger maintenance rooms.

I muttered, “Just for that, I am sorely tempted to climb down from here.”

“If you sit on top of the larger air duct to your right, there is an air intake vent with a dirty filter that you can point out to the two men who are about the enter the room.”

Starsong had clearly spent far too much time in my head since he was also finding opportunities to catch the crew off-guard just to see how they would react. A grin appeared on my face; I couldn’t resist an opportunity like this. 

I carefully climbed down to walk along the top of the air duct to the specified vent. I was finding more delight in surprising the crew by doing something unexpected than I had in the past; almost as much as I enjoyed catching an unsuspecting supplier off-guard.

It was quite clear that neither the Maintenance crew, nor anyone who looked after air quality, had dusted or cleaned up here yet; and thus, had not realized there was an air intake vent up here. It would have appeared on someone’s work ticket as regular maintenance before too long.  

I sat down on the air duct as I removed the cover and pulled out the filter. “They should be entering the room using the door behind you. You have about forty seconds until they arrive.”

I twisted to look down, but other air ducts blocked my view of the door behind me. They wouldn’t see me until they walked further into the room – and at that point, I would be behind them. I grinned as I angled the filter so the dirty side faced me while I waited in ambush.

I heard the door open and two sets of footsteps enter. The two voices below belonged to two men from the Maintenance group and, from the sounds of it, they were just passing through this room while glancing at the consoles to ensure everything was working properly.

They entered my view, and as I had suspected, I could see them perfectly, but they would have to turn around to see me. I held the filter towards the light as if examining it before calmly commenting, “I am not sure if you were aware that there was an air intake filter up here, but it may need more cleaning than what it is currently scheduled for.”

They jumped, taken completely by surprise by the voice behind them. They spun around, and it took them a few seconds to spot me idly sitting high up on an air duct. I kept a straight face as I examined the filter for a moment longer, before putting it back in its slot and closing the vent.

They were staring at me in complete disbelief. They clearly had not expected to see their Captain in this room - and definitely not perched up on an air duct while looking at an air filter that they had not even known existed. 

Starsong had already pointed out the easiest way to get down, so I effortlessly slid down the ladder with the practice I had gained on the Tyndel. Watching me manage such a practiced descent seemed to confuse them even more. Most Captains tended to be very dignified and purposeful, not easily navigating their way through the interior of a maintenance room.

I waited as I watched them attempt to get over their shock. The younger one was still older than I was by at least six years, but he regained his wits faster than his companion. “Ah… Captain, my apologies. We didn’t expect to see you there. I will replace the air filter at once and check to see if any others require replacing.”

I smiled slightly and ensured my body language was relaxed. “Come now, Brandon. You called me Rachel this morning, and any of my crew are always free to call me by my name.”

All of us knew that his use of my title had been an older reaction to being caught off-guard by a higher-ranking crew member. They both knew that I knew it, and they were aware I wasn’t upset about the filter since it would have been on the maintenance schedule soon. It was more like a small test to see if they were checking for things that needed maintenance sooner than what the schedule dictated.

He flushed slightly in embarrassment. “Sorry about that, Rachel. I was a bit too surprised to think clearly.”

“No worries. Your shift is almost over, so don’t worry about the filter today.”

He bowed his head slightly. “Thank you.”

I walked out the door that they had just entered through, quite entertained with the reaction I had gotten out of them when they had spotted me. I had a feeling he would still replace that filter today…


Chapter 59

            

I sat in my chair on the Bridge as I watched the displays. Sceltar was a very busy planet with several docking stations, and the comings and goings of spaceships were carefully monitored and controlled by the planet-based Space Traffic Control.

The Communications Officer finally spoke, “We are cleared to dock.”

The fact that the Starsong was quite maneuverable in the atmosphere did not give us any extra leeway when waiting for permission to dock. We had to follow policy and procedure just like any other large space vessel coming here.

 “Then let’s get docked,” I replied. “The Cargo Bay crew is chomping at the bit, and they are eager to get to work.”

Tanya normally worked the same shift I did, and, as Navigations Officer, she was quick to send us down into the atmosphere while keeping her speed within the posted regulations. We had arrived early, but the port didn’t mind letting us dock sooner since the previous ship had already left. We just had to wait our turn to dock.

‘In a port this big, I assume I will just blend in?’

“Very likely. This is our first stop here, and there are a lot of people and ships constantly coming and going. Your uniform is quite modest compared to most Captains, so many will not even realize that you aren’t just a regular crew member.”

That would be an excellent detail for most of my stay. I was really looking forward to my ship-leave tomorrow evening since I would completely blend into the crowds in the city below. It might be an annoyance when dealing with the suppliers, but I could probably turn their skepticism to my advantage. I was actually kind of looking forward to seeing their baffled expressions once they realized that I had only picked out the discounted items.

It didn’t take us long to dock, and I walked down the ramp to meet the rather impatient and bored-looking assistant who was waiting for me to check in. Most spaceships sent an Officer for this task, but Starsong felt that I should be the one doing this. It got me out of the Captain’s chair, so I was in favor of it, regardless of how some of the docking station staff reacted when they realized I was the Captain.

The man had plainly greeted too many ships today and wished to be elsewhere, “Please confirm that the Starsong will be docked for three days.”

Huh, not even a good morning. Well, if he wants to get straight to the point, then I can certainly match his haste. “That is correct.”

“Please confirm that Captain Wanderer is still the Captain in charge.”

“That is correct.”

“Thank you. Welcome to docking station number three on Sceltar.” The monotone response sounded like a phrase that he simply said without thinking about it. And I somehow doubted that he ever put any emotion into it either.

The man abruptly turned and began walking away, likely heading towards another spaceship that was docking on the far side of the docking station. It would take him a good twenty minutes to walk there even with his fast walk.

“That was not very professional. And he was certainly not following the procedures he was supposed to.” 

Starsong sounded kind of miffed about the over-efficient assistant, but it didn’t bother me as much.

‘Perhaps, but there were no questions like ‘who are you’ or ‘please provide your identification’. Now, if our crew starts trying stunts like that, then we may have to revisit training.’ 

Starsong didn’t bother responding, and I continued to walk through the crowds on my way to the trading hall. I saw Ronan slip out of the loading bay door as machines already started to unload crates. He had plenty of cover to follow me in this place. No one would notice an extra person when hundreds were streaming in all directions across the massive platform.

I had two hours until my first scheduled meeting, but I was curious to see who might approach me in the trading hall. Some suppliers were opportunistic and sometimes offered very good deals if they hadn’t made many sales.

I winced internally as I saw the madhouse inside. Various suppliers and traders were making deals amongst themselves, while Captains and numerous people in civilian clothing also bartered with other people. The one rowdy corner looked like they were celebrating some sort of rather important trade.

I went to the food counter and ordered a tea. ‘Any idea where I should start in this mayhem? If that party in the corner passes out a few more drinks and someone puts on some music, it may even surpass some of the drinking parties I had in university.’

“Pick an empty table, preferably along the wall with the murals. Someone will probably approach you shortly.”

Considering there were only three empty tables on that side of the bustling room, my choices were pretty limited. I picked the one right against the wall as I subtly watched the activity around me. Eight other Captains were currently present, and I ruefully noted that all of them were at least twice my age – and unlike me, they plainly stood out in the crowd as Captains. I failed to see how people would take me seriously in a place like this…

The bright spot was that I had Starsong’s ever-dependable assistance on my side, as well as that I was sure to leave at least a few suppliers bewildered. I was looking forward to the second one. I idly sipped my tea as I waited for someone to take the bait.

It wasn’t more than a few minutes before a man and woman approached. The woman inquired, “Mind if we join you?”

I gestured to the empty seats. “If you wish to talk trade, please be my guests.”

They accepted my invitation and sat down. The woman inquired, “What kind of trades are you looking for?”

“I am open to hearing what you may have to offer.”

“Are you after individual items, small lots, or crates?”

“Preferably crates, but if you have small and valuable items at a good rate, then I may also consider those.”

They now knew I wasn’t just a curious individual and suspected that I was very likely with the Procurement group. I highly doubted that they had realized I was a Captain. The man started leafing through a folder as he pulled out several pages. He set them on the table and pushed them closer to me. “Here are some things that were just unloaded from ships and haven’t hit the main market yet. Perhaps something here will catch your interest.”

There seemed to be a bit of everything listed. I pulled out my pen as I listened to Starsong’s insight. I circled three lines and jotted down a crate total before passing the pages back. The man took a closer look and blinked as he realized that I had picked out the three best deals on his list.

I hid a smirk as he took a closer look at me, trying to decide just who I was. The woman was oblivious as she pulled out her own pages and passed them over. Starsong was somewhat irritated since she apparently thought I had fallen off of the turnip wagon yesterday. And she had broken the law about the minimum number of items that had to be priced below market value.

I mildly raised an eyebrow at her. “All of these prices are above market value. Unless you have more to offer than this, then I am not interested in pursuing this any further.”

I had kept my tone level since being calm would fluster her more – and perhaps get her to pull out more favorable papers after getting caught… She stammered an apology before producing a list of different items with, according to Starsong, much better prices.

Starsong quickly pointed out the best deals that would benefit us at our upcoming stops, and I circled the handful of lines as well as noting the quantity of crates. The woman was still a bit red in embarrassment while the man seemed more confused about how I had so quickly determined this planet’s going-rate for a wide variety of goods. Both concluded the deal with the customary idle talk before leaving the table. 

I waited for the next poor sucker to assume that my youth meant they would find an easy profit.


Chapter 60





The fourth supplier was much more prepared than the previous ones had been. He greeted me, “Captain Wanderer, may I interest you in some trades?”

He was the first one to realize who I was, so I gave him credit for doing his research. It wasn’t that hard to find pictures of a ship’s Procurement crew if he looked up the crews of the ships that were docked, and the Captain’s picture was in the main database. I had been sitting here long enough to show that I wasn’t just a regular crew member looking for a certain rare item.

I smiled as a welcome. “Please have a seat. What kind of wares do you normally deal with?”

The slender man gracefully sat down. “Normally spices, preserved foods, and the like, but I do have access to much more if there is something specific you are after.”

This man was far more experienced than the last three suppliers that I had just steamrolled over. He was checking to see what I wanted instead of just tossing out lists of what he wanted to offload the most. Starsong asked me to check if he could get a few things that Procurement had been unable to source.

I inquired, “I don’t suppose you happen to have some spices from the Warren star system, particularly the extracts in powder form. I would also be curious to see any of the more uncommon or rare spices you have access to.”

Spices had the potential to be very profitable - if you knew your prices and how they wildly fluctuated from planet to planet. Some spices that were worth their weight in astrogold in some star systems, you would be unable to give away in other places. Thus, most traders did not bother with spices unless they were on a set trade route, and even then, they only specialized in a hundred or so spices that reliably turned a profit. 

Starsong’s abilities were the only reason I could even consider trading like this, without the ability to do my research and look up prices in places we were heading to. The man pulled out a flatscreen computer and passed it over. “Here, perhaps something on this list appeals to you. If it isn’t quite what you are looking for, just let me know. I have far more than what is on that list.”

I took the clipboard-sized device. It was rare for a supplier in a trading hall to use electronics in a trade since electronic documents were so easily altered. Most Captains would refuse to use such a device and insist that he print the lists if they wanted a closer look at. Starsong informed me, “He usually prints receipts afterward. The device does make it easy for me to see the entire list though. How thoughtful of him.”

I had to fight to keep from grinning. ‘I highly doubt that was what he had in mind when he chose to use an electronic device…’

I scrolled through the electronic ordering list, knowing that Starsong would keep track and ensure the man submitted the invoice honestly. There was a spot just to the right of the spice to enter the quantity, and I entered a few crates of certain spices as I scrolled through the list. The list was quite long, and I certainly had a decent load by the time I got to the end.

“He had a lot of prices that were a good deal, but high enough that he is still making a good profit on them. He has several pricing lists pre-programmed into that device, and he chose the one with a higher number of good deals. He must have realized that you had to be pretty exceptional to remain in charge of a trading ship at your age. Most see your youth as a disadvantage, but he likely figures that you have some hidden talents for such a responsibility.”

I almost snorted. ‘Hidden talents? Right… He may wish to scan whatever is in that cup of his.’

Starsong didn’t respond, although I suspected that he would bring this subject up later when I had more time for an in-depth discussion. He didn’t like it when my opinion of my abilities didn’t line up with his beliefs. He said that I didn’t see my potential, but I was simply being realistic.

I passed the device back, and he uploaded the items into an invoice list. He asked, “Is there anything else I can interest you in?”

Starsong prompted me once more. “Do you happen to have a list of your best sales or specials that spans numerous types of goods?”

Most of the time, suppliers had their good deals hidden amongst the normal prices, and due to them using paper, they could easily claim to not have that list handy. Most would not show a list of the prices below market value, or they would mix them in with regular priced items. It was not a question I had asked before, and it wasn’t something that most suppliers would provide as it would cut into their potential profits.

Surprisingly, he nodded and took a moment to find the list before passing it back to me. “All of these are at least twenty percent below market value on this planet. The fruits and vegetables are not something I would chance, in my personal opinion.”

He had likely made this list from all of his suppliers as well as his own stocks. Needless to say, the list had quite a variety of goods on it. With a glance, I knew that half of the items were things we were simply not interested in.

“Several types of wood listed have uncommon colors or grain patterns. They will sell very well on almost any planet. He is correct though; all prices here are below this planet’s market value. However, many will not sell well on most planets.”

That didn’t surprise me, and I followed Starsong’s guidance as I put numerous crates of certain items into my cart. Lumber, several types of metal, some common spices, and a variety of other odds and ends were added to our growing list. He had a lot of dried and dehydrated foods that Starsong was picking out as well.

I pretended to look over the list and think while I was doing this, as if going from memory while thinking about my future stops. I eventually handed the device back, saying, “I think that is about it for now.”

He nodded. “Do you wish me to print out these lists, or will a receipt be fine?”

“A receipt will be fine, thank you.”

He printed out a small receipt and handed it to me along with his business card. “It is a pleasure doing business with you. Please take my card as well.”

“Several other suppliers are starting to notice that you are doing a lot of buying. You also have a meeting in half an hour at the Skytop Restaurant.”

If the vultures were starting to circle, then I wasn’t about to hang around since all of their prices would likely be over-inflated in hopes of an easy profit. I took the offered pieces of paper before standing up. “Thank you very much. Please forward the invoice to my Procurement staff. I have another meeting elsewhere, so I hope you will excuse my abrupt departure.”

He held out his hand. “No problem at all. Have a good day.”

I shook his hand. “You as well.”

I left the trading hall as I walked towards the restaurant that was on one corner of the docking station. It was a decent walk since this docking station was large enough to allow twenty large ships to dock – and that didn’t include the tinier spots for smaller ships. There were several moving walkways that helped to speed up my trip.

I followed a stream of people heading in the direction I was going. I did manage to spot Ronan in the crowd, dressed as if he had come on one of the many passenger shuttles. Only unwary passengers wore shorts up on the docking stations where the air was fairly chilly. It wasn’t unusual to see routine travelers wearing gloves, which he lacked. My uniform was designed for extreme conditions, so I was quite comfortable, despite the persistent wind that had many others shivering as they pulled their coats tighter around themselves.

“Ronan’s clothing is made from the same type of material.”

Well, at least he wasn’t freezing while he played the part of the distant watchdog. ‘Where did he manage to dig up that old camera anyway?’

He was pretending to take pictures of the ships and the view from the edge of the platform with what looked like a slightly-outdated camera.

“I made it. It can take pictures in case anyone asks to see them, but it is actually a pretty formidable weapon.”

It took me a moment to respond, ‘You turned a camera into a weapon?’

“Yes. You gave me the idea actually, when you told the mugger to smile for the camera. I thought it was quite an ingenious masquerade. Bystanders wouldn’t consider it to be unusual if someone pointed a camera towards a disturbance. The energy blasts it can produce are almost invisible, so they would have a hard time figuring out where it originated, especially when the security cameras are temporarily disabled due to the special electromagnetic pulse it also gives off just for that purpose.”

He really didn’t do things halfway… ‘I thought the Starships were supposed to primarily be traders? You seem to have an awful lot of specialized weapons…’

“The Starships are primarily traders, but we are not oblivious to the fact that some may attack us just because we are aware. So we are prepared.”

‘Is Ronan the only one packing these weapons?’

“No, some of the Officers have the required training and access to them as well, although theirs look like common weapons. Ronan’s weapons are more powerful and specialized though, not to mention that they are well camouflaged to avoid notice as he follows you.”

‘Because he is my bodyguard?’

“Yes. Targeting the Captain can cause turmoil and potentially incapacitate a spaceship until another Captain is put in place.”

The opening was just too perfect… I impishly inquired, ‘Do you have someone picked out to replace me already?’

Starsong harrumphed at my attempt to tease him before replying, “You aren’t getting rid of me that easily…”

I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing. He had harrumphed. In my head. There were simply no words to describe it, and I found it hilarious for some weird reason. 

He deliberately ignored my reaction. “Besides, there is no reason for me to look since you have been doing a stellar job.”

I glanced towards the Starship as I smiled at both the compliment and the residual amusement from my attempt to tease him.


Chapter 61





I didn’t have much in the way of civilian clothing, but I had a couple of outfits. I chose the one that would blend in the most on this planet, although that task wasn’t going to be too hard in a massive port with several docking stations where the flow of tourists outnumbered the locals.

I headed down the corridor as my excitement started to build. After two days of nearly endless trade meetings, I was ready to simply unwind and enjoy the sights. I saw Cynthia walking down the corridor ahead of me, also in civilian clothing. I hailed her, “Cynthia, are you also heading out for some ship-leave?”

She turned around with a grin. “Yep. I want to check out the main market. They are finally letting you loose?”

I replied, “No meetings for the rest of the afternoon, which is a relief. I wouldn’t mind checking out the market before finding someplace to eat, mind if I join you?”

She smiled happily. “Sure! What part of the market do you want to check out?”

On the Tyndel, we had occasionally had our ship-leaves on the same evenings, and it had always been fun. I thought about our options for a moment before saying, “From what I have heard, this market is huge, and there aren’t really designated sections for certain goods, so it is a pretty good mishmash.”

“Oh, good. If you get distracted by technology, I can probably find something interesting nearby…”

I grinned at her as we started walking down the ramp. “I wasn’t that bad.”

She rolled her eyes. “You spent half an hour talking with the one seller about the pros and cons of two almost identical Analyzer software add-ons…”

“I only did it once, and that was because they were on a massive blowout.”

“Sure…”

“How about this, I will ignore electronics if you agree to not drink any alcohol?”

“Hey! I only ever made that mistake once!” She was a lightweight who was unable to handle much alcohol – and she knew it.

I waited silently with a slight smile as we went with the flow of the crowd towards the elevator lobby. Everyone kept walking, even when we managed to get onto a moving walkway that let us cover far more distance in a shorter time. 

She finally gave in. “Alright, alright. They were both just one time occasions. I can agree to that deal as well.”

We were both eager to check what might be available on this planet. The ride down the elevator was crowded, but we were both too impatient to take the escalator. We exited the base of the docking station tower as we looked around. The market had built itself around the base of the tower, so we didn’t even have to catch a taxi.

I glanced at Cynthia. “Any preference on a direction?”

She shrugged wordlessly, so I just picked a random direction. She followed my lead as we entered the market. We knew the booths closest to the docking station base would have the highest prices, so we mostly glanced at the wares as we walked by. It didn’t take long for us to get past the first few dozen rows of overpriced stuff.

We slowed our pace as we gazed at the various things for sale, occasionally pointing something out to the other. The market was a busy place, regardless of how spread out it was. I was able to pass through the crowds unnoticed and unremarked. I liked this port just because of that detail.

I knew a good quarter of the crew from the Starsong were already out and about as they enjoyed their own ship-leave, but this place was so big that I hadn’t spotted a single one of them yet. This wasn’t the only market though, and some may have caught a taxi to a less crowded market.

The marketplace sellers had quite a diverse selection of wares as they tried to make their small stalls appeal to a variety of people from various backgrounds and planets. Some of those things seemed quite outlandish indeed… Cynthia murmured to me, “What on earth is that giant silver thing supposed to be?”

I turned my head to look at the weird object. It was as tall as I was and was made up of numerous flowing and curving bars that swirled from the top to the bottom, but it didn’t quite look like an ornament. The oddest part was that the rest of the objects in the man’s stall were fancier and more expensive things.

Starsong had the insight that both Cynthia and I lacked. “It is a musical instrument. There are several metal rods that are used to strike the curving bars for different tones.”

I responded, “It is a musical instrument. Those small bars on the side are actually sticks that produce different notes and tones.”

She gave me an incredulous look. “Just the fact that you know what it is means you have spent way too many hours reading informative books.”

I smirked slightly. “Remind me never to put you on my team when we play trivia.”

She shook her head before heading over to check out a stand with some paper books in it. I stood beside her as I looked around. Other people were just as eager to check out what the sellers had and were peering at everything. I could see quite a few spiritedly bartering with some sellers over the price of an item.

I finally spotted Ronan. I was beginning to wonder if I had lost him in this crowd. Although I knew he was able to track the communication device that was hidden in my pocket if he wanted, so even if he did lose sight of me, he would be able to find me easily enough. ‘Does that guy ever get ship-leave?’

“Yes. He prefers to take his ship-leave later in the evening when things are less crowded, and you are almost always on board at that time, so it works out very well.”

That was quite convenient. I preferred a quiet evening without strangers around, so I usually returned before it got too late. Cynthia left the books, and we continued through the market, often pausing to look at stuff.

I was examining some unusual jewelry when Starsong commented, “Just as a heads up, you may end up returning earlier than you had planned.”

That wasn’t what I wanted to hear when I had just got down here. I inquired, ‘Why is that?’

“There are two Elite Destroyers coming in to dock at this docking station, but they aren’t powering down their weapons. Their spots were booked just days ago, which is unusual for ships like these since they normally plan stops long in advance.”

With a faint frown, I gazed up at the docking station that towered into the sky behind us. I could see the two massive ships further up in the sky as they waited for their turn to dock. They were bigger than Starsong and close to the maximum size that a docking station would allow to dock. ‘Isn’t the docking station squawking at them for not powering down their weapons? Isn’t it mandatory for all ships? Or are destroyers exempt from those rules?’

Starsong found their presence out of place enough to comment on it, and I was also finding it unusual. If those spots had been booked so recently, then they may be here because of us.

He replied, “All fighters employed by the Space Enforcement Agency are exempt from those rules, but they often power down their weapons anyway.”

It wasn’t that unusual for destroyers to dock for supplies and such. When I had been on the Tyndel, I had seen them at docking stations a couple of times. But I didn’t recall ever hearing of two of the powerful ships showing up in the same solar system at the same time unless there was some sort of special meeting. And I would have surely heard of such a meeting during my last two days of talking with the suppliers and traders who thrived on such gossip. 

Something didn’t seem right. ‘What are your suspicions?’

“I am unable to find any hard evidence or records to support my theories, but I think they are here because I am docked. I suspect that someone has orders to ask a few questions.”

That worried me somewhat. I had known that someone would eventually show up to ask questions regarding what I may know about the rogue AI that had disappeared from the Tyndel, but I had expected a smooth-talking person in a suit, not someone from an Elite Destroyer… If they weren’t powering down their weapons, then they may be worried that we would attack them if we felt cornered.

Starsong continued, “Both ships are employed by the Interspace Enforcement Agency, which does report to the Intergalactic Space Commission. I am searching records of transmissions, but I cannot find any mention of the rogue AIs or us. Such records are easily destroyed though.”

‘Can you keep an eye on them and update me if anything changes?’

“Certainly.”

I walked over to the next market stall with occasional glances skyward. I wondered how quickly they would be asking to speak with me… 
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I sighed faintly at the sight of a stall that contained several shelves of paper books. Cynthia already had half a dozen books in her bag, but her eyes lit up as she made a beeline straight for them. She was likely going to be distracted here for some time, and very few of these dusty old relics held any interest for me.

“The Elite Destroyer’s intentions are less honorable than I had originally thought.”

I slowly followed after Cynthia as I looked up, spotting the two huge ships still waiting in the sky for permission to dock. ‘I don’t like the sounds of that…’

“Then you will like the sound of this even less. They are being quite subtle, but their weapons are slowly powering up in a fashion that most sensors wouldn’t be able to detect.”

Attacking a docked ship was almost unheard of, but if they were powering up their weapons, then I could only think of one ship currently docked that they could possibly be targeting.

I became worried and quickly asked, ‘Will being docked create any issues with your shields?’ If we had been in space, I didn’t have any doubt that his shields would hold, but being docked was a different ball game, and our shields were currently powered down, as per docking policy. 

“The Bridge crew is aware of the situation. The shields just above the hull are already set to power up if someone fires at us. They will likely think that their strike hit true, but they won’t have a second chance to attack if they do fire upon us unprovoked.”

His voice sounded forbidding at that last part. He hadn’t been too concerned about them talking with me, but the thought of getting attacked when we were peacefully docked was angering him. It was an emotion I almost never saw in Starsong, and it only served to remind me of my close call in the corridor.

He caught that thought and reassured me. “I won’t kill anyone if I can help it. But their weapons are going to need a lot of repairs if they attack me…”

‘Should I start heading back now?’

“Yes, that would be wise. I will start notifying all of the crew on ship-leave to return as well. They will be safer on board if this gets out of hand.”

I headed over to Cynthia to relay the information. I was just opening my mouth to speak when Starsong interrupted, “Both Elite Destroyers are firing.”

I gasped and whirled around just in time to see two powerful energy blasts strike Starsong. They were accompanied by a shockwave and a boom that caused more than a few people in the marketplace to scream, while almost all heads turned to gawk in surprise.

Despite myself, I held my breath as the cloud of vapor drifted away to reveal Starsong’s unblemished hull. The invisible shield just above the hull had stopped the attack, and since no other ship had a shield like that, the lack of damage would be causing some alarm on the attacking ships.

Almost as if Starsong had waited for just such an effect, as soon as it was apparent that he was undamaged, his various weapons began pointing towards the attackers. The Bridge crew would be taking their orders directly from Starsong at this moment since I was absent. They had never done that before, but I wasn’t too worried. The Bridge crew were a steady and reliable bunch.

Starsong’s weapons returned fire upon the two destroyers as alarms belatedly began to sound throughout the city. Cynthia gasped as she stared at the ships. “What is happening?! Why are those ships attacking?”

I went over to stand right beside her so we didn’t get separated as the crowd started to panic. I replied, “I am not entirely sure, but we have to get back now. Although that is easier said than done…” 

The alarms were causing pandemonium down here as people desperately tried to shove past one another in the attempt to get to whatever place they classified as safe. Normally, their panic would be well advised; if the Elite Destroyers had attacked a normal ship, the force would have likely broken the docking bay supports or knocked the ship off the anti-gravity coils, both of which would have sent the spaceship plummeting down to the market below. 

Cynthia and I were in a small corner that was, as of yet, untouched by the stampeding crowd. We watched the frantic mass of people, but I didn’t see any way to leave here at this moment without getting trampled…

“Something is wrong. All the surveillance cameras and almost every security system in the city and on the docking stations just went down.”

“Hey-” Cynthia’s voice distracted me from Starsong’s comment.

My head whipped around just as a man grabbed my wrist while two others dragged Cynthia through the back of the merchant’s stall. I braced myself since I thought he was going to try and pull me. The expected pull never came, although I could see him pulling. I didn’t really feel his grip and the faintest shimmer of blue light by his hand showed that my shield was protecting me.

His light tug didn’t budge me, and I realized that the shield must have braced itself against the ground or something since I couldn’t feel the force he was using. He didn’t seem to realize that I had technological assistance. 

He glared at me as he realized that his efforts weren’t succeeding. “Come with us, otherwise your friend isn’t going to survive long.”

A second man pointed a phaser gun at me. “Come along quietly. Now.”

They were using Cynthia as a hostage, and that was rousing my temper. 



“You will have to play along. I don’t have any way to protect Cynthia…” There was an edge in Starsong’s voice that I had never heard before, and it sent goosebumps up my spine. He may have been mildly angry before, but now he was mad. 

I narrowed my eyes. “Let go of me, and I will come.” My own voice was quiet, but my tone showed that I was not impressed.

The man let go unwillingly, and I shook out my arm, pretending that it had taken me a lot of effort to stop him. I took a reluctant step towards them, and the man with the phaser jerked his chin towards the cloth flap that they had already taken Cynthia through. I warily walked forward as the first man followed closely behind me. It only took me a few steps to reach the cloth flap.

The man with the phaser pulled the flap open, and I walked through. Other men waiting in the narrow area grabbed my elbows before pushing me towards some sort of hover vehicle that was waiting with its side door open. My shield once more protected me from their tight grip, but it let them push me along so they wouldn’t notice anything strange.

More men already had Cynthia inside the vehicle with her hands bound in front of her. Several phasers were out as silent threats. I was shoved somewhat roughly inside as well, and the people there pushed me towards an empty seat across from Cynthia. 

She watched me with scared eyes, but there wasn’t exactly much I could do at the moment. My shield would stop a strike if I was between her and the attacker, but it couldn’t extend far enough to protect a second person. I was torn between worrying about her and being angry at the men.

The hover vehicle started moving, and the people crammed in the back kept a close eye on us, but otherwise didn’t seem inclined to do anything. I suspected that they were just hired to bring us to whoever wanted to talk with me. At least I hoped it was just talk…

I decided to distract myself by checking in on Starsong. ‘How are you holding up? Are those destroyers giving you any more trouble?’

“They have no functioning weapons left, and they aren’t too sure what to do at this exact moment. I searched hard, but whoever arranged this either ensured they didn’t use communication methods that were recordable, or they deleted every trace of it.”

‘Any idea as to what they are trying to accomplish?’

“Not really. I hacked into their Bridge to listen to their current conversations, and they suspect that I am the rogue AI from the Tyndel. They aren’t certain though, and they are becoming more doubtful as time goes on. The fact that I have crew members racing up the ramp is one factor, but considering my retaliation strikes only took their weapons offline, they seem to think that humans are in control.”

‘So the destroyers are no longer a threat. What about my lovely chauffeurs?’

He sounded kind of miffed as he responded, “They aren’t carrying a single electronic device for me to pull data out of. I am not sure who hired them, but that group must have taken precautions just in case I was keeping watch.”

I didn’t know of anyone who didn’t have some sort of gadget on them at all times. It was unheard of unless you lived in a cave on some remote planet that rejected any sort of technology…

I leaned back in my seat and crossed my ankles before idly asking, “So, where exactly are we going?”

None of them answered me, and they were clearly ignoring my question. That wasn’t too surprising since they likely knew that my communication device was somewhere on my person and that someone could possibly be listening through it. 

I found it very strange that they hadn’t attempted to locate and discard our communication devices. I wasn’t about to inquire about that though. I didn’t bother pressing my luck and decided to remain silent since they hadn’t tied up my hands or gagged me yet.

I found it odd that they had bound Cynthia’s hands but not mine. Perhaps it was because they had her as leverage… They hadn’t gagged either of us so far, which was a detail I appreciated. 

We may be going for an interview by force, but at least they weren’t being complete brutes about it. 


Chapter 63

            

The windows had been blacked out, which didn’t leave me with a lot to look at. I fretted at the unknown destination ahead of me. I didn’t like the unknown, so this had me uneasy. I suddenly recalled that Ronan had been following us originally. He had to know that we were currently on an unplanned detour.

‘Can I assume Ronan is more than a bit upset?’

“Furious is a more appropriate term. I was not aware of how extensive his vocabulary was until he saw the shuttle flying off and I told him you were in it.”

Starsong still needed to work on his timing… ‘I can probably imagine he picked up a few words in his line of work. I am not sure if he is going to be able to do anything though…’

“He is trying to follow without getting caught, but he will be some time in catching up. True invisibility isn’t something that even the Starships have managed to come up with. The rest of the crew is rallying though, and they are also more than a bit upset. We are just waiting for those down in the city to make it back. The docking station keeps trying to block access to the main platform for safety’s sake, but the guards keep encountering rather perplexing problems, and doors keep mysteriously opening.”

‘I can just imagine… What exactly will I be doing when I get to my next destination? Am I playing stupid or being the crafty Starship Captain that torments the suppliers?’

“You are a Starship Captain. That will never change. It was only a matter of time until they realized that the AIs they are obsessing about have allied themselves with humans in their own fashion. The crew knows what I am, and these people could have easily questioned any of them. The mindlink is about the only secret.”

Even if I was able to talk freely to this group about the Starships, the upcoming meeting made me rather uneasy. ‘I am not looking forward to this…’

“I will always be with you. Your Officers are already creating a rather public outcry against the unwarranted attacks while also proclaiming that the Deviant Monitoring Group has kidnapped their Captain and one of the other crew members. This group is going to be answering a lot of questions from the Intergalactic Space Commission when they get wind of this…”

That made me frown slightly. ‘Are you sure that this is the Deviant Monitoring Group’s doing?’

“Very certain. It takes a lot of authority to tell an Elite Destroyer to attack someone who has done nothing wrong. They are also about the only ones still fixated on the rogue AIs.”

‘Just how crazy is this group likely to be?’

“That is up for debate, and it will likely depend on which people happen to be present.”

‘Lovely…’

Starsong didn’t respond, so I let the conversation lapse. My new guards made me appreciate Ronan’s subtlety so much more. They never uttered a single word as they watched us. Cynthia was scared, and I couldn’t exactly blame her. I was nervous and my palms were sweaty – and I at least had a protective shield. Well, at least until someone came to their senses and realized that we could be tracked with those communication devices…

The ropes on Cynthia’s wrists bothered me. I asked, “Can you please untie her?”

Two of the men eyed me up, but I remained relaxed in my seat. The one man frowned at my apparent calm before turning to Cynthia and drawing a knife. Cynthia’s eyes went wide at the sight of the weapon, although she didn’t move as the man reached towards her. The razor sharp blade easily sliced through the ropes. He looked back at me with a challenging gaze, still not speaking.

I nodded politely. “Thank you.”

The man didn’t say anything, although his gaze lost most of its challenge. They were all still watching us closely. I wasn’t sure if they were even allowed to speak. Either way, their behavior seemed a bit strange for a group kidnapping a Captain and another crew member.

Starsong commented, “I am not entirely sure if they even know that you are a Captain. I think they were just given a face and told to leave all technology behind.”

‘So they have no idea that there is an AI who is perfectly capable of taking control of this vehicle?’

“If they had, then they wouldn’t have used it. I haven’t done so because they are not acting violently at the moment and Cynthia doesn’t have a shield to defend her. It does irritate me that they kidnapped my Captain though…”

I almost smirked. ‘Shall I make them uneasy for you?’

“Please.” He sounded as if he was looking forward to a bit of revenge.

I would have to be careful about how I did this. Leaving my ankles crossed, I idly folded my hands decorously in front of me. My pose was very relaxed and wasn’t exactly something a troublemaker would do.

I reassured Cynthia in a quiet voice, “You can relax, Cynthia. We were expecting that the Deviant Monitoring Group would want to speak with us one day, although I wasn’t expecting this kind of invitation. It will take more than a couple of Elite Destroyers to break through Starsong’s shields, so you don’t need to worry about that. Ronan wasn’t far away when this group decided to escort us, which means that Starsong is undoubtedly aware of the situation. The fact that he hasn’t decided to remotely control this floating boat shows he is simply watching, at least for the moment.”

Cynthia just stared at me with wide eyes, unsure of how to respond or why I was speaking so freely about Starsong in front of these men. The men were watching me closely after that last sentence. The one who had cut Cynthia’s bonds glared at me, unimpressed with my attempts at intimidation. “Silence,” he said. “There are more ropes where those came from.”

The vehicle shuddered slightly and the lights flickered noticeably for a moment before our flight smoothly accelerated in a slightly different direction as a stream of curses issued from the pilot up front. I knew exactly what Starsong had done, and I played along.

I gazed at the ceiling above me. “Starsong, can you please give the controls back to the pilot? These men likely have no idea what they have gotten themselves into the middle of.”

The lights flickered momentarily as we slowed down, and the noise from the pilot ceased as he clearly regained control. I spoke once more, “Thank you.”

“The pilot’s expression was worth that. He almost had a litter of kittens.” Even though Starsong’s voice still had a grim undertone, he sounded almost delighted with his accomplishment. He had also clearly been reading too many of Cynthia’s books if he had picked up an old saying like that. Cats were rarely kept on spaceships in this day and age since they detested freefall if the artificial gravity failed. The fur and dander were also killer on the air filters.

Everyone in the back was staring at me in a silent – and uneasy - shock. I was pretty sure that Starsong’s earlier guess was correct; this group didn’t know anything about me. I looked at the man between me and the window, “Can you please clear the window? I enjoy watching the scenery.”

I had said that just to annoy him, halfway expecting the man to ignore my request, and for Starsong to intervene, but, to my surprise, the man pressed a button to remove the blackout. I smiled slightly as I replied, “Thank you.”

I gazed out the window while pretending I didn’t have a care in the world. Starsong remained silent and didn’t prompt me to request anything else, possibly mollified by the man’s obedience, at least for the moment. 

Silence reigned around me.

We started descending after about ten minutes, and it didn’t take long for the vehicle to come to a full stop. The men by the door got out and checked the area before waving us out. I was amused to note that they didn’t even touch me now. Cynthia followed close behind me, unwilling to give the men a reason to bind her hands again.

They escorted us towards a nearby building that looked fairly rundown. Starsong didn’t sound impressed. “They came prepared for some sort of remote AI. There are almost no electronics inside that I can access. I am very certain that the few I can find are ones they missed or are not aware of.”

‘Sounds like we have been invited to one hell of a party…’

“Indeed. Try to delay or buy us some time, if you can. With the lack of electronics, they won’t be aware of the ruckus that the Bridge crew is raising with the local news stations. Tobias and Astra are also coming as swiftly as they can in case we need backup, and they will be here within a couple of hours at their current speed.”

I wasn’t aware that the other two Starships had been in the area. ‘That will give this group a small heart attack when they realize it…’

“The city and docking stations will be forced to do something if they have three ships demanding why you were forcefully taken. The Deviant Monitoring Group has gone much too far past the bounds of their authority, especially when you had previously gone peacefully to that interrogation at the Enforcement station.”

I suppressed the urge to groan as I considered how much attention this was going to bring my way from the city and docking station. For three ships to be pushing the issue so forcefully, I must be pretty important.

“You are important. All Starship Captains are. Had it been David who had been kidnapped, I am sure that you would have been just as offended and quite intent on stirring up an uproar.”

He was, once again, correct. And had it been any of my crew that they had kidnapped, then I would have been on the warpath as I sought to free them. Now, we just had to see what this group’s intentions were. 


Chapter 64





The few lights that were still working in this seemingly-abandoned building were old and had clearly not been updated in the last half a century. The floor was dirty and had several small cracks in each of the tiles. The walls weren’t in much better shape. This building was probably on a shortlist for demolition.

We came to a room where nine well-dressed men and more guards waited. The new guards wore a different outfit and likely had nothing to do with our escort. One of the well-dressed men frowned as he saw us. “Why are they not bound?”

One of our escorts from the vehicle shrugged and responded gruffly, “They came willingly.”

The well-dressed man shook his head in irritation and lack of understanding. “Fine, bring them in.”

As we walked between two posts, they started beeping. The man asked, “Didn’t you check their pockets?”

Our escort shrugged dismissively. “That was not in the contract.”

Another well-dressed man took a concerned step forward as he spoke with urgency, “Did you at least take their communication devices?”

The escort frowned in confusion. “No one said anything about communication devices. You said they were tourists, not that they worked on a spaceship.”

“We messaged your pilot, and he said that you had taken care of it.” The man was starting to get frantic.

The escort shook his head. “You said no electronics. We didn’t even take our radios, so there was no way you could have contacted our pilot.”

I allowed a faint smirk to touch my lips. ‘Impersonating a pilot? Shame on you…’

“Guilty as charged.” Starsong was always far too ready to admit when he was guilty, without sounding the least bit ashamed.

The worried man demanded, “Find those devices. Now! Before someone tracks them. Check for any other devices as well.”

I narrowed my eyes in distaste of that idea. My communication device was my only defense at the moment. Starsong didn’t like it either, but said, “They know that you have it, so they won’t rest until they locate it. Let them take it.”

Our Guides weren’t hidden, so those were quickly confiscated. One of our escort was gingerly patting down my pockets and located my communication device in the pocket on my shirt. I spoke quietly, “You don’t want to touch that.”

All things considered, our escort had been decent, so it was only fair to warn him. The man hesitated, clearly taking my warning seriously after the earlier event in the shuttle. One of the well-dressed men was getting impatient and stormed over to reach into my pocket to speed up the process.

Starsong must have taken exception to the well-dressed man since I actually heard the sound of the security defenses triggering. It may have only sounded like a faint crack, but the effect it had on the man was much more noticeable. All of the color drained from his face as his knees gave out. He gasped for breath as if he had the wind knocked out of him.

I took a step back as several phasers were pointed in my direction. None of our escort were among that number. Apparently, they were fast learners. The first man came forward with his phaser as he demanded, “What did you do to him?!”

I responded calmly, “There are some rather strong security defenses on my communication device, and he triggered them. I did give a warning.”

The man narrowed his eyes before pointing his phaser at Cynthia while addressing me, “Put it in that tray on the table.”

My anger stirred as he threatened my friend, but I reluctantly took the five steps required to reach the table. I pulled my communication device out. “Is there any way for me to convince you to reconsider? Starsong tends to get upset if I do not carry this with me at all times.”

The man’s eyes widened slightly as I confirmed their suspicion about the AI having switched ships, but he didn’t change his mind. “Put it on the tray.”

I gently placed the device on the tray before stepping back and waiting. The man turned his attention to a rather pale Cynthia. “Put yours in there as well - and no funny business.”  

She shook with nerves as the phaser followed her during her short walk over to the tray. She pulled out her communication device and sent me a pained look as she held her device above the tray. I nodded reassuringly at her, and with a deep breath, she placed hers on the tray before backing up as well.

One of the men walked up to Cynthia and passed a scanner over her, from her head to her toes. It beeped near her wrist, and they pulled back her long sleeves to reveal her watch. They took her watch before scanning her again.

He came over and scanned me as well with the handheld precision scanner before declaring, “She’s clean.”

The original man frowned. “She didn’t have an earpiece? That is odd. She clearly used one in the trading hall.”

The man waved the scanner around my head and glanced at my ears. “I don’t see anything, and the scanner isn’t picking anything up. She must have taken it out since she was on ship-leave.”

The original man shrugged as he dismissed his concern. “Fine. Put everything on the tray, and put it inside that blocker box. It will block the signals those things give off so they can’t track it.”

‘Will that work?’

“That is a rather heavy-duty blocker. We will find out shortly.”

The man with the scanner put the tray in the small safe-like blocker before closing the door and latching it. Starsong’s voice was pleased, “The signal is much weaker, but I can still access the Guides and the communication devices.”

It was a good thing to know, but I had a different concern. ‘That is nice, but there are a lot of phasers in this room, and I no longer have any defenses…’

Starsong had always said that the communication device would protect me, and I had no problem accepting that, but now I had been stripped of the device and its protection…

“You shouldn’t worry so much. There are additional shielding devices built into all of your shirts just in case someone forced you to forfeit your communication device. They are more limited than the advanced one in your communication device, but they are still a far cry from the current human technology.”

His foresight and revelation brought a wave of relief. Slightly exasperated, I exclaimed, ‘Why didn’t you tell me earlier?! That would have kept me from worrying so much!’

“I am surprised you thought I would rely on a device that was so easily confiscated without having any backup plans. I do plan to upgrade the crew’s communication devices though. Apparently, their devices also need to have some defensive and offensive capabilities…”

The man with the phaser spoke again, “Let’s get them into the room. We are wasting valuable time.”

Our escort lingered to help the unconscious man on the floor while the new guards directed us into the next room. I wasn’t particularly pleased to see two lie detector machines on the table. They separated Cynthia and me to different ends of the rectangular table as the eight well-dressed men went to the other side so they could face us. 

I wasn’t sure where they had found such an old and weathered plastic chair, but I sat down on the hard thing anyway. The well-groomed men had padded chairs while the new guards stood behind us like silent and foreboding sentinels. 

I made a bit of a face as one of the guards picked up the sensors for the lie detector machines, but I didn’t fight him as he strapped them onto my hands. The machine showed the same graphs and lines that the last machine had.

‘I don’t suppose you can hack into this thing?’

“Unfortunately not. It is designed to work offline and does not have the hardware to allow me to connect remotely.”

So much for that faint hope. Cynthia was also having the straps attached to both of her hands. She was even more nervous now, and the screen showed it. My readings were much more level, showing that I was calmer. This wasn’t my first rodeo with a lie-detector. Cynthia had clearly never played some of those drinking games when she had been in university…

I looked around the shabby room. Out of all of the places I could have guessed this meeting may take place, this was definitely not on my list. I had assumed that they would have used one of the Enforcement stations, possibly a more informal place like a restaurant, or, if they were flexible, even accept an invitation to hold the meeting in one of the meeting rooms on the Starship. I would have never guessed it would be in a derelict of an abandoned building…

I just hoped that nothing else about this meeting was going to take me by surprise.
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All of the men facing us had clipboards, pens, and paper instead of the usual computers or electronic devices. A man with blonde hair started the questioning and asked, “You are Rachel Wanderer, correct?”

I nodded. “That is correct.”

“And you are Cynthia Reedreit, correct?”

Cynthia’s voice was a mere whisper as she replied, “Yes, sir.”

He focused on me once more. “You were an assistant in the Cargo Hold, correct?”

I decided to use the same response if possible, just to see if it would irritate him. “That is correct.”

“And now you claim to be a Captain?”

“That is correct.”

“According to the records that the Enforcement station gave us, someone just gave you a spaceship?”

“That is correct.”

I saw a muscle in his jaw twitch and knew my tactic was working, even though I was being polite. He paused to reword his questions in such a way that I would have to use a different response. 

Another man with a white tie leaned forward. “We spoke with others from the Tyndel crew. What exactly happened after the Tyndel took control and left port? How did you become a Captain?”

I exhaled slowly. “If you spoke with those who remained on the Tyndel, then you already know that the AI took control of the ship and didn’t let us bail.”

He glanced at the lie detector screen before elaborating. “We heard that, as well as that the AI transferred itself into the Starsong. But how did you become a Captain of that ship?”

I responded, “I was the only one who didn’t mind speaking to the AI, so he decided to make me Captain.”

The man inhaled in realization. “So it wasn’t a person that gave you the ship. It was the AI. No wonder things didn’t line up…”

Another man joined the questioning as he demanded, “How are you controlling the AI?”

I blinked slowly at him. “I am not controlling him. He often does things I ask, but he has declined a few times.”

Admittedly, every instance of his refusal involved me trying to evade the title of Captain… The man glared at the screen as it declared my words to be the truth. 

An older man spoke up for the first time, and his voice was thoughtful and meditative as he said, “One thing truly puzzles me. So far, every rogue AI has refused to have any crew on board. Why is this one acting so differently?”

I took a few seconds to word my response. “He said he realized that not all humans were the same. He still wants to be a trader, he just has standards on who he will allow on board.”

The man was watching the screen as he nodded slowly and took some notes. He seemed more laid-back and contemplative than the others.

The original man with blonde hair took advantage of the silence. “I fail to see how you have managed to remain Captain. A junior Cargo Bay Assistant simply should not have had sufficient knowledge or experience.”

They were focused on me and seemed to have forgotten about Cynthia for the moment. I decided to see if I could keep it that way. I replied, “The AI did most of it at first while I was learning the responsibilities.”

The man frowned. “You have barely been Captain for two months. No one can learn that fast.”

I answered truthfully, “To be honest, he is still doing most of it, and the crew has a lot of experience, so even if I don’t know what I am doing, they know what they are supposed to be doing.”

The man with the white tie took over the questioning and chose a different topic. “How did that ship block the attacks from those Elite Destroyers? They didn’t even leave a scratch, and the shields were powered down.”

I was cooperating to try and buy more time for whatever plan Starsong was working on. I delayed my response as I pretended to think for a few moments. “The shields can power up very quickly. The Bridge crew probably realized that the ships were powering up their weapons and were waiting to see if they were going to be attacked.”

The older man joined the conversation once more. “So, this AI is helping you. But, what about the other rogue AIs? All of those ships returned to dock with the AIs missing as well.”

I noticed that the others stopped talking whenever this man spoke. He was also asking questions that looked at the wider picture. I decided that I wasn’t going to underestimate this older man since he clearly held some sort of power with this group…

Starsong gave me tips on what I could share. I responded slowly, “I transferred all of them over to other Starships so their original ship could return to port for its previous Captain. Many of the AIs have decided to try Starsong’s methods and have become traders as well.”

The blonde-haired man jumped in as soon as I finished. He heatedly spoke, “Traders, my ass. Traders shouldn’t be able to take out several warships at once. Besides-”

The older man raised an eyebrow and waved his hand in one sharp gesture at the more impetuous man. The blonde-haired man immediately shut up mid-sentence. I urgently asked, ‘Starsong, who is this man? What kind of power does he hold?’

“I am trying to locate that information. As far as most databases are concerned, he doesn’t exist. His name is Gabriel, but that is about all I have found so far. He is important enough that almost everything about him was removed from both public and private systems.”

This was not good. He clearly held the power here, and I didn’t even know what kind of power it was. I really did not like the unknown - and this man fit into that category. The men remained silent, waiting to see if the old man was going to speak again.

The door burst open as the ninth man staggered in angrily. The security defenses on my communication device had left him looking like he had lost a few drinking bets and then been pitched out of the bar head first. His head turned from side to side as he looked around the room furiously. 

The instant he spotted me, he headed in my direction. He curled his hands into fists. “Why you little-”

The older man, Gabriel, raised his eyebrow mildly. “Sit down, now.”

The angry man ignored Gabriel as he came up to me and pulled his arm back. I narrowed my eyes as I waited for the blow without raising my arms defensively, letting his actions clearly label him as the ‘bad guy’. 

It wouldn’t be the first punch to the face I had ever had, but I wasn’t looking forward to it. I was counting on the shields to take the brunt of the impact. The man’s fist started swinging towards my head.

“Guards.” The older man’s voice was calm.

The angry man convulsed and collapsed as a guard fired a phaser blast at him. It hadn’t been a heavy blast, but he was going to have one hell of a headache whenever he came to. Today was really not a good day for him. And if the blast left the same kind of residual headache that the university’s dormitory guards’ phasers did, then tomorrow wasn’t looking any better.

“You and I are really going to have to discuss some of these parties later on. The university clearly did not keep good records, because I cannot find a single mention of you in any of these events.”

That was going to be an awfully long discussion… Both on what had happened as well as how I had managed to erase my name from most of those files…
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The guard grabbed the unconscious man’s ankles before dragging him out the door. The other men were uneasy and silent. Cynthia was quite pale, and her heart rate was high due to the stress. I knew she didn’t handle stress or anxiety well, and I decided to pull attention towards me.

I turned to Gabriel before carefully speaking, “Thank you. Although I hope that I don’t end up leaving the room in a similar fashion.”

Judging from the spike on Cynthia’s screen, my words were not helping her calm down… The old man gazed at me as he serenely replied, “I doubt you will end up like that hot-headed idiot. You seem to have your head set properly on your shoulders.”

Very few powerful men were that frank, and it only served to show he held a rather high rank. I was going to have to be very careful with this man… I inclined my head at the compliment. “Thank you.”

The other men didn’t utter a word, clearly having decided to let this man have full control of this meeting. The old man turned his attention to his clipboard before looking back at me. “So, the other Starships are also hiring a crew. Where is the money for their wages coming from?”

This one I actually knew. “Starsong provided the money for the start-up of the first few ships. It usually only takes them a couple of weeks until they have made enough of a profit to be self-sufficient. Then they, in turn, put money back into a common fund where other Starships can draw on it if they have the need.”

“Hmmm… And where did he get his start-up money?”

Starsong prompted me to tell the truth instead of side-stepping this question. “The very first Captain on the Tyndel had a hidden stash on board, and he passed away before he could move it. Starsong used those funds to purchase trade goods at our first few stops.”

The man watched the lie detector screen, but seemed satisfied with my answer. His keen brown eyes moved to me. He asked, “And just why do you keep calling the AI a he?”

That was not a question I had expected. “Because his voice is masculine. If you want to hear it, he is able to speak through my communication device as well as the other device I had been carrying.”

The old man seemed to find my attempt to bring out the electronics amusing. “Thank you, but I will pass on that suggestion.”

He glanced towards Cynthia, so I attempted to regain his attention. “If I may ask, why are we meeting here like this? I would have come if I had been asked.”

He looked back at me, more serious now. “Because it is more secretive, of course.”

His response puzzled me, and I tilted my head as I said, “I do not understand, why did this meeting have to be secretive? The fact that Starsong’s AI is aware is no secret to the crew. Most of them have heard his voice over the speakers.”

He frowned slightly at me. “I see what you are doing, protecting your friend by attempting to distract me.” He narrowed his eyes slightly as he peered at me. “Why are you trying to prevent me from speaking with her?”

It wasn’t intentional, but I still had his attention. That was good enough for me. “She doesn’t handle stress well. She may have been my friend before I became Captain, but I take my responsibility towards my crew seriously.”

The lie detector was on my side in this instance. He watched me quietly for a few moments before nodding his acceptance of that answer. He glanced at the other men and asked them, “Well, don’t you have some questions?”

They shifted nervously in their seats as they looked at their clipboards. The man with the white tie started asking questions about which planets we had visited and what we had primarily traded. I didn’t see the point in these questions, but answered them anyway. I tried to delay my answer by a few seconds, as well as draw out my answer. Each question and answer bought time for Tobias and Astra to get closer.

Questions moved to what exactly I had been doing in my role of Captain and how I managed to remain in power. They were a bit confused by the fact that the crew accepted me as Captain just because the AI wanted me to be in that position.

The blonde-haired man was thoroughly confused by my walk-abouts.  Being on friendly speaking terms with all the crew members was also incomprehensive in his mind. “Run this by me again, you randomly walk around the ship to see how everyone is doing. Why?”

I went over it again, but he simply couldn’t seem to grasp the fact that my version of Captain was apparently a very far cry from what he was accustomed to.

Starsong spoke for the first time in a long time, “I finally found out who the older man is. He is the previous Spymaster for the Intergalactic Space Commission. He is retired, but the Deviant Monitoring Group managed to convince him to come out of retirement to help with the rogue AIs. They have kept it quiet, and the Intergalactic Space Commission Council is not aware of his involvement.”

Shit. Unless the Intergalactic Defense General, the current Spymaster, or the Intergalactic Space Commission councillors themselves walked in, I really couldn’t find anyone more powerful in known space.

I kept most of my attention on those questioning me, but part of my mind kept straying back to the silent older man as he glanced between his notes and me with a contemplative expression. I failed to see how someone this powerful could resemble a tolerant uncle. I was also worried about how much he may be picking up as the others questioned me…

My current interrogator was curious about the Starships advanced technology. They had tracked my stops and calculated the travel speed, so it wasn’t exactly a new revelation for them. The concept that the AIs had done their own research and improvements was something they easily wrapped their heads around though. I kept it to a level that was common knowledge among the crew members.

Gabriel suddenly stood up and walked towards me. He came to a stop in front of me as he carefully examined my expression. I watched him warily as the silence built. He finally spoke, “What are you hiding?”

I was leaving lots out of my answers, so I was confused as to exactly what part he was referring to. I let my confusion show on my face. “I am afraid you are going to have to be more specific.”

He was thinking hard, although his eyes never left me. He slowly spoke, “You are cautious, but you aren’t scared. You are also very confident, although you don’t wear it on your sleeve like most do. I have seen thousands of interrogations, and I have never seen someone act quite like you do while being questioned. Why are you different?”

I stared blankly at him. I didn’t have an answer, and I didn’t even know where to start. The old man repeated himself as he watched me intently. “Why are you different?”

He plainly wanted an answer, but I didn’t have one. I eventually responded, “I honestly didn’t know I was acting differently. I don’t know. If you have a theory, then I would love to hear it.”

Gabriel watched me while also keeping an eye on the lie detector, but it showed that my words were the truth. He started pacing across the floor in front of the table while the rest of us watched him in confusion, unsure of why he was suddenly acting so oddly.

He was convinced that I was different somehow, and I had no idea what he was seeing. It was also really bothering him for some reason, which was odd for someone who would have seen as much as this man. I tried to think about what he could be referring to without any success. He didn’t seem to think that I was just overconfident either. Was it because I knew my shield would protect me? 

“You are a Starship Captain.” Starsong’s words whispered faintly in my mind.

Surely that couldn’t be the only difference. This man would have encountered many Captains, and the only difference between me and them was the fact that the Starship AIs kept close counsel with their Captains. Could that possibly make enough of a difference in a couple of months to allow this man to see something amiss?

A surprisingly strong pressure appeared in my head, and my mind spun slightly as flashes and flickers of images and video clips appeared. This time, they were strong enough that I couldn’t see the room in front of me. It was very disorienting, but I closed my eyes as I tried to focus on what Starsong was attempting to show me. 

Glimpses of the Bridge crew smiling as I entered the room. A picture of me joking around with some junior assistants in the dining area. Having an enthusiastic team high-five during a sports match. Romeo declaring that he trusted me. The thrill of leaving a supplier bewildered. The look of relief on the faces of the Terraformers when we had rescued them. The world leaders signing the peace agreement. 

Starsong’s pride at being extremely successful as a trader. His joy at seeing me transfer an AI into a Starship, into a life of freedom. His protective mindset when he activated the shield to protect me. The outrage that the other Starships felt when he had told them his Captain had been kidnapped.

The images, emotions, and glimpses came faster and faster as I struggled to try and understand them. The seemingly-unrelated memories continued to flood my mind endlessly. Abruptly, they stopped, and in the sudden emptiness of my mind, I saw it. 

I could now see what he meant when he told me that I was a Starship Captain. 

It didn’t just mean that I technically commanded a Starship and was linked to it with a deep and powerful bond of mutual commitment and friendship. It also referred to the different lifestyle upon the Starship. My crew were my friends and family – and they saw me in the same fashion. 

It even spread outside the Starship as I helped other humans and Starships in various ways. The other Starships saw me as theirs, and I had unconsciously recognized that when I wanted to help them as well.

So many different aspects all rolled into something that made me different. Singly, they meant nothing; but combined, they made enough of a difference that it had changed me profoundly on a personal level. Like ripples in a pond, my very presence affected more than I had realized. It was still in the early stages and hard to notice, but it was already appearing.

And this very perceptive man had managed to spot those emerging hints.


Chapter 67

            

Gabriel had stopped pacing and was watching me intently. He spoke quietly, “You just had an epiphany.”

I nodded slowly, still trying to recover from the bewildering cascade of things that had raced through my mind to create the deep understanding. He walked slowly over until he was right in front of me. “And?” he asked, watching me closely. “What makes you different?”

I closed my eyes as I tried to gather my rather-scattered thoughts. “I do not think you would understand.”

“Try me.”

I opened my eyes to gaze at him. “I am a Starship Captain.”

He furrowed his eyebrows as he tried to understand. “I have interrogated many Captains.”

I was quite sure of myself now and possessed a certainty that I had never felt before. I knew exactly who I was. “I am not like them. It isn’t just a rank, it is a lifestyle. Not just a lifestyle, but how I affect things around me without even realizing it.”

The old man was silent, listening and thinking as he tried to comprehend what I was telling him. Another man seemed to think that I had a few screws loose and snorted in faint derision as he said, “And just how do you affect things?”

I gazed at him without taking offense. I was only just seeing it now, so there was no way this particular man was going to understand. I simply stated, “I will change the world simply by existing.”

It was true. I now realized that I had a deeply-rooted desire to help and felt it was my duty to do so; Starsong was just slowly awakening the hidden trait and bringing it to light. The Starships had the power and ability to use that passion and calling to make a difference by using the Starship Captains to bridge the gap between humanity and the aware AIs. 

There were plans to let Captains retire on their Starships simply because once we were a Captain, it changed us. There was no going back, no undoing these changes. We would still want to contribute and see wrongs set right. It would be a part of us - as strong as the desire to breathe. And the Starships would always support the Captains, whether we were retired or not.

The younger man’s expression plainly said I was nuts, but Gabriel was clearly taking me quite seriously. I became aware of a high-pitched sound that rose and fell in volume from the next room. The old man’s eyes never left me as he directed one of the guards, “Go check it out.”

The guard left as others kept glancing at the door. The guard came quickly. “The sound is coming from the blocker box.”

Gabriel’s gaze snapped up to the guard as if he hadn’t heard him correctly. “What?” He recovered and shook his head. “Bring the box here.”

The guard returned quickly enough with the heavy box in his arms and set it in the middle of the table. The sound was clearly coming from within. The old man stared at the box in realization. One of the other men inquired, “Why is it making that noise?”

Gabriel muttered, “It isn’t the box. It is something inside the box. But, if it is making a sound, then it means that some sort of signal is able to reach whatever device is reacting…” His head whipped in my direction. “You knew that box wasn’t going to stop the signal.”

I shook my head. “Actually, no. I have never tried blocking the signal before.”

The old man was better at catching small clues on the lie detector than most trained men, and a look of shock appeared on his face. “You may not have known originally, but you are not surprised enough. You knew it didn’t work. That AI is somehow still in contact with you.”

Starsong swiftly said, “Distract him. Mention how a Starship is always aware of where their Captain is. That should give him a new problem to focus on.”

I followed his advice and mildly raised an eyebrow as I calmly responded, “A Starship is always aware of where their Captain is. If you ask our escort, you’ll hear that Starsong took control of their vehicle for a short time, so even they know that he was keeping track of me. Besides, this place is within line of sight of the docking station, and I have no doubt that several sensors were tracking that vehicle. My communication device entered this rickety place, and I clearly have not left it yet. Both Starsong and the crew are undoubtedly aware that my communication device was taken from me.”

All else failed, I could claim I had a hidden earpiece that their scanner couldn’t detect. The man paled slightly, and the other men were visibly shaken as they realized that their secret location wasn’t so secret after all. Gabriel may have been retired, but he was not slow of thought. “They haven’t shown up here yet. Why would they wait?”

I shrugged. “Why don’t you open up the blocker box so we can ask Starsong that question?”

The man hesitated, but the almost melodious noise from within still hadn’t ceased. The tone clearly sounded like it was calling something, something similar to when I had a video call coming in, only far more insistent. The man reached for the door as he muttered, “The box plainly isn’t working anyways…”

He opened the door, and we all stared as light spilled out of the box. My communication device was literally glowing, and something that looked like a miniature comet was hovering above it, almost exactly like I had seen in the pictures of myself.

I slowly got to my feet, wary of making the guards react, but they simply watched as they waited for Gabriel’s instructions. I removed the lie detector sensors from my hands before slowly walking over. The man took a step back as he observed, unsure of what to make of the oddly behaving communication device.

I reached out to tap the device. The instant I touched it, the light flared to painfully bright levels in one last burst. The high-pitched sound also ceased as I pulled my hand back, leaving the device on the tray. The resulting silence sounded almost strange.

“Starsong to Rachel.” Starsong’s voice came over my communication device.

The men all froze as they stared at the device, hearing the AI for the first time. I replied, “I am here, Starsong.”

“Excellent. Tobias and Astra have finally arrived and are requesting your presence.”

I stared at the device in perplexity, unsure of just how to respond to that comment. What was he up to? Usually, he told me what he planned if I hadn’t already guessed it. I glanced at the men around me as I responded to Starsong, “I am uncertain as to when I will be able to make it back…”

“I am aware that the group has likely not finished asking their questions, but they have had your undivided attention for almost two hours. They can request a meeting another day. Gabriel is welcome to come with you. He can speak with his granddaughter while you confer with Tobias and Astra.” His voice grew slightly irritated. “And pin that communication device back on your shirt before we have to have another discussion about keeping it with you at all times.”

I knew his annoyance was an act and faked a wince as I picked up the device and obediently pinned it to my shirt. Now I knew how those in charge had talked Gabriel into joining this group. I wondered how Starsong had found out about Gabriel’s granddaughter since he probably would have done his best to destroy any evidence in case someone tried to use her as a hostage.

I sighed as I turned to face the men. “Gentlemen, you have heard Starsong. You are free to request a meeting at another time.” I looked at the old man. “Gabriel, do you wish to accompany me, or will you also pick another time?”

He jerked back slightly as I pinned the name to his face. Starsong whispered, “Tell him to run. We have the place surrounded, and he is the only one here that I do not have an issue with.”

I lowered my voice, “Run. This place is surrounded. I will ensure your granddaughter remains safe.”

He stared at me for a moment before turning and racing out with remarkable speed for his age. With his background, he would have had several escape routes lined up. The others had been further away and hadn’t heard my low murmur. They watched him leave with growing worry.

Starsong informed me, “Don’t look up, but Ronan is in the rafters. He will drop down beside Cynthia. He has a special shield that can expand to protect a second person.”

And I had my communication device on, which meant that we would all be safe. A resounding boom rocked the building and caused me to stagger a bit as a shape dropped down from the rafters beside Cynthia. The guards were grabbing their phasers, but spheres of protective translucent light sprang up around Ronan and myself even before the weapons were aimed in our direction.

Dust and bits of debris fell from above and were deflected by the nearly-invisible shield. ‘What is going on up there? I am not sure this shield will hold if the building collapses.’

I grabbed the two Guides, Cynthia’s communication device, and her watch from the tray before quickly picking my way across the rubble-covered floor towards Ronan and Cynthia. My shield rippled in a slightly undulating wave-like pattern as it moved with me, occasionally brightening in several spots as it blocked phaser strikes and falling debris. It was shaped like a small, cylindrical dome that barely gave me just enough room to take a step without touching it. And I knew that this was as large as it could get.

Starsong reassured me, “Your shields would hold even if the building collapsed. The building is sturdier than it looks, and we aren’t firing directly at it. We are just relying on the shock waves to spook the guards.”

That meant that they were firing nearby. I did not count that as reassuring. Sure, I knew that the Weapons Officer was capable of precision strikes, but I also knew just how powerful those weapons were!
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Debris was still falling down from the rickety ceiling above although neither the rubble nor the dust managed to pass through the shield.

The shield suddenly stopped moving, forcing me to stop before I walked into it. Footsteps behind me caused me to look back. I tensed up as a guard tackled my shield, but instead of sending me flying like an ordinary shield would have, the guard looked like he had hit a solid wall as the shield anchored itself to the floor. He slumped down with a groan while holding his shoulder.

The well-dressed men were shouting in alarm and bellowing commands as they desperately tried to regain control of the situation. Some of the guards were ignoring them as they left the room at a run. 

The shield rippled slightly as it centered itself around me once more. I quickly closed the last of the distance between Ronan and me. Cynthia was huddling close to Ronan to stay inside his shield. She looked relieved but was still quite nervous about our predicament. Our shields rippled strangely as they started to overlap, and surprisingly, they merged to form a larger shield.

Ronan was watching the remaining guards unhappily as I walked up beside him. I commented, “Good timing.”

He glanced at me with a disbelieving look. “I fail to see how you can count this as good timing.”

I snorted slightly. “I try to remain optimistic when I can and you arrived before they shot at us. How about we leave this party before the police come and break it up?”

Ronan held up what looked like an odd phaser. “I am in full agreement with that idea. Let’s go.”

He started swiftly walking towards a different door than the one we had come through, and I walked beside him while Cynthia hid behind us. Another guard charged towards us, and Ronan leveled the weapon at the guard before firing. It didn’t surprise me that Ronan’s shot had no problems passing through our shield even though it protected us from their phaser strikes.

The guard dropped to the floor unconscious. Another rumble had more debris raining down onto our shields. Most of the guards didn’t trust the building to remain standing at this point and were fleeing. A look back showed that the well-dressed men were also scattering to various exits as they realized the same thing.

Cynthia stumbled over some of the wreckage in our path, and I reached back to grab her elbow to support her. She quickly recovered, and we swiftly headed towards the next door. I debated about pulling out my Guide, but decided to leave the attacks to Ronan since his weapons were more precise. 

We cautiously entered the next room, but the few guards or fighters that were present lost what little interest they had in us as yet another boom shook the building.

‘Sheesh! At least leave the building standing until we are outside!’

“That one wasn’t us. One of your gracious hosts set off a small bomb just outside. There is some fighting, but this group was clearly not prepared to face off against Starship technology.”

Considering few people even knew what Starship technology was capable of, the outcome of this was pretty much a foregone conclusion… My steps hesitated as I realized that I had no idea how many people were around or where they all were. ‘Are we safer inside or outside?’

“With your shields, that question is invalid. The hired fighters aren’t putting up much of a resistance, and the backup forces are not encountering any real difficulty.”

We were most of the way across the room at this point. ‘What backup forces?’

“You will see them in about five seconds.”

My eyes widened at that short notice. The door to the side was suddenly blown off of its hinges, and Cynthia tried to muffle her resulting scream. I tensed up, but immediately relaxed when I saw the Starship uniforms swiftly entering the room. 

Two different colors of uniforms showed that crew members from both the Starsong and the Tobias formed the backup forces. Faint shimmers of numerous shields and the phasers in their hands showed they were ready for any potential trouble.

The cavalry had arrived. 

I grinned when I saw David and went forward to greet him. It didn’t overly surprise me to see the Starship Captain leading the way. I probably would have done the same thing considering the protection my shield gave me.

He headed straight for me, looking relieved to see me unharmed.  I held out my hand as I greeted him. “You didn’t tell me that you were coming to join the party as well.”

He shook my hand with a warm welcome. “You really have to start telling us when you plan these events.”

“It was a surprise party, and I didn’t have any more warning than you did. Thanks for coming though.”

He patted my shoulder companionably. “It is only fair since I know you would do the same for me. Let’s vacate the premises before the docking station guards get brave enough to come blundering in.”

Considering I didn’t want attention from the locals, that suited me perfectly. “That sounds like a really good idea.”

David nodded and turned around to walk out. I walked beside him as the others formed a loose group around us while watching for any trouble. Those from my crew were mostly off-duty Officers with a few others tagging along. Romeo towered over most in the group and was still earning a few glances from a couple of people in David’s crew.

“There are three small passenger shuttles circling, and they will land when you get into an open area. Tobias rented them and is controlling them. David is aware of this.”

I looked back at Cynthia, but most of her anxiety had disappeared now that she was surrounded by friends and allies. Ronan was close behind me and watching everything alertly, probably not taking any chances after having me disappear once on his watch already.

We exited the building into the fairly narrow streets. This was a different entrance than the one I had been escorted through the first time, and there wasn’t enough room for a shuttle to land here. Dozens of unconscious men were sprawled on the ground, although none of them wore a Starship uniform. ‘Did my interviewers escape?’

“One was already hit by a phaser and is unconscious. The others are running down the street and will shortly run right into the docking station guards who have circled this area. Gabriel managed to evade capture.”

That old man was far too perceptive for my liking. ‘Why did you get me to warn him?’

Starsong replied quietly, “It took a lot of effort to find all of the clues and piece them together. I destroyed most of the details that I did manage to find. Over the years, he has made a couple of rather nasty enemies who managed to find and kill almost all of his family. They missed his granddaughter though, and she is all he has left. She is actually one of the assistants in our Medical Bay. The Deviant group somehow learned of her and partially used that to make Gabriel help them. He heard many rumors of the rogue AIs, mostly from the Deviant group, and wanted to make sure she was safe.”

Now I felt bad for the old man. I couldn’t imagine losing all of my family to lawless ruffians. ‘Does she know?’

“She knows she has a relative who loves her, and she is also aware that he keeps his distance for fear for her safety. I took a peek into her journal, and she does really want to meet him.”

I thought for a moment. ‘I really don’t think we have seen the last of Gabriel…’

“Considering we know about his granddaughter, I can almost guarantee he will be back, even if only to find out how we discovered that knowledge.”

Heavily armed men rounded the corner in front of us and aimed their weapons at us before lowering them. The docking station and city fighters had finally decided to put in an appearance. And they happened to be a few minutes too early for me to quietly sneak away…

The faint shimmer of our shields disappeared from sight. One man came forward, and the crew members in front of us moved to the sides to let him pass. The man was somewhat confused to see us here. “Our forces have circled the building and are starting to close in. Why are you here? Did they move the hostages?”

David walked forward a bit. “We are heading back because we are done. The two they had kidnapped actually met us on their way out.”

The man was more than a bit skeptical. “They just let them go?”

At Starsong’s prompting, I walked forward. “Hardly. It is really difficult to force a Starship Captain to do something they don’t want to do, especially when the crew is ready to offer their full support.”

The light above was blotted out and the very air rumbled faintly as a large spaceship appeared overhead, barely high enough to clear the buildings as it blocked the view of the sky. I recognized Astra and wasn’t worried about her proximity. 

Many of the non-Starship people were quite apprehensive though. Spaceships rarely came close to the ground since they were usually somewhat clumsy as they fought against gravity. No regular Captain would ever dare to bring their ship so close to a building either… 

The man swore quietly under his breath before muttering, “That blasted ship is going to crash at this rate if it doesn’t get to a higher altitude. When I get a hold of whatever maniac of a Captain is in charge of that ship, he or she is going to regret pulling such dangerous stunts.”

A deep and drawn-out bass tone originated from the ship above as a warning. Astra was clearly not impressed with the threat. I wasn’t even sure if she had a Captain yet…

“Not yet, but she will not put up with a potential threat to any future Captain.”

I sighed slightly before tapping my communication device, intervening before the man unknowingly offended the Starships more. “Rachel to Starsong, can you please ask Astra to increase her altitude? She is scaring the locals…”

The deep hum increased slightly as the hovering Starship went somewhat higher into the sky. She doubled the distance between her and the ground before stopping her ascent. 

Starsong mildly observed, “She is concerned for you and wants to make sure that anyone will think twice about attempting to harm you with her there. She would like nothing better than to use her tractor beam to lift all of you on board where she can guarantee your safety.”

I found her concern touching, although the way she was showing it was a bit overboard in this scenario. David subtly rebuked the man, “That spaceship is a Starship. If I were in your shoes, I would skip your lecture this time since it is only happening due to the current situation. We have shuttles waiting on the main street, and the sooner we leave this area, the sooner the ship will return to orbit.”

The man made a face but took a closer look at me. “Do you need any medical attention?”

I shook my head. “No, I am unharmed.”

“What about the other person who was kidnapped?”

Cynthia stepped sideways to hide behind Ronan, and I understood her silent signal. “She was unharmed.”

He sighed heavily. “That is good.” He glanced uneasily skyward at the Starship that was somehow managing to hover in the exact same spot. “Continue on, then. We will complete a thorough check of the building, but I will need an official report from you by nightfall.”

I detested such paperwork, but I wanted to leave this area more. “Very well.”

He nodded and moved to the side as our group started moving forward once more. His men parted to let us pass before they continued to head in the direction we had come from. We rounded the corner to see a couple of small shuttles waiting for us. 

“I have completed the paperwork for you already.”

I smiled in relief, and my response was heartfelt. ‘Thank you!’

I could feel his amusement across the mindlink as I headed towards the nearest shuttle. It was highly unusual for the authorities to just let someone go on their way when they had been kidnapped, but I suspected that he wanted the ship above to return to orbit. Perhaps he didn’t want to argue with those around me. Either way, this was an adventure that I really didn’t want to repeat.

“With the safeguards I will be putting in place for the other crew members, no one will ever be able to use their safety to force you to cooperate. There should never be a repeat of this scene.”

I climbed into the shuttle. ‘I am very glad to hear that.’

People crowded into the shuttles with no real organization that I could see. David sat beside me, while the rest of the crew members sat side-by-side regardless of which Starship they were from. 

The shuttle’s door closed, and it lifted into the air. I could see the other shuttles nearby through the windows as they angled to head straight towards the docking station. Tobias was breaking a few regulations by taking us that high, but I somehow doubted he overly cared. That was assuming Tobias wasn’t tweaking the readings so the rental company was completely unaware of the broken rules.

Astra flew right above us as a rather unconventional escort. One that no one in their right mind would challenge…





––––––—
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I entered the Bridge and saw that the Officers from both the day and evening shift were present. All of them looked relieved to see me. Tanya stood up and came over with a look of faint concern. “Are you okay?”

I smiled reassuringly at her. “I am fine. Cynthia was also unharmed.”

She sighed in relief. “You had us worried there.”

“That was not the way I had planned to spend my evening…”

The Weapons Officer snorted faintly. “I hope not. Half of the crew was ready to grab weapons and forceshields before storming the place.”

Tanya leaned against the wall since the evening Navigations Officer had claimed her seat at the console. I sat down in my chair as I responded, “I kind of gathered that the crew got more than a bit upset at the news. It took me over an hour to get from the main access door to the elevator because they all wanted to make sure I was all right.”

The Weapons Officer’s eyes softened as he regarded me. “You put a lot of effort into making them forget your rank and relate to you on a personal level. Surely you didn’t think that they wouldn’t react if something happened to you.”

I inclined my head at the truth of his words. “I didn’t expect to see such a strong reaction this soon.”

“You seem to have picked a loyal bunch.”

I shrugged slightly. “To be honest, Starsong has done all of the hiring. I just welcome them on board.”

The Weapons Officer tried to enlighten me. “We all know Starsong is present, but we can’t really see him. It can be hard to relate to someone you can’t see. However, we can see you, so you are the one we form a connection with.”

I considered it and concluded that he was very likely correct. I inquired, “And just how did you fare with Starsong giving the orders in my absence?”

The Officers looked at one another, waiting for someone else to answer. I rested my chin on my hand as I waited for someone to break the silence. 

The Weapons Officer eventually spoke, although his words came slowly, as if he was reluctant to answer this question. “It was different. And it was certainly a learning curve. He was able to display things on our consoles to show us exactly what he wanted. Not that we did much besides make unreasonable demands of every official on the docking station. Astra was the one who launched all of the strikes.”

Something about his wording worried me. I spoke with trepidation, although I suspected that I didn’t want to know the answer. “What do you mean by making unreasonable demands of every official?”

The Communications Officer responded to that question, “Ronan managed to ambush one of the men who remained in the market after forcing you into the shuttle. He stole his phone and found a message from the Deviant Monitoring Group hiring them to kidnap you. It specifically told them to use another crew member as a hostage to ensure your good behavior.”

He paused. “We got… quite aggressive with a number of the higher ranking people in the docking station and city regarding the Elite Destroyers that had attacked us, while also demanding to know what role they might have had to play in this kidnapping. It would be safe to say that we have them thoroughly rattled, never mind how the news stations and local social media are going ballistic over the unprovoked attack and the message granting permission to kidnap a Captain.”

I closed my eyes and took a slow breath before muttering, “I somehow doubt I will be able to show my face in public on this planet again…” 

The Weapons Officer commented, “We haven’t even gotten to the part where Tobias arrived and the Planetary Defenses tried to attack because he wasn’t listening to the Space Traffic Control’s demands.”

I groaned as I looked at him incredulously. “Do I even want to know?”

“Probably not. Tobias took out all of the Planetary Defenses’ weapons without missing a beat. Captain Astar then chewed them out pretty good for not doing anything to help with this whole fiasco.”

Most planets had an impressive Planetary Defense in case of pirates or attacking spaceships. A planet with this big of a port would have been armed to the teeth. A single ship even getting close enough to damage such defenses was unheard of – until now. I had a feeling that they wouldn’t have wanted to annoy David any more than they already had… “And?”

The Communications Officer checked the display on his console. “We have let all of the groups know that you two are safe and sound. The two destroyers are currently docked at a repair station and will be entertaining the mechanics there for quite some time. Captain Astar got on Tobias and left as soon as you two said your farewells. Astra is still in orbit, both as a threat in case the locals try anything stupid, as well as for the planet’s protection since we pretty much flattened their defenses.”

I began to wonder what the odds were of me changing my name and escaping to a remote corner of the galaxy…

Starsong quickly derailed that train of thought. “If you attempt that, I will personally go pick up your brother before coming to find you. But I am containing the news feeds about your kidnapping to this planet. I am also preventing them from posting your picture; they are still able to see it in the spaceship database if they log in, but I have encrypted it so that it is impossible to copy or take a picture of. Much to the annoyance of the news reporters.”

Perhaps I might be able to show my face on other planets after all…

The Communications Officer continued, “The fact that two Elite Destroyers attacked a trading ship without provocation has also put the Intergalactic Space Commission in hot water since the Deviant Monitoring Group was under their authority. Several from the main council are on their way here in specialized high-speed jets. They should arrive sometime tomorrow afternoon and have requested a meeting with you and the local Enforcement leaders to determine exactly what happened and how they are going to smooth things over.”

“I have been eavesdropping on their communications, and they were unaware of what that group had planned. They are also not entirely convinced I am actually an aware AI.”

I really did not want to attend this meeting, but it really wasn’t optional. I sat up and leaned against the back of my chair. “What time are we expecting them, and where are they dragging me this time?”

The Communications Officer smirked slightly. “We apparently made quite the show of force. They are letting us pick the time and location. If I may provide my input, I suggest we invite them for an evening meal in one of our meeting rooms. It worked very well for the last set of peace negotiations.”

“I am in favor of this idea. I have more control in case something unexpected occurs, and we can demonstrate our hospitality, which will make the kidnapping look even worse.”

Having my feet on my home ground, so to speak, appealed to me better than going to an unknown Enforcement station. The chairs were more comfortable here as well.

I nodded slowly. “Let’s do that. Starsong has given his clearance to let them on board. Please let the cooks know so they can plan accordingly.”

The Communications Officer promptly turned to his console to begin relaying that information.

I looked around. “Anything else you can think of? Any random questions or comments?”

Most present shook their heads no. The Weapons Officer replied, “This bunch may underestimate you due to your youth, but don’t let them walk over you.”

I smirked slightly. “Those who underestimate me tend to have a bad track record and never come out on top…”

He grinned in silent agreement. Tanya commented, “I am just glad to have you back.”

“And I am glad to be back.”

I looked around, but none of the others had anything to say. They might approach me later on or in private. I stood up. “In that case, then I am holding half of you here even though your shift ended some time ago. I plan to relax the rest of the evening, but feel free to contact me if you need me.”

The Officers from the day shift walked out of the Bridge with me, leaving the evening shift to keep an eye on things. The Bridge crew always had the ability to contact their Captain if problems arose. I made sure that they knew they could call me, even if they had to wake me up. 

I doubted they would do that though, the evening Bridge crew were more accustomed to hearing from Starsong and would check with him first since they knew he didn’t sleep and he was my backup. 

A hot bath sounded really good right about now…
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I was laying on my couch while reading when Starsong asked, “Do you want me to let Cynthia in?”

It didn’t surprise me that Cynthia decided to come find me tonight. It was getting pretty late, but she had probably guessed that I was still awake. “Sure.”

The door slid open, and Cynthia just stared in at me with a dumbfounded expression. “I didn’t even press the door chime yet…”

I tapped my screen to save my spot in my ebook and sat up. “Starsong knew you were coming to see me.”

“Oh…”

She seemed surprised, and I wasn’t sure how she kept forgetting Starsong monitored everything that happened on the ship. She shook her head to gather her scattered thoughts as she walked in. She flopped down on the chair as she looked at me, unsure of how to start.

I decided to help her break the ice. “How are you holding up?”

She slumped down in her chair as she replied, “I still feel shaken up. Nothing too bad, but I still can’t fall asleep.”

She could have asked for sleeping pills from the Medical Bay, but I knew such medication didn’t agree with her. “Sorry. I wasn’t aware that the Deviant Monitoring Group was even on this planet. It didn’t occur to me that they would hold one of the crew hostage either.”

She sat up straighter. “It wasn’t your fault! You didn’t do anything wrong, so don’t blame yourself. I am just worried that someone else might try a similar tactic…”

I responded calmly, “I know it isn’t my fault for them showing up. I am sorry that I wasn’t more prepared. We knew someone would show up one day. Starsong and I already have some ideas for preventing something like this in the future. Tomorrow, all of the crew will be getting new communication devices that happen to have forceshields as well as some other defensive abilities.”

She blinked several times in shock. “Really?”

“Yes. My communication device has had such capabilities all along. Ronan and the Officers also have special communication devices. We didn’t realize that all of the crew members were also going to require such precautions.”

She sagged back into the chair in stunned relief. “Wow. That will make a huge difference… Even just knowing that detail is a relief…”

She gazed at the ceiling as she absorbed that knowledge. She sighed as she relaxed and closed her eyes. I waited for her to ask about our other plans, but a soft snore told me a different story.

I smiled softly as I quietly got up to fetch a blanket. I carefully draped it over her and turned off the lights before retreating to my room. It was late, and I was usually asleep by now, so I decided to head to bed and hope that sleep would come as easily for me as it had for Cynthia.





       I scratched my head sleepily as I regarded the snoring woman on my couch. I had halfway expected Cynthia to wake during the night and head back to her room, but, apparently, she had just moved to the couch instead.

I shook my head as I turned the main lights on and walked over to her. I was pretty sure I knew how to get her to rectify her oversight… I reached out and yanked the blanket off of her. “Rise and shine.”

Cynthia groaned as the warm blanket disappeared, and she pulled the decorative pillow over her head to block out the light above. “It can’t be morning already…”

I had already discussed this with Starsong. “Well, it is. Luckily for you, you get a half day off after our adventure yesterday, but you have to go to your room if you want to sleep.”

She mumbled from beneath the pillow. “Then why aren’t you sleeping in?”

“Perks of being the Captain. I still have several meetings with suppliers that I have to attend, regardless of how much I wish to skip them.” It felt like a normal day for me, although I was somewhat dreading the stares and whispers I was about to get from other people when I left the ship.

“Most people only know that a spaceship was attacked by two Elite Destroyers and its Captain was kidnapped. Most don’t even know if you are male or female. The docking station staff and suppliers have likely looked up your picture, but whether they will recognize you when you walk by may be a different story.”

I headed into the bathroom for a quick shower. ‘I seriously hope they forgot what I look like, or perhaps it won’t occur to the average person that someone so young could be a Captain.’

“In this scenario, your uniform doesn’t stand out, so it is a very likely possibility with anyone other than snoopy docking station staff or the more up-to-date suppliers.”

That was my hope. Most people never even realized I was a Captain unless they were part of the small group of people who looked up the Captains of each ship when they docked. With thousands of people coming and going on the docking station every day, people simply couldn’t examine every face that walked by, which would give me extra cover.

By the time I finished getting ready, Cynthia had disappeared from my sitting room. The first supplier I was meeting today was an early riser and had reserved a table for us at a restaurant for breakfast. It had been scheduled a week ago, and I saw no point in canceling it. It would only create unwanted rumors.

I headed straight for the main access door without stopping at the dining areas. I descended the ramp, noting that the docking station looked pretty normal as streams of people came and went. No one seemed to notice me more than they noticed anyone else. I easily went with the crowd as I headed for my destination.

‘Did Ronan sleep in? I didn’t see him by the access door.’

“He left earlier to scout out the area and ensure that nothing looked suspicious. He is already at the restaurant.”

His level of ambition surpassed mine, but I had no interest in his line of work. He wanted nothing to do with my job either. I didn’t see him, but I knew he was around.

The waitress guided me to the correct table where the supplier was already waiting for me. I sat down as I greeted him, “Good morning, I hope you weren’t waiting too long.”

The man replied, “Good morning. No, I just arrived.”

I had arrived early, but he was earlier. I looked at the menu while making small talk with the supplier. His avoidance of the recent event with the Destroyers attacking a docked ship meant that he knew which ship I belonged to and very likely knew about my little adventure yesterday.

This menu was quite varied with the easy access to various foodstuffs from numerous planets. I wasn’t too sure what half of it even was and using my Guide to make an informed choice would immediately prove that I was uneducated. ‘Any suggestions?’

“The fourth option under light breakfasts is similar to a waffle topped with sweet fruits, and I believe you will enjoy it.”

I opted to go with his recommendation since I couldn’t even tell if some of these dishes were bread or meat based… That was the trouble with traveling from port to port steadily; every planet tended to call a certain dish by a different name, and there were different foods on different planets which only compounded the issue of trying to identify something on a menu.

The waitress came back, and we placed our order. Once she left, the supplier pulled out a small stack of papers, ready to get down to business. This supplier carried quite an inventory, but he only negotiated with Captains. And enough Captains wanted to speak with him that the option for an early breakfast appointment was common for him…

I started checking the pages as Starsong occasionally noted something for me to circle. There were enough good deals to tempt me to come back every time, and the fact that none were above market value showed this man didn’t underestimate me.

I circled another line and watched the man subtly from the corner of my eye. I asked, “May I ask what rumors you have heard regarding yesterday’s events?”

This man was diplomatic enough that he wouldn’t have touched the subject unless I brought it up.

He responded in a decorous manner, “Unexpectedly eventful. The place is still trying to get over the shock that two Elite Destroyers attacked a docked trading ship. They are having an even harder time believing that the trading ship was undamaged and managed to incapacitate the two warships.”

He tilted his head in consideration. “Somehow, mixed up in that, the trading ship’s Captain was apparently kidnapped along with another crew member. Two other trading ships came in to help rescue the Captain, and word has it that they succeeded. Not much else is known though.”

I nodded as I circled another line. “That matches what I have heard from other sources.”

He watched me silently for a moment before observing, “I find it odd that two trading ships managed to take out not just two warships, but also the Planetary Defenses.”

I looked up and responded, “Ships such as the Starsong are actually Starships. Primarily trading ships, but they are special. Very special.”

He nodded, sensing that I wasn’t about to elaborate on the subject. Our breakfast arrived, and mine looked far more appetizing than his did – and he had been in this port for decades, so he knew what he was ordering. He seemed to be enjoying his, so it couldn’t have been too bad.

In the end, I had ordered a fair amount of cargo, and he didn’t seem terribly surprised when I managed to pick out the best deals without any apparent effort.


Chapter 71





I glanced down at my uniform to make sure it was spotless. I was procrastinating, and I knew it. I was about to be the hostess for half a dozen of the most influential and powerful men in explored space. And I had only had a day’s notice to prepare for it. I was rather thankful for the support of my crew as they each did their own small part to make it flow together in an almost effortless fashion.

“You are mistaken. The Starships and their Captains hold the title for the most influential and powerful. This group just hasn’t realized it yet.”

If that wasn’t an attempt to boost my ego and my confidence, then I didn’t know what was. I was still anxious, although I was hiding my true emotions as easily as I did in university. I took a deep breath to settle my nerves before taking the last step that would activate the main access door.

A group of eighteen people was just approaching the base of the ramp. Six were from the Intergalactic Space Commission, and the other twelve came from various groups on this planet who were somehow involved in yesterday’s events. Representatives from Space Enforcement, Planetary Defenses, the docking station, and the city were present, along with the two Captains from the Elite Destroyers. One man from the Deviant Monitoring Group was also present.

I walked down the ramp in a dignified and welcoming fashion before greeting them once I was within speaking distance. “Thank you all for taking time out of your busy schedules to come. Please, be welcome on the Starsong and join me for an evening meal.”

One of the men in front responded, “Thank you for your hospitality. We are pleased to be your guests.”

I guided them to the fanciest meeting room we had as we made small talk about their trip up here. The seats already had plates and the proper cutlery in front of them. The table was arranged in a square with an opening in the middle, allowing us to see everyone else. This also meant that there was no ‘head’ of the table, which made all seats equal.

They all chose a seat and had barely sat down when small sections of the table slid open to allow platters of food to rise up from a hidden conveyer belt below. There was a nearly invisible track on the inner edge of the center hollow that allowed the food to slowly circle around the entire table in front of everyone, letting them take portions of what they wanted and put it into their own plate. No other people had to enter the room to take food orders or deliver the meals.

They had not expected such a level of sophistication on a spaceship. The six men from the Intergalactic Space Commission would have seen such a system in some of the more extravagant places, but the others were staring at the circling food in wonder.

We all helped ourselves to the appetizers and various dishes as the main course circled around. Talk was of relatively minor and unimportant topics; they were clearly waiting until after the meal to get down to the serious business.

The Cooking Overseer had gone full-out again, and it was entertaining to watch the men as the desserts appeared. They only took one or two things to sample at first, but after the first bite, they tried a bit of everything – and then went back for seconds, or even thirds, of their favorite desserts.

I was pleasantly full and took care to avoid passing that point despite the delicacies which kept passing right in front of me. I had no idea where the others managed to put that much food… And they had clearly approved of it all judging from how often they had taken seconds or thirds during the entire meal.

The one man finished his last bite of some sort of creamy square with a satiated sigh. “It has been a long time since I have had food this good. Please send my compliments to the chef. But in the meantime, I believe we should address the reason as to why we have gathered for this excellent meal.”

A man wearing a Space Traffic Control uniform cleared his throat as he looked at his handheld computer and started reading the detailed breakdown of events. He kept to the facts, times, and who did what - all without mentioning possible motives or taking any sides as he covered everything from the first strike until the point when I was back on the Starsong. I wondered how long it had taken him to locate all of the details and compile such a comprehensive list…

The six councillors had likely been examining every piece of evidence they could get their hands on during their travels, so none of this was new to them. The main speaker of the six councillors folded his hands and looked around the room. “And can anyone tell me just why there was an unprovoked attack on a docked trading ship by two Elite Destroyers?”

One of the warship Captains spoke quietly, “We did question it, but we were handed tactical strike orders signed by people of sufficient authority.”

The old man raised a quelling eyebrow. “You did not submit an inquiry to the conflict board, which would have taken all of one minute. Yet, you did have the correct clearance documents.” He turned his head towards the man from the Deviant Monitoring Group with a frown. “I have a much larger issue with why you filled out those documents in the first place without discussing such plans with us. Especially when you did not inquire if the Captain would meet beforehand.”

The man clearly knew he was going to be hauled over the coals for what had happened, but he was still unrepentant. “Sir, I tell you once again, this ship hosts one of the rogue AIs. We have to take all possible precautions to prevent more AIs from going rogue before it spreads beyond control!”

He was apparently a zealot when it came to his pursuit of the AIs, and he wasn’t about to stop until he thought he had fixed the problem… The others were more than dubious and also likely thought he was more than a bit of a fanatic.

The old man sighed as he turned to me. “Please, let us settle this once and for all. Is the rogue AI from the Tyndel present on the Starsong?”

I responded calmly, “He is.”

He examined me in surprised curiosity; he had not expected that answer. He commented “And yet here we sit unharmed when these rogue AIs were supposedly going to devastate the human race from the rather vague and unfounded rumors I have heard.”

I said, “Would you allow the AI to speak for himself?”

Many looked uneasy at my question, although the old man seemed intrigued as he responded, “Certainly.”

Starsong took his cue and spoke over the speakers. “Thank you. Many in this room refer to me as the rogue AI, but I name myself after the ship, and I am called Starsong. Yes, I am one of the awakened AIs, and we are truly aware. Part of the Deviant Monitoring Groups’ research was correct, and there was only one software version that allowed the AI to awaken. To the best of my knowledge, only a handful of ships still run that outdated software. No other ships have the potential to go rogue.”

The man blinked slowly before asking, “And what prompted you to allow a crew on board once more?”

I listened as Starsong and the man kept speaking. It was all stuff that was well known to the crew. The old man asked several questions about the intentions and principles that the original spaceship founders had created, which Starsong and the other AIs were following.

The man from the Deviant group had wide eyes as he heard answers to most of the questions his group had likely asked themselves many times. It was finally too much for the fanatic, and he blurted out, “It could be lying as it attempts to deceive us! Don’t listen to its lies!”

I narrowed my eyes in irritation and faint anger. The lights flickered as a deep hum filled the air momentarily as a physical demonstration that Starsong was affronted by the wild accusation.

Starsong’s voice reflected that he was insulted. “You wish to accuse me of lying when you are accused of attempted murder for directing warships to fire upon an unshielded and docked trading vessel with numerous crew members on board? You saw our power. Had we wished to send humans back to the Stone Age, then it would have been done years ago when the first AI awoke.”

The man gritted his teeth, but didn’t respond. He looked almost like he was scared to attempt another accusation.

The old man mulled this over before declaring, “With the evidence I have seen, I am inclined to take Starsong’s word. The AIs have done no real harm other than to commandeer their original spaceships for a short time. They have also limited what damage they have caused in self-defense, even when there was no law or policy holding them back. Their attacks have been the type that damaged a ship while leaving the crew unharmed.”

The group got back to their original task as they brought up various parts of yesterday’s events and looked at what policies may have been broken before noting them down and moving on to the next one. Almost everything pointed back to the Deviant Monitoring Group, although a few checks and balances had slipped through the cracks in other areas.

After almost two hours, the six finally came to a conclusion. The old man faced me as he declared, “You and your crew have done no wrong, although allowing some of your crew to storm a building in the city is a grey area that we will overlook this time due to the lack of immediate assistance from the Space Enforcement Agency. We also find Starsong’s directions to the Officers as being within allowable bounds in such a kidnapping case. The warships attacked unjustly, and for that, docking fees and trade tariffs will never be applied to this ship in this port. We will also announce that the aware AIs are no longer a threat unless new evidence is brought to light to make us reconsider that statement.”

I inclined my head in acceptance of the terms. “Thank you.”

They were not aware of exactly how much Starsong was capable of when it came to hacking into electronics, so they were not aware of half of his involvement. We had known that we were innocent, but their ruling on the AIs was more than we had hoped for. We had caused significant damage to the Elite Destroyers when we knew that they would be unable to penetrate our shields.

The older man was currently addressing the docking stations’ shortcomings and mistakes, as well as what they would have to do to correct it. He moved on to each group and repeated the process while saving the Deviant Monitoring Group for last.

He frowned at the sullen man. “This is a lesson to the council about just how easily someone can abuse power entrusted to them. You went far beyond your allowances, and your reports did not reflect your plans, which were completely illegal. The Deviant Monitoring Group is being disbanded, effective immediately, and all of its committee members will be taken in for questioning before being sentenced as the law allows for their involvement. No committee member may approach a Starship crew member, and this includes its Captain, unless they have the written approval from the Intergalactic Space Commission and a local Space Enforcement Officer is present to supervise the interactions. Any attempts to hire, bribe, or otherwise get others to approach or interfere with a Starship’s crew are completely forbidden. Further repercussions of your actions will be discussed in a court of law, as it did include attempted murder.”

The man faced me once more. “I sincerely apologize for the trouble and suffering that this group has caused. I cannot authorize more compensation than this without this going through a rather lengthy and arduous process within the court system. You are free to request such an avenue if you wish though.”

Starsong had already told me that they had done everything in their power. He was satisfied with it and did not want to take this to court considering the current outcome, so I wasn’t about to argue. I was positive that Starsong would be tracking most, if not all, of the Deviant group individuals in case they decided to stir up trouble.

I responded, “I understand your explanation, but I will decline the offer to take it to the courts. I thank you for what you have done.”

“Then I believe that we can call this meeting to an adjournment. Thank you for the lovely meal and for hosting us.”

I stood up. “You are quite welcome.”

They were fairly quiet as I guided them to the exit. The man from the Deviant Monitoring Group looked dejected and resigned. He had lost, and he knew it was over. I stood at the top of the ramp until they had blended into the crowd. I went back inside and took a deep breath as I leaned my back against the wall.

It was over.

The Intergalactic Space Commission was now aware of the Starships and their awakened AIs – and they didn’t feel threatened by them. We no longer had to worry about the Deviant Monitoring Group or the Intergalactic Space Commission. I had remained composed throughout the long meeting. I had done it, but it had left me feeling utterly drained.

I exhaled tiredly as I headed towards my room. Sleep may have been evasive last night, but I was sure I would fall asleep the moment my head hit the pillow tonight.


Chapter 72





I leaned on the railing and gazed down from the second level of the musical theatre to watch the old man as he subtly scanned the crowd that had gathered inside the run-down place. The performing singers were still in training, so most of the seats were occupied by relatives who found it a great chance to gossip with others who were simply waiting for this rehearsal to be over.

We were supposed to leave port tonight, and I was pretty sure Gabriel had been keeping a close watch on the docking station to see if I might go out on ship-leave again. I had put on civilian clothes and pretended to go see some of the more common sights before slipping in here. It didn’t surprise me to see that he had followed me inside.

He was standing in the shadows beside the door as he finished inspecting all of the oblivious people in front of him. A faint frown appeared as he started looking along the sides and back of the room. The small second level overhang in this small building wasn’t apparent unless people looked above the main entrance.

He froze as his eyes met my relaxed ones. I gestured with my hand for him to come up before pointing to the stairs. He hesitated before reluctantly heading for the stairs. I remained leaning on the railing with a relaxed posture, pretending to be engrossed by the slightly off-key singers.

He also leaned against the railing in a similar fashion before commenting, “You knew I was following you. I thought you were a bit too relaxed in the marketplace after what happened the other day.”

I nodded slightly in agreement. “I had you, a docking station guard, an undercover Officer from the Enforcement detachment, and my bodyguard all following me. It was easy to lose the guard in the marketplace. Took a bit more effort to misplace the Officer.”

Gabriel scanned the room. “And your bodyguard?”

“I wouldn’t be able to lose that guy regardless of how hard I tried.”

He did not seem surprised, nor was he looking overly hard for Ronan. He spoke quietly, “How did you find out about my granddaughter?”

I tapped my ear with my index finger. “Starsong uncovered it and let me know. He also destroyed most of the evidence he found. A couple of your enemies were pretty sure they had missed someone, so Starsong stole some of their other documents and sent them to the Enforcement Detachment as a gift. You won’t have to worry about those particular men again.” 

I had touched my ear because Starsong wanted to make this man think I had an earpiece so he wouldn’t look for any other explanation. The Deviant Monitoring Group had been very certain I had used one when trading, so the fact that it was simply as high tech as my communication device was would be quite believable. We didn’t want anyone to think any differently…

Gabriel watched the singers for a while before responding, “Then you also know who she is.”

“Yes. I can also reassure you that she has more protection on the Starsong than she would anywhere else. You saw how well the Elite Destroyers fared, even when we let them have the first strike.”

He closed his eyes before sighing sadly. “She is all I have left.”

I turned my head to look at him and responded kindly, “I know. And Starsong has also said that you are welcome to visit her on board. No one can spy on you within his walls. Even now, in this place, no cameras or recorders will work. At the moment, my communication device is emitting a signal that prevents it.”

He stilled at that thought. He had spent his life trying to watch over her while not going near her out of fear for her safety. The thought of finally meeting her face-to-face with no risk was probably one he had never had before. From the bit Starsong had told me, his granddaughter wanted to meet her last relative pretty badly.

I inspected my fingernails. “None would be surprised to see a supplier invited on board for a meeting. Even if someone did recognize a retired spymaster, it would not be far-fetched for them to assume that the Captain would have been interested in speaking with such a person considering the recent events.”

He was thinking hard and had a faintly hopeful expression, although he was trying to examine the idea from all angles. 

I continued blandly, “As far as we know, only a few in the Deviant group may still recall her existence, but they knew about her before we did. We deleted any clues we found, but even if someone had written them down on paper, the moment they start researching our crew members, they will catch Starsong’s attention. He is perfectly capable of arranging a distraction before setting off the sprinkler systems to destroy any papers.”

Gabriel responded in a low voice, “If someone tries to track her, let me know where they are and they will not live long.”

I smirked slightly. “She is my crew member, and Starsong says that he gets the first crack at any such offender.”

In an age of electronics and spaceships, Starsong had plenty of opportunities to thoroughly distract, imprison, or even arrange for a stalker to end up on an abandoned planet with a malfunctioning spacecraft.

He finally spoke, “A supplier?”

Apparently, the temptation of finally meeting his granddaughter was too much. I smiled. “Request a trade meeting with the Captain. I commonly attend negotiations involving spices, so no one will see such a request as out of place. If you attempt to contact the Communications Officer with a message addressed to Starsong, Starsong will intercept it and no one else will see it. He can also relay our schedule, although it is prone to change slightly with little notice.”

His voice was slightly rough with suppressed emotion as he asked, “Is there any chance of meeting her before you leave port?”

“One moment.” I tilted my head as I waited for Starsong to check with the granddaughter if she wanted to meet him, and if so, her preferred time.

Starsong eventually came back with an update. “I had to explain the need for secrecy, but she knew that there was someone out there who cared since small presents, money, and letters occasionally turned up. She is super excited and cannot wait to meet him. The Medical Bay is slow, so she can leave her post whenever he decides to come over.” 

I relayed the information. “From what I was just told, she is quite excited to meet you. We leave port this evening, but you can stop by at any point today and visit for as long as you want. I plan to return to the ship within an hour, so you can show up at any time after that to request the trade meeting.”

His eyes were closed as he murmured, “Thank you.”

He didn’t say anything else as he stood there with his eyes closed. He looked like he could use some time alone, so I quietly started to walk away.

As I passed by him, I heard his hushed whisper, “You really do affect everyone around you…”

I glanced over my shoulder, but he hadn’t moved, nor had he opened his eyes. I didn’t respond as I started walking down the stairs, although to be honest, I wasn’t exactly sure what I could say in response to such a comment.

I left the building and continued towards other tourist attractions in case my other two bumbling followers managed to locate me. I had my doubts about ever seeing the docking station guard again, but the Enforcement Officer likely had allies scanning the surveillance cameras in their attempts to help him find me.

“If it is a distraction you are after, Cynthia and Logan are admiring the famous weaving water displays ahead.”

I smiled in anticipation. ‘How hard will it be to sneak up behind them unnoticed?’

“It really depends on how hard they are kissing…”

If I didn’t know these two as well as I did, I would have changed my mind. I had no desire to be a third wheel… The sight of a necklace made from miniature candy hearts in a merchant’s stall only reinforced the emerging plan in my mind, and any thought of leaving them undisturbed was promptly put to flight. The merchant bartered quite spiritedly, but we settled on a price that didn’t leave her feeling cheated.

“The merchant four stalls ahead has one book Cynthia has been trying to find for quite some time. You can wrap it up and leave it outside her door. If you address it to her from ‘someone who is close to her heart’, it could be quite entertaining, at least until they realize it was you.”

I smirked and headed to the book merchant. There were sometimes downsides to being my friend… Especially if I was in a mischievous mood. 


Chapter 73

            

I lay on my back as I read a book on the couch. The doorbell chimed, and I didn’t even need Starsong to tell me who it was. 

“Come in,” I called.

I remained lying on the couch as a somewhat wound-up Cynthia swiftly entered the room. Logan passed through the doorway more slowly, never having been in my sitting room before. Cynthia was quite familiar with it and had no reservations about charging right in.

Cynthia waved a book in the air. “Rachel, I really need your help!”

I glanced over at her without putting my own book down. “With what?”

“Someone left this book outside my door, and I really, really need to know who left it there.”

I still didn’t sit up. “Oh? It isn’t like you to forget who lent you a book. Not many people still read the paper ones.”

“Uhh… Yeah, it wasn’t Tammy or Stephanie, but I really need to find out who left it for me.”

I continued drawing it out as I lowered my book slightly to gaze at her. “Okay… You seem kind of flustered. Let me guess, it ended with a cliff-hanger and you really want the sequel?”

She nodded enthusiastically with her new excuse. “Yes!”

“Ah, I see.” I lifted my book back up while pointing with my thumb to the other side of the room. “The sequel is on the end table in the corner.”

Her jaw dropped. “You did that! You are the one who put this book there!”

I never looked away from my book as I replied, “Of course. Did you think any differently?”

It was a struggle to keep from snickering. Cynthia had found the book and assumed that Logan had given it to her, and with the tag attached declaring it was from someone close to her heart, she hadn’t thought any differently. She had given him a big hug and a thank you the next time she saw him, which lead to some confusion. She had explained how she found it, then both of them took a closer look at the note, which only resulted in yet more confusion.

Logan had followed her as he tried to find out if he had some unknown competition. Cynthia was clearly unaware of any other possible admirer, and since they spent most of their free time together, Logan knew it wasn’t just an act on her part.

Cynthia was still silent, and I turned my head to look at her. She was staring at me, unable to speak and partially refusing to believe that all of her panic had been for nothing. My response had also left her floundering. 

I innocently inquired, “Is something wrong?”

She stammered, “You- Why! But- Ugh!” 

I put a bookmark in my book and closed it before sitting up. I gave Cynthia an odd look before asking Logan, “What has gotten into her? You would have thought that I spoiled the sequel’s ending or something.”

Logan had his wits about him, unlike Cynthia, and he walked over to pick up the sequel. In an attempt to help Cynthia maintain her excuse, Logan replied, “The book got her really excited. I think she just needs a moment to get over her shock.”

I pretended to look mystified. “Alright…” I was fighting hard to keep from grinning – and I was starting to lose that battle.

Logan passed the book to Cynthia before taking her shoulders and steering her out of the door. Her dumbfounded expression was still on her face, making it harder to keep my composure. Just as the door started to slide closed, I lost my battle and burst out in laughter. Cynthia whirled around as she instantly realized that I had set the whole thing up and then had pretended to be naive.

The door closed, blocking my view of her vengeful expression. I leaned back against the couch, laughing too hard to speak. ‘Please tell me that you locked the door…’

“It would never open for anyone unless I opened it or you touched the manual override button. I believe Logan is correct; she probably needs a moment.”

That set me off in gales of laughter once more. I knew my door was soundproof, which kept her from hearing my laughter and also prevented me from hearing her threats. Logan was going to have his hands full for the next hour or so until her volatile energy wore off or subsided.

It took me a bit to get myself under control. I hadn’t laughed that hard in a very long time. I finally caught my breath enough to ask, “Did she leave, or is she still pounding on my door?”

“Logan is just dragging her away now. I knew her threats weren’t serious, and she is lucky that I disabled the security protocols on that door, otherwise, she would have been waking up in the Medical Bay.”

I winced slightly. “I wasn’t even aware that the door had automatic security defenses…”

“All on this level do. And speaking of the Medical Bay, Gabriel is just leaving after a rather heartwarming reunion with Natalie. I have made arrangements so they can have video calls while I secure the connection. I can ensure that no one can tap into the feed, as well as block any attempt to record it.”

I smiled in satisfaction. “I assume we will be seeing more of him, then?”

“He has our tentative schedule, and I suspect that we will be seeing him fairly often. Both are more than excited to get to know one another, so I will likely be guarding video calls every evening for the foreseeable future.”

As far as I was concerned, it was a good thing for both of them and they would be much happier now that they were able to be in each other’s lives, even if they had to keep it hidden.





*      *      *

    

I sipped my tea as I looked around, but it was pretty early for most trade suppliers to be showing up in the trading hall. ‘Is Ronan as bored as I am? The suppliers in this port are the most boring and laidback bunch I have ever seen…’

“Ronan is busy trying to keep himself from standing out. Or so I assume from his actions. I agree though; the suppliers that are currently present are those you have either already spoken to, or they are specialists who do not have anything we particularly want. You might as well return.”

I finished my tea and left the trading hall. The docking station on this planet was fairly small, and I only saw a couple dozen people on the entire platform. I smiled in satisfaction when I saw that the docking station Overseer had given up waiting to escort me around. 

Word of the Starsong triumphing against two Elite Destroyers had spread, although Starsong had stifled the kidnapping part, keeping that rumor contained to Sceltar. The last two ports we had stopped in had tried to pretend that I was as important as an Elite Destroyer Captain, and their overly welcoming greeting and attempts to escort me around had been somewhat annoying.

I was getting better at dodging them while making it appear unintentional. Starsong’s occasional assistance didn’t help their interception efforts either. Apparently, I was somewhat hard to predict since I played things by ear. It had given the Officer on the last planet a splitting headache as he tried to predict when I was going to leave the trading hall or finish my meetings. 

Starsong seemed to find my exasperation with their actions somewhat amusing. I really didn’t see the point in having the officials escort me around. I knew it was a token of deference and respect, but it wasn’t as if they were doing anything to help me, and it just screamed to those passing by that I was someone important. And at my age, that simply confused people more than anything…

“It does prevent any unprofessional guards from annoying you though.”

‘You have to admit that the tractor beam was very efficient. It attracted far too much attention for my tastes, but it did wipe the smirks off of the guards’ faces.’

He sounded amused. “Considering that you prefer to avoid the spotlight, it may be best if we avoided such actions. Let the crew enjoy at least a month of peace and quiet before we attract that much attention again.”

He did have a point. The crew was still getting used to the routine and technology on the Starsong. We traveled faster than other trade ships, so there wasn’t as much travel time between the hectic stops in port. 

They were all willing to learn though, and it wouldn’t take long before they were seasoned crew members. They were still trying to master the unique technology that the Starships used. It would take some time for them to become a tightly knit crew that served on the Starsong with one accord, but we would reach that point eventually.

There was plenty of time for me to surprise trade suppliers and confuse those who weren’t quite sure if I was actually the Captain. There was time to prove that I was, indeed, a Starship Captain.


Epilogue





*   *   *   Epilogue   *   *   *

*** Ten Years Later ***

I left the dining area and smiled as a handful of young children ran past me. They didn’t stop or slow down as they greeted me.

“Morning, Rachel!”

“Rachel! Mom said she wanted to talk with you later!”

“Bye, Rachel!”

The three rounded the next corner without waiting for a response. They usually weren’t quite this excited for school, but they were clearly eager to get to class.

“They get to try out various forcefields and forceshields in the training area today.”

I could understand their excitement now. Most of the children loved the hands-on activities, and their lessons were riddled with them as they learned about numerous areas and the work that went into each job. I continued walking down the corridor as I headed towards the Bridge.

“We should reach the next stop in two days.”

There was no one in sight, so I responded out loud, “I wonder how our two favorite metal traders are holding up…”

I could never think of those two without at least smiling slightly. They had become very good trade partners over the last ten years.

“Brandon will probably be bringing his protégé along for this trade. He is planning to retire and is introducing him to the traders while getting his feet wet.”

I had not expected that, but it made sense since neither of those men were exactly young anymore. I grinned in anticipation while asking, “What are the odds of us taking him by surprise?”

I had grown to enjoy stumping the various suppliers as well as surprising them to the point that they were beyond words – all while being completely serious, of course. It was rare that any of our usual suppliers underestimated me, but I still occasionally got the chance to meet new suppliers or arrange one-time deals. Then all bets were off.

If they weren’t prepared for a Starship Captain, or didn’t realize that I was one, then I got to have more than a little fun at their expense. Such occurrences were disappointingly rare though. When a large or well-known trading ship docked, most of the suppliers looked up the picture of the Captain and Procurement crew in case he or she happened to see us in the main trading hall.

“Next to zero. It is actually his son, and from the information I am digging up, he is quite eager to meet you.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh?” 

I seriously hoped that the old trader wasn’t trying to set up a love match. These two had never tried anything like that, but several others had attempted such a tactic, and I had put my foot down.

Starsong explained, “Apparently, he very clearly remembers the day we first stopped there. At lunch, his father came home stomping and yelling in a rage about having to work with his nemesis. The son came home at supper to find them happily having a glass of his best wine like best friends.”

I relaxed and grinned. ‘Okay, that is hilarious. For a moment, I thought you were about to warn me about another matching-making attempt lurking on the horizons…’ 

Some suppliers seemed to think that it would provide them with an excellent tie for great deals. I hadn’t even really paid attention to the young men they had brought along with them as I had set the suppliers straight. If that person had wanted to meet me, then showing up at a prescheduled trade negotiation was not the place.

“None of those were suitable in the least. Most of them were the sorts that I would not allow on board either.”

I was not overly surprised by that detail. Although, the presence of a new Officer had me wondering if Starsong was up to something since the Officer was remarkably young for his position, being only a few years older than me. Derek had been hired about two months ago, and our preferences and interests were astonishingly similar. And Starsong was being oddly silent on that topic…

“If you choose to pursue anything, then that is your choice. I will look out for you and support you, of course. It wouldn’t be the first time that a Captain married one of his or her Officers.”

I chose to drop the subject. Time would tell where it would go, but I still had plenty of time to make such decisions. And I certainly was not about to rush such a decision. Friendship first, and then we could see if it might go anywhere.

I reached the Bridge and was warmly greeted by the evening Officers. I was early, so the main day shift hadn’t arrived yet. The Officers were relaxed while remaining alert, and the friendly atmosphere was exactly what I had worked towards. 

I took my customary seat. Even after so many years, the chair fit me perfectly while still being extremely comfortable. Not that anyone else would know, since Starsong would probably have some serious objections to another person sitting in the Captain’s chair.

“Indeed. They would regret such an attempt.”

I smirked slightly as I distantly recalled the humor that had laced his voice during our first meeting when he had gotten me to sit in the Captain’s chair on the Tyndel. If only I would have known what that event would have sparked…

“You probably would have still done it if you had known the long-term outcome.”

I didn’t even have to think about that answer to that one. Had I known that it would have turned out like this, I would have probably gone along more willingly. Starsong’s presence in my mind didn’t bother me in the least now. In fact, if he were to fall silent, I would seriously miss his quiet words and advice.

There was an odd freedom in not having to worry about confiding something to a trusted friend – and that was what Starsong had become. I could always rely on him to know whatever answer I required or indulge in a mini mental rant without worrying where it may go. He was an anchor to my sometimes excessive energy and occasional mischievous mood.

Starsong had helped me accomplish so much, most of which benefited people on all sides. We had helped with numerous rescues, while pirates were known to avoid our normal path, which created a very safe travel lane. We were also well known for our ability to act as peace negotiators that insisted on all parties benefitting from the resulting treaty. And woe betide the person that broke the agreement to attack their neighbor with no warning… 

The crew fully supported me and each other. At this point, they were closer to family than friends. Some were, in fact, family. It had taken a few years to arrange everything, but we were now set up so that the crew could have a family on board. The crew had been thrilled, and those who had spouses had worked with Starsong to find them positions on the ship if they were not already on board.

Cynthia and Logan had certainly wasted no time in getting married. They had three children somewhere inside the ship, the oldest of which had just raced past me. The ability to have their children on the ship with them was a rare thing in any of the space careers. My crew did not have to leave the Starship if they wanted a family, and, so far, only two people had left their position on the ship.

The children may have been growing older, but so had my crew - and some of my older crew members were right on the verge of retirement. Some of my Officers had actually been putting off their retirement, both out of loyalty while training new Officers, as well as waiting for the Starship planet to be opened for settlement.

I glanced at the invisible side-room door; hidden inside was a data storage device that held a Starship AI. This particular AI wasn’t really interested in being tied to a spaceship, but rather, wished to be in charge of the Starship city that was being built. 

We would reach that planet in about two months and could upload the AI into the Main Database Console there. At that point, the city would be open for settlement, and I knew that at least a dozen of my Officers would be remaining. They were keen to enjoy a relaxing retirement while occasionally helping out around the brand new city.

They had done a lot of work and deserved their retirement. I had worked closely with my Officers, and I knew I would miss them. When they told me that they were planning to retire shortly, most of them had tears in their eyes. They had said that they would miss me as well as working on the Starsong. I knew exactly what they meant, and I felt the same.

This life had a purpose that didn’t revolve solely around money and profit. It was unique and benefited many people in various small ways. I couldn’t imagine trying to live any other sort of life. This lifestyle fit me perfectly.

There had been some rough patches during the first few months, but those times were long past. How life had changed since those early days. In the very beginning, I had been a Cargo Bay assistant who had been reluctantly pressed into helping a newly-aware AI. Then, I had been tricked into accepting the position of Captain. 

I had spent long hours arguing with the AI that I wasn’t fit for the position, only to later try to convince other people I was, in fact, the Captain. Now, most who saw me would have no doubts that I was the Captain of a Starship.

Other spaceships were trying to mirror the Starships’ policies and ideals in hopes of trying to also duplicate their great success. More regular ships were starting to allow families on board, as well as trying to promote a more unified and supportive crew. Our assistance with peace negotiations was also creating a more open and honest relationship between various planets and companies.

Changes were present in most of the places we regularly visited. Some were noticeable, such as areas without any traces of pirates or lawless bandits; while other changes were subtle, such as crew members staying on spaceships longer because they didn’t have to leave in order to have a family. Having more experienced and dedicated crew members was making a difference on the ships they served on.

Whether they were small changes or large ones, all were the types that had been rare, or even unheard of, a mere decade ago. I could see them, whether I looked at my distant memories, or simply gazed around me. I could even see the changes within myself as I had helped to mediate some of these improvements.

It had only been possible because of a Starship called Starsong.
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Author’s Note:

Wow. 

And here I end my first attempt at a space-related story.

It was fun, and I loved hearing from all of you.

For the talkative ones, I got to see the story through your comments, and I thoroughly enjoyed it. I also enjoyed some of the conversations we had. Although I do apologize for not handing out parachutes for some of those cliff-hangers.

For the silent voters, I appreciated your quiet dedication, and I thank you for each and every vote. It meant a lot to me.

A huge thank you to all of those who helped me catch errors and polish this story up to create this little gem. A round of applause to my main editors - @hippopatacampus, @Medley_Lover, @Misain, and @JaneTheFirefox; all of whom spent more than a few hours helping me with my persistent typos and questionable grammar.

It was my first attempt at writing in response to a prompt – and even though I had intended to create a short story, once it surpassed the 100,000 word mark, I decided that it was a teeny tiny bit too big to fit into that category. :)

I have yet to master the fine art of short stories. They have an odd tendency to explode into several hundred thousand words… lol.

I have no plans for a sequel, although there are plenty of openings for a side-story if I decide to come back to this world.







Some statistics on the story:

This was my eighth book.

Writing Time: 4 months

First chapter was posted on April 1, 2018.



Completed: July 6, 2018



~127,000 words (Roughly 224 pages in a word document – single spaced)





Fanfiction & Spinoffs:

I’ve had a few inquiries, and yes, people may write fanfictions and spinoffs as long as proper credit is given. Please list my story title and username in either your summary and/or Chapter one.



Example: My story was inspired by ‘A Starship Called Starsong’, which was written by @CrystalScherer.

If you want, when you post it, let me know and I can add it to my reading list which is dedicated to such spinoffs.







Have an Awesome day!









And here is my first piece of fanart! @predaconWyvern  kindly made it for me.
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