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CHAPTER ONE 
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The boxcar Jue Jing set down at the spaceport.

Carroll Minton slapped the plunger on the control panel and the loading ramp began to open.  Carroll was mostly human, tall and muscular.  His light yellow hair had begun to thin on his large head, and his face sported a yellow goatee that contrasted well on his dark brown face.  The ridges on his forehead showed his Moravian heritage.  And his attitude was as gruff as ever.  That day he wore a dark blue t-shirt, jeans, and military-style boots.

The hydraulic pistons seemed to grumble in protest as the ramp came down..  Rita Rossiter, the chief mechanic, stood next to the big man and shook her head.

“Y'know, I tol' ya we should get those pistons replaced.”

Myron Youngblood, who liked to be called Captain, or just Mike,  stood next to Carroll and pretended to not hear a word she said.  His eyes were focused on the two reptilian workers who stood beyond the ramp.

“You got crates for us?” one of the workers asked.  Both were clad in a sleeveless vest and short work pants.  To Rita, they looked like Tarpons, that is, lizards who had learned to walk upright, but she knew they weren't.  No self-respecting Tarpon would be caught dead doing such manual labor.  They'd have some slave species do it for them.

Mike, clad in a gray golf shirt, jeans and running shoes, stepped down the ramp and handed the being an electronic pad.

The reptile read it, nodded, then showed it to his colleague.

“We unload now,” the being said to Mike.

The other worker pulled an antigravity pallet jack up the ramp.  Carroll showed them just which crates to unload.

Mike Youngblood nodded.  He was fully human, with short dark hair and something of a stocky physique.  He turned to Rita, who was not fully human.  Her skin was light blue and her hair was darker blue.  One of her most distinctive features was the white iris of her eyes against a very dark blue sclera.  It was a characteristic of her Altuvian bloodlines.  “Once we get paid, let's talk about repairs to the ship.”  She wore her usual coveralls, stained with grease, and work boots.

She grinned.  “Starting with the pistons for this ramp?”

Mike grinned in reply.  “Good place to start.”

Rita took her own personal electronic pad out of her back pocket, double checked it, then handed it to her Captain.  “I been shoppin' around.  Prices on this planet are listed, includin' where we can buy 'em.”

Youngblood scrolled through the list and whistled.  “Been thinkin' about this awhile, have you?”

Rita shrugged as the breeze tousled her hair.  “We've talked about it several times.  Thought I should be ready when you are.”

Mike nodded.  “So what's most important?”

“Scroll back to the top of the list.”

After a moment, he read the notations on the pad.  “Is this also listed as the most urgent?”

“Yup.”

The reptile worker nudged Mike on the elbow.  “We finish.”  He offered the pad.  “Delivery accepted.”  He pointed a claw at the place where he'd pressed his thumb print.

“Thank you,” Mike said.

At that moment, another reptile, much taller and physically larger than the workmen, turned from the nearby street and strode toward the boxcar.  Rita couldn't help but cringe.  This one looked a lot like an alligator.  The being had a long tail that dragged along behind it, and a long snout that held many thick, sharp teeth.

“I see you word still good,” the being growled.  He wore a kind of tank top over the torso, and short pants belted with what looked like a strip of metal.  As he walked, the being dragged his thick tail and clawed the ground with his feet.  It left quite a trail in it's wake.

Mike turned, then grinned.  “But you already knew that,” he said.  “And you know that we make deliveries when we say we will.”

The reptile stood within arm, well, claw's length of Captain Youngblood.  Then he pointed to himself.  “Boodoo know you, know you can be trusted.”

Mike continued to grin.  “I assume you have our payment?”

Boodoo nodded his large head.  He pulled a pouch from his belt and tossed it to Youngblood.

Mike hefted it, nodded, then tossed it to Rita, who caught it with both hands.

“We need a day or so to do some repairs,” the Captain said.  “Then we'll be ready for another job.  That is, if you have one.”

“Will have one soon,” Boodoo hissed.  Then he gestured to the two workers, and turned and walked away.  The workers pulled the pallet jack and crates along behind.

As they always did, they distributed the payments equally.

It had become a custom that, upon the completion of each job, the crew would assembled in the dining room where Mike would count out the coins or bills he'd receive, then allocate the funds as equally as he could.

After the coins were handed out, Mike spoke to the crew.

“Rita has a list of repairs that need to be done.  There's one that's pretty expensive, but also necessary.”

Heads nodded.

“So I'm gonna hafta ask for a contribution from each of you.”  As he stood at the head of the dining table, he pulled an empty bowl toward himself.  Then he dropped two platinum coins into it.  “Here's my contribution.”

Natalie Barton, First Mate and longtime friend of Mike, had seen the list, and knew the repairs that needed to be done and the cost of the parts.  She dropped two more coins in the bowl.  She was fully human, a bit shorter than the Captain, with long brown hair streaked with blond highlights.  She had a pleasant face and a slim physique.  That day she wore a light blue pullover blouse with a high neckline, jeans and slip-on athletic shoes.

Mike moved the bowl to the center of the rectangular table and looked at the other crewmen.

Rita dropped two coins into the bow.

Doctor Calvin Qu, the ship's medic, dropped in his contribution.  He was  partially human, from the Asian continent, but had a great deal of Zeronian blood in him.  The Doctor was reasonably tall, about five foot ten or eleven, and trim.  His skin was a light gray, which was typical of the Zeronian species.  His hair was jet black, cut short enough that it formed tiny bristles all over his head.  His arms and legs seemed human enough, with five fingers on each hand.  That day he wore a dark green t-shirt, jeans and running shoes.

Carroll dropped in his two.  He often complained about the need to contribute, but, on that day, said nothing.

Ken Barton, pilot and husband to Natalie, dropped in two coins.  He was fully human, some six feet tall, with sandy blond hair and an easy smile.  He was as slim as his wife.  That day he wore a brown pullover, matching work pants, and dirty white canvas sneakers.

April Qu was a young woman with much the same features as the Doctor.  Calvin was her Uncle, on her father's side.  April had the lithe physique of a dancer.  Her arms and legs were slim, the musculature defined from hours of practice in ballet.  She had long, black hair that reached down her back.  That day she wore a white, sleeveless shift that reached from her collarbones to her knees.

She had received a full share, and had other ideas for how to spend the money.  But, she knew, if she was going to be treated as a full fledged member of the crew, she'd have to contribute when such repairs were needed.  She dropped two coins into the bowl.

“Thank you,” Mike said.  He pulled out an empty pouch and put the coins into it.  “Rita, Carroll and I will go buy the parts.  Once they're on board, Rita will need some help with installation.”

Ken, always ready to lend a hand, spoke up first.  “I can help.”

Natalie raised her hand in silence.

“Thanks.” Rita said.

“Repairs are complete,” Mike said.

Boodoo had returned to the dock.  The two workers, who might or might not have helped unload the goods two days earlier, brought another pallet jack full of containers with them.

“These boxes deliver to Taradosian right away,” the big reptile said.  “Medicine.”  He handed Mike an electronic pad.

The Captain gestured to Carroll, who directed the workers up the ramp.

Ken stood next to Mike.  “We can have these to Taradosian in about a day and a half.”

Boodoo shook his large snout.  “Must deliver sooner.”

Mike was about the reason for the haste, but decided it was probably good not to ask too many questions.  He turned to his pilot.  “How fast can we get there?”

“Well,” Ken said, a look of concern on his face, “if we do a full burn, we can get there in like twenty four hours.  But we'll use up most of the fuel.”

“We have full tanks now, don't we?” Mike asked.

The pilot nodded.

“Then we'll just have to refuel when we get there.”  He turned to Boodoo.  “And how will we get paid?”

The being handed him another pouch of coins.  “This half payment.  You get rest when you deliver.”

“And who do we see on Taradosian?”

“Doctor Zow be there, meet you at docks.  He pay you rest of money.”

Carroll came back down the ramp behind the two workers and their pallet jack.  “Cargo's secure in the hold.”

“Then we'll leave right away.”

“As fast as you can,” the being said, then turned and walked away.

“Let's get to it.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Jue Jing lifted off.

“Ken,” Mike said to his pilot, “see if there's any news on the waves about Taradosia.”  

As Ken directed the boxcar up through the atmosphere, he nodded in agreement.   “Right.”

“And we'll have to do a full burn to get there like we promised.”

The boxcar left the atmosphere as Ken finished his entries into the autopilot.  A moment later, the ship wheeled and headed out into space.  Everyone in the crew felt the engine kick in as the vessel accelerated.

“We will be at full thrust in five seconds,” Ken said.

Natalie had taken a seat in the left hand pilot's chair.  She'd heard Mike speak to her husband, and decided to look it up herself.  She pointed to a large screen as a news report played.

A nearly human reporter, with green hair and face, began to speak.

Natalie noted that the being had a mask over his, well, it's face.

“Reports have come in over the past few days of a fast moving plague that has spread over the planet of Taradosia.  Medical specialists have no explanation where the plague originated, nor do they have any medicines that are any kind of effective treatment.”

Carroll had come onto the bridge and stood behind Mike.

“No wonder they wanted us there yesterday,” Ken said.

“Those same medical specialists also say that the mortality rate for this new disease is nearly one hundred percent.”

All four crew members exchanged looks filled with dread.

“Get Rita up here,” Mike said to Carroll.

The big man turned and went out the door.

“I really don't want to set down on a planet with that kind of pandemic,” Ken said.

“Me, either,” Natalie said.

“Me three,” Mike quipped as Rita came through the door.  He spoke to her in his most urgent Captain voice.  “How many of those D4 respirators do we have?”

“We bought one for each one of us,” the mechanic replied as she nodded to the others.

“And we haven't used them as of yet?”

Rita shook her head.  “Not even outta th' box.”

“I think you should unpack them and see if you can test them.”  Mike nodded to the screen.  Along the bottom of the video was the legend PLAGUE ROCKS TARADOSIA.

Rita gasped, then let her hand cover her mouth.

“I'll give you a hand,” Carroll said.

“I am Doctor Zow.”

The man, er, being, was yet another reptile.  Dark green covered the head, arms and legs, while yellow-green covered the front of the neck, lower jaw, and chest.  Dressed in a lab coat over a tank top and short pants, the doctor had a voice that sounded very human.

“We have a shipment of medicine for you,” Mike said to the image on the view screen.

“And we have been expecting you.  I will send you coordinates where you can set down and make your delivery.”  He held up a pouch.  I have the rest of your payment.”

“Receiving the coordinates now,” Ken said.

“We'll be right there,” Mike said.  “One thing, Doctor.  How do we know that the virus isn't airborne?”

“We've confirmed that it is,” the Doctor said.  “But the port where you'll land is part of a quarantined area.  None of the humans and humanoids in this area have been infected.  And we take air samples every hour.  So far, no virus has been detected.  You will be safe here.”

The screen went black.

“Get us down quickly,” he said to the pilot.  He turned to Rita, who had stood behind Ken.  “Get the masks distributed.”

The mechanic nodded, then handed a mask to Ken.

Mike noticed that she had another mask around her neck, and several in her hands.  She gave one to Natalie, then Mike.

“I'll go around and give them to everyone else.”

Minutes later, the Jue Jing landed at the space dock.

As the ramp came down, Doctor Zow came to stand just beyond the edge of the ramp.  He pointed to a pair of reptilian workers.  The beings hustled up the ramp with their own antigravity pallet jack.  Within seconds they hustled the pallets off the ship.

Zow handed Mike the pouch.  “Thank you for getting here so quickly.”

The Captain hefted the pouch, then tucked it into his pocket.  “Part of the agreement.”  He looked around.  “Where is everybody?”

“Mandatory lockdown orders,” the Doctor replied.  “No one's allowed out until this pandemic is under control.”

“And the medicine we just delivered?”

“We hope it will be the cure.”  Zow nodded.  “You were smart to wear that mask.”  He pointed to Mike.

“And I noticed you don't have one.”

“My species is immune,” the Doctor replied.  “So are my colleagues.”  He gestured to the workmen as they rushed away.

“And no antidote can be created from your blood cells?”  Natalie had come to stand next to Mike.  She, too, had made full use of the mask.

Zow shook his head.  “Incompatible.”

“Must be tough to watch so many die and not be able to help them,” Natalie said.

The Doctor grinned.  “It's why I became a doctor in the first place.”

Mike grinned in return.  “Know where we can get refueled?”

Zow pointed to his right to an apparatus that Mike immediately  recognized.  “I don't think anyone's around to bill you for it.”  He turned and moved quickly away.

Ken had come to stand next to his wife.  “I'll get to it.”

“Stop what you're doing and raise your hands!”

The voice had an unmistakable tone of authority to it.  Ken turned from the hose and faced the sound.  Before him was a police officer, who appeared human, dressed in the stereotypical blue shirt and pants, with black, highly polished shoes.  Perched askew the officer's head was the standard cap.  He wore no mask.  And in his hand was a gun that Ken knew would kill him with a single shot.

“There was no one around to help service the ship,” Ken said in what he hoped was his most reasonable voice.  “We don't see any sign that gives the cost per gallon, so we left some platinum coins on the housing as payment.”  He nodded to the apparatus.

The officer, who's nameplate said Henderson, didn't glance away.  “Take off your mask,” he said.  “Let me see who you are.”

“I'd rather not do that right now, officer,” the pilot replied.

Natalie, who remained in the cargo hold, noticed the officer.  She came down the ramp to see if she could help.  “We're not armed,” she said.  “We brought pallets of medicine for Doctor Zow.  He took them away a few minutes ago.”

Ken picked up the thread.  “We had to burn almost all of our fuel to get here.  We can't lift off until we get some more.”

“So you decided to help yourself?  That's called theft.  Grand Theft, if I don't miss my guess.”

“We left some coins,” Natalie said, and pointed to the housing.  “If we, at least, try to pay for it, well, that's not really stealing, is it?”

The officer took two steps forward, his gun still aimed at Ken.  “Take off your mask.  Now.”

Ken noticed the blotches on Henderson's face.  He knew right away that the officer was infected.  “You've got it, don't you?”

Henderson twitched hard and the hat flew off his head.  “What I got are two looters who should be thrown in jail!  Tha's wha' I got.”  As he spoke, another blotch blossomed on his forehead.  A moment later, the officer wavered as his eyes closed.

Ken and Natalie turned quickly and sprinted up the ramp.

The officer recovered, then fired off three rounds in quick succession.

Ken sprawled the deck, a large blood stain on the back of his shirt.

Mike had come down the stairs and witnessed the entire exchange.  As Ken and Natalie kept the cop busy, he'd gone to the weapons locker and retrieved his favorite pistol.  Just as the cop fired his gun, Mike aimed and fired.  The force of the impact made the officer's head snap back.  Then the man fell over onto his back.

“DOCTOR!!!!”

A moment later, Calvin came out of the infirmary, a first aid kit in his hand.  He raced over to Ken and saw the large wound in the center of his back.  Calvin knelt beside him, then felt for a pulse in the man's neck.

There was none.

He looked up at Natalie, then at Ken.  No words were necessary.

A moment later, Natalie wailed as she fell to her knees next to her husband.  Her cries echoed off the walls of the cargo bay.

April had come out of her room and stepped through the entry to the bay.  She saw Uncle Calvin kneel beside Ken, then saw the look in his eyes as he glanced at Natalie, then Mike.  She turned away and raced back to her room.  She threw herself onto her bed and cried aloud.

Carroll had gone to the bridge to monitor the fuel flow.  When he saw the officer on the video monitor, he raced down from the bridge.  Rita had been in the engine room.  When she heard the shot, she ran along the gangplank until she could see the floor of the cargo bay.  

Both stood and stared in disbelief.

Mike stood and knew there was nothing he could do.  He felt incredibly sad for Natalie.  He'd seen how affectionate she and Ken had been, and knew they were a very good match for each other. And, at times, he silently wished he could meet a woman who he could love the way Ken and Natalie loved each other.  But, on that day, at that moment, he knew that any bond they had shared was broken forever.

He wanted to comfort Natalie, but there were practical matters to attend to first.  He looked up at Rita.

“Come down and help refuel the ship,” he said to her.  He looked at Carroll.  “Get your gun, your BIG gun, then guard Rita.”

The big man nodded, then strode off to the weapons locker.

Rita raced out to grab the hose and connect it to the ship.  Carroll came to stand nearby, his largest automatic rifle at the ready.

“Doctor,” Mike said to Calvin.

“I'll take care of him,” the man said.  He glanced to Natalie, but saw she was deep in grief and trauma.  “Let me get the stretcher.”

Minutes later, Calvin pulled the bullet from the body.

As is common among many people connected with the medical profession, the good Doctor had made it a practice to tuck his emotions away and while he worked on a patient.  Each time, he knew there'd be a price to pay.  But, as with many other times, he knew he had work to do, and that took precedent.  I'll cry himself to sleep later, he thought.

The caliber was quite large, the Doctor thought, much larger than any police officer might use.  While he had never been a cop, he'd treated a number of gunshot wounds, and attended trauma surgeons who'd treated the wounded.  Over time he'd developed a catalogue of police bullets in his memory.

This one was far too big to be standard issue.

Mike had tried to help Natalie to her feet, but she'd fought him off.  As the Captain and the Doctor moved Ken onto the stretcher, she'd insisted that she stay with her husband.  She went with them to the infirmary as tears streamed down her face.

Minutes later, Rita finished the refueling, then moved the hose to the correct receptacle next to the pump.  She saw the platinum coins as they remained on the housing, and, for a moment, was tempted to pocket them.  She glanced around and noted that there was no one in sight.

On a whim, she scooped up the coins and slipped them into her zippered pockets.  As she turned to go back to the ship, she stopped, drew one coin from the pocket, and placed it on the housing.

“For Ken,” she murmured.

Then she scooted back to the ship.

Carroll had been focused on scouting for threats, and hadn't seen the mechanic nor what she'd done.  And, truth be told, if he had seen it, he wouldn't have cared.

As Carroll and Rita scampered up the ramp, they heard it.  A voice, into the high alto range, came from behind the fueling apparatus.

“Help me!  Help me!”

Rita turned to see a woman, perhaps still in her twenties, peer out from behind the fueling hose.

“Help me!”

The woman was dressed in jeans and a pullover blouse, with running shoes on her feet.  She had long, light brown hair that blew about her face.  And she wore the same kind of mask that Rita had handed out to the crew.

Carroll had reached for the controls to close the ramp when Rita stopped him.  She pointed to the woman near the apparatus, then motioned for the stranger to come to the ship.  Carroll shook his head strongly, but before he could object any further, the woman had sprinted up the ramp and into the ship.

The engines started up and the ship rumbled.  Carroll punched the button and the ramp went up.  When the light on the console told him that the ship was air tight, he finally pulled off his mask.

“Are you outta your mind!”  His voice boomed.

“We couldn't just leave her!”  Rita's voice was just as strong.

“How do you know she's not sick?”

“Because I've worn this mask since the first reports,” the woman said as she pulled off her own mask.  “They tested me yesterday, and told me I wasn't infected.”  She pulled back a sleeve to show a puncture wound on her inner arm near the elbow.

Carroll grumbled.  “We didn't know that.”

“Well, now you do.”  She let the mask fall to the deck.

Rita stepped to the woman and extended a hand.  “I'm Rita.  Ship's mechanic.  This is Carroll.”

“Fran Harmin,” the woman replied, and took Rita's hand.

“This ship is named the Jue Jung.”

Fran showed a wry grin.  “Final Enlightenment?”  She chuckled.  “A little facetious, don't you think?”

“You'd have to ask the Captain about that,” Rita replied.  Then she had a thought.  “Maybe we should go up to the bridge so you can meet 'im.”

“And just who the fuck is this?”

The Captain was incensed.

Fran stood firm.  “I'm not infected.”

“How did she get on board?” Mike barked.

“I let her in,” Rita said.

Mike shot her a look that could have burned through steel.

“I saw her, alone, next to the fuel pumps,” the mechanic explained.  “She was wearing a mask, so I knew she wasn't sick.”

“Did it ever occur to you that she could be sick and still wear the mask?”  Mike glared at the new arrival.  His emotions were churned by the death of his friend and crew member, and the sudden arrival of a stranger didn't make him feel any better.

“I saw you deliver the medicine to Doctor Zow,” said.  “I thought you might be decent enough people to give me a ride.”  She shrugged.

Mike continued to glare.  Carroll had joined them in the bridge.

“We're a cargo ship, freelance,” the big man said.  “Can you pilot a ship like this?”

“No.”

He took half a step toward her.  “Can you help repair the ship?”

“No.”

“You got money to help pay for the ship?”  He took another small step.

“No.”

“So what good are you?”  He towered over her, the glare on his face the same as his friend and Captain.

Rita stepped between Carroll and Fran, and tried to elbow the big man away.

“So what the fuck do you do?” the big man demanded.

“I'm a writer.”

“You mean, like a reporter?”

Fran shook her head.  “I write books.  Fiction.”

“How come I've never heard of you?” Carroll asked.

“I write under a pseudonym.”

“A what?”

Rita answered.  “Some people write under a name different than their own.”

“I write as F.R.Harmin.”

Mike had calmed down a little bit.  “Is that your full name?”

“Frances Renee Harmin.”

“And you don't want to be known as female, just a writer.”

Fran looked at him and was amazed that anyone might understand.

“You don't want editors or publishers to judge you by your gender, just your writing.”

Fran nodded.  “I didn't think anyone else would understand.”

Mike shrugged.  “One of my favorite writers, at least while I was growing up, was D.C. Fontana.”

Fran actually smiled.

For a moment, the level of tension on the bridge fell dramatically.

“But you have to understand,” Mike said, “an infected police officer just shot and killed our pilot.”

“I saw it,” Fran replied in a somber voice.  “Couldn't do anything about it.”

“Neither could we,” Mike replied.

Doctor Calvin stepped onto the bridge.  “And he was no police officer.”

Mike looked at Calvin.

“The bullet was not from a standard police-issued gun.  It had a much higher caliber.”

“So that man impersonated an officer?” Rita asked.

“So it would seem.”

Fran showed a sad expression.  “I've seen people in the later stages of the infection.  They lose touch with reality.  The virus causes them to go insane.”  She looked at Mike.  “That man had probably lost control of his emotions, and was frustrated.”

“Why?”  Carroll was confused.

She looked back at the big man.  “Maybe he was mad that the virus had caught up with him, learned that there was nothing anyone could do for him, and decided he was going to take matters into his own hands.”  She huffed.  “He was a stereotypical male who had lost control of his life.  The gun and badge gave him a small measure of control, however fleeting and ineffective it might have been.”

“And he shot Ken because he was close to death, and knew he'd lost all control of what was left of his life.  He fired out of desperation.”  Mike spoke in a solemn voice.

Fran nodded, amazed at the level of understanding.  “I studied psychology in college.  Helps me when I write.”  She looked back at Mike.  “You're probably right about why Ken was shot.”

Carroll huffed loudly.  “Sounds useless to me.”

Rita spoke up.  “Maybe.  But you've never been in such a hopeless situation before.  You never know how you'll react until you're in one.”

Fran nodded.

“Doctor,” Mike said.  “Please take our new arrival down to the infirmary and test her for the virus.”

“And confirm that she's clean,” Calvin said.  He gestured to Fran.  “Would you come with me, please?”

“And once the diagnosis is confirmed,” Mike said, “we'll discuss just how long you'll be on this ship.”

As Calvin and Fran left the bridge, Carroll stood behind the left hand pilot's chair and fumed.  “That idiot shoulda shot himself.”

Mike directed the ship up through the atmosphere.  “I did that for him.”

Carroll liked the remark even if his expression didn't change.

“I just wasn't able to do it fast enough to save Ken.”

“Not your fault.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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“She's clean.”

Doctor Calvin stood in the infirmary and spoke to Captain Mike.  Fran sat on the examination table as her feet dangled off the end.

Mike looked at Fran.  “You understand why we had to verify your story?”

She nodded.

“We have a spare room you can use,” he said.  “Let me show you.”  He looked at Calvin.  “Thanks.”

The Doctor nodded.  As they left, Calvin thought of a kind of calculation he used to justify his actions as a physician.  “One life lost, another life confirmed.”

Mike led Fran through the interconnecting stairways to an unused spare room.  In it was a small bed with a tufted mattress set onto a metal frame, a modest shelving unit, a small folding chair, and thin carpeting on the deck plates.

“It's not much, but it's all we have.”  He shrugged.

“This will be fine,” she replied.  “Thank you.  I'm sorry about your friend.”

Mike paused a moment, his emotions stirred at the very thought of the senseless murder of his friend and pilot.  He knew it wasn't this woman's fault, but part of him wanted to blame her anyway.

“There's a shower unit just over there,” Mike said as he gestured.  “I'm not sure we have any clean clothes that would fit you.  I'll ask Rita.”

She nodded.

“There are laundry units next to the shower.”

She grinned.  “I appreciate it.”  She could tell he struggled with his grief, and decided not to say anything more.

He nodded, then turned to head toward the bridge.  He meant to check on the autopilot and make sure the ship was on course, but then thought of Ken, and Natalie, and went to see Calvin again.

Fran slid the door shut, then plopped onto the folding chair.

“Any port in a storm.”

“I don't have any facilities to use as a morgue.”

“And we don't have what you might call a walk-in freezer either,” Mike said.  He scratched his head.

“If I could make a suggestion?”

The two men made eye contact.

“I could embalm him,” Calvin said.  “I don't have the correct fluid, but I could use some of the water from the ship's tank.  I have a couple of chemicals that I could add.  That would slow down the degeneration process.”

“But it won't stop it, will it?”

Calvin shook his head.

The two men stood in silence.

“We could bury him at sea, so to speak.”

The Captain made eye contact with the Doctor.  “Natalie might not go for that.”

“Rita's with her now,” Calvin said.  “I'm not sure she could make any kind of decision right now.”

“True enough.”

“We might have to make the decision for her.”

Mike nodded.  “How about we put Ken in a body bag and attach it to the hull somehow?”

Calvin kept a stern look on his face.

“The vacuum of space would keep him way cold enough, and stop the degeneration, while we figure out what to do.”

“How would you do that?”

Mike huffed.  “Damned if I know.”

Fran stepped into the hallway.

Rita came out of Natalie's room, a pained look on her face.  Fran recognized that the woman had tried to be a good friend, and offer some kind of comfort.  But, Fran knew, in situations like that, there wasn't much comfort to be had.

Rita then turned toward her, then stopped.  “You need something?”

Fran grinned, then motioned the mechanic to her.  “I have only these clothes,” she said with a measure of apology in her voice.  “Are there any other clothes on board that I could borrow?”

Rita stepped back and looked her up and down.  “I think a couple of Natalie's things would fit you.”

Fran felt uncomfortable.  “I'd feel bad if I had to ask her . . . “

Rita grinned.  “She's sleeping.  Let me see if you can 'borrow' a few things.”

Fran smiled.  “Thank you.”

“It's something we do on this ship that I don't know happens on many others.”  She smiled back.  “We help each other out.”  She turned and stepped back to Natalie's room.  A moment later she went in.

“And a good port it is,” Fran murmured.

The code name had been Philomena.

BibDaa hid in a corner of the spacecraft and smiled to herself.  The mission was completed.  It had, as they say, gone off without a hitch.

The lab tech had been easy to subdue and overwhelm.  While the body was male, with yellow eyes, hair, and teeth to go with a dark blue skin tone, BibDaa knew the being had the necessary knowledge and security clearance.  And it was easy to force the little thing to infect itself with such a virulent strain.  She forced the Malanite to use a syringe to extract a small dose of water that contained the virus, then spray it over the length of one forearm.  Just a little dab will do ya, she thought.  

And the incubation time of seven days was just enough time for BibDaa to make the host steal a small, fast spacecraft and run away from all the pursuit.  Besides, Taradosia wasn't all that far.  The little craft made the journey in record time, and with just enough fuel to set down on the planet near the largest water purification plant for the most populated city.  The being made such a satisfying splash when she threw it into a tank full of recently filtered water.  

And the timing was perfect.

Blotches of red, raised lesions had just blossomed on the skin of the host, which signaled the beginning of the infectious stage of the disease.  BibDaa knew that millions would be infected before anyone could do anything about it.  No filter, no treatment, nothing would keep the virus from spreading throughout the city.  And she knew it was only a matter of time until the entire planet was infected.

BibDaa, a Farsht loyal to Ersilio Unterbrink, CEO of Hawbolt Corporation, and Dear Leader to many of her species, would be pleased.

But as the hapless host flailed and flopped in the task of water, BibDaa found that she couldn't extract herself from the Malanite.  While she knew that few Malanites knew how to swim, BibDaa had been able to move into and out of several of that species with ease.

Not at that moment.

As the host dipped below the surface, BibDaa felt a sense of urgency.  It was as if someone had erected a kind of force field around the body and mind of this little shit, the kind that she could not penetrate, let alone affect an escape.

As the Malanite gulped a lungful of water, BibDaa heard a voice in the mind of the host.

“The Followers of Gestah thank you!”

Panic overcame the Farsht.  She fought the force field, and the urge of the host to give up and die.  She flailed mightily, but found that her incorporeal being had been fused to the physical body.

As the Malanite sank to the bottom of the tank, BibDaa wailed as the voice laughed heartily.

Days later, with most of the planet infected, and reptilian doctors the only hope for those few left unaffected, the Followers of Gestah knew they had eliminated one more planet that could provide a safe harbor for the renegade Farsht who dared show disloyalty.

The shower was hot and cleansing.

Rita had lent Fran two pullover tops, two pairs of jeans, and a pair of slip on shoes.  The mechanic had also “appropriated” a couple of bras and pairs of panties.  Fran was eternally grateful.

“There are towels in the shower room that you can use.”

Fran couldn't express her gratitude enough.

Once she had scrubbed and shampooed, and dried off, she donned the clean clothes.  As she stood in the center of the small room, Fran felt like the proverbial New Woman.

Then her stomach growled.  She smiled, then made her way to the dining area.  There was the classic kitchen set up, with a stove, sink, cabinets, and large refrigerator and freezer units.  Fran had hoped for a hot meal, but saw that the stove and oven were turned off.  No pot of stew bubbled on one of the burners.  No casserole baked in the oven.

“Make do with what you have,” she murmured, “or what you can find.”

The fridge had several containers that looked like leftovers saved from a previous meal.

“Those probably belong to someone,” she said to herself.

The freezer had several packages labeled in a language she didn't understand.  She closed the door to the unit, then went back to the fridge.

April came into the room.  “Looking for something to eat?”  The young woman wore a pullover top that fit loosely to her body, a leotard, and nothing on her feet.

Fran looked up, then closed the door with a small measure of guilt in her face.

“We won't have dinner for like four more hours,” April said as she walked over to the counter.

Fran's stomach growled again.  Both women chuckled.

“Since you're hungry,” the younger woman said, “we can share one of my favorites.”  She pulled a loaf of bread from a cupboard, then plopped a jar of peanut butter onto the counter.

Fran's mouth watered as she grinned.

“We have strawberry jelly,” April said with a smile.

I'm in heaven, Fran thought to herself.

“And real milk.”

“Talk about the right place at the right time,” Fran said.

Both women laughed.

The hatch opened on command.

Mike and Carroll carried the body bag into the air lock, then set their friend's body down as gently as they could.  Mike reached to bag seam at Ken's head, then pulled out one hooks meant to secure a body to a hearse.  He latched it securely to the loop of one of the built-in hand holds.  Carroll did the same with the hook at Ken's feet.  The tiny room was but four feet wide, and was otherwise empty.  Both men stepped back as Carroll pressed the button to close the hatch.

“Rita told me how to program the outer door so that it opens just a little bit.”

Mike nodded.  “Don't need Ken, here, going for an unauthorized space walk.”  He knew it was a kind of gallows humor, weak as it was, and that it was a mechanism to help him cope with the sudden death of his friend.

Carroll fiddled with the controls, then pressed the button.  The air was drawn out of the room with the telltale sound.  Then the controls showed a green light.  The big man touched the button and the outer door opened only about an inch.  The display screen showed that there was no atmosphere in the room.  The small window allowed the men to see the door, and, if they strained, to see the body of their friend.

Carroll nodded, glanced at Mike, then walked away.

“Hang out here for awhile, my friend.”  Mike placed his palm over the door in a gesture of kindness and friendship, then walked away as well.
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It took a full day for Natalie to regain control of herself.

She came out of her room just as Mike happened to walked by.

“Where is he?” she demanded.

Mike stopped, turned toward her, then explained what he and Carroll had done.  “We didn't know what kind of funeral you had in mind, so we put him there so that his body wouldn't decompose.”

Natalie turned her head as if she might be sick to her stomach.  Then she turned back, her chin a little unsteady.  “That was considerate of you.”  She seemed to have trouble speaking.  “Thank you.”

“Whenever you're ready, we can make whatever arrangements you want,” Mike said, his voice as kind as he could make it.

“Some of my clothes are missing,” she said.

“We took on a passenger.  A refugee from that planet.”

She glared at him as if he was insane.

“She doesn't have the virus,” he said as he held up a hand to her.  “Calvin confirmed it.”  He waited a second to let her assimilate the information.  “She came on board, quite literally, with only the clothes on her back.  Rita borrowed some of your clothes because she thought they would fit her.”

Natalie's face softened.  “And she has nothing else to wear.”

Mike nodded.

“What happened to the cop who shot Ken?”

The Captain hesitated, then decided it was better to tell her the truth.  “I returned fire.”

“He was sick from that virus, wasn't he?”

“Looked like it.”

Natalie hesitated.  Then a look of fury came over her face.  “Wish I coulda killed the sonofabitch!”

“You did what you had to,” Mike replied.  “I took care of it for you.”

Again, her face softened.  “Well, the fucker is dead, anyway.”

Mike stood and didn't reply.

“I'm gonna need a day or two . . . “

“Take all the time you need.  We don't have any jobs lined up, so we're headed to a friendly space station.  Our newest crew member can buy some clothes of her own.”

Natalie seemed to understand.  “We all can lend her some money, I suppose.”

“I'll take care of that.”

She nodded, then turned to go back into her room.  She glanced at Mike.  “Rita will be staying with me for a day or two.”

The Captain nodded as she went back into her quarters and slid the door shut.

“Anything that helps,” Mike said.

Feline Station was everything they'd expected.

While passenger ships landed on the main platform, cargo ships docked near the freight terminal entrance.  And Rita handed every crew member a simple cloth face covering to mitigate the smell.

As the crew entered the station, Mike turned out of habit to tell Ken to get the fuel tanks topped off.  Then he stopped himself, felt a moment of intense sadness, and forced himself to move forward.

“What is it?” Fran asked from behind him.

Mike waved the question away, then led Fran and Carroll through the corridors to the main shopping deck.  He knew Rita had stayed behind with Natalie.  Calvin had said he didn't want to visit the station, and April was somewhere on the ship.

He handed Fran a pouch.  “This should be enough for you to buy a few things for yourself.  Bring me back the change, and get a receipt.”

Fran grinned.  “So I'm a new tax deduction?”

Carroll chuckled.

“Just want to verify that you can be trusted,” he replied, a grin on his face.  “We're going to find the fuel vendor and top off the ship.  Rita gave us a list of supplies we need.”

Fran nodded.  “I won't be that long.  And I think I can find my way back.  Docking Port Nineteen?”

“Right.”

As she turned toward the store, Mike spoke again.

“Are you much of a cook?”

Fran turned back and gave him a sardonic grin through the mask.  “I burned the water.”

Carroll laughed.

Mike chuckled.  “So how did you feed yourself?  Sandwiches?  Home delivery?

“Many instant meals and a very large freezer.”

Both men chuckled.

“And peanut butter and jelly sandwiches,” she added.

Mike's chuckle became a belly laugh.

“Ken was born on Fremont.”

Natalie stood in the dining area and spoke to the rest of the crew.  Carroll and Mike and Calvin remained standing.  Rita stood next to Natalie.  April had taken a seat.  Fran stood behind Mike and hoped to be unobtrusive.

“I'd like him to be buried there.  His parents have a family plot.  They're both interred there, along with grandparents and other ancestors.”

“We'd be happy to take you and Ken there,” Mike said.

The other crew members had solemn looks on their faces.  Several nodded.

“I know a preacher there,” Natalie continued.  “He can conduct the service.”  She scanned the rest of the crew.  “You're all invited, of course.”

While everyone else spoke their commitments to attend, Fran hung back and didn't know what to say.

Then Natalie turned at Fran. “I know you're new to the group, but I meant what I said.”

Fran replied in a quiet but, she hoped, respectful voice.  “I'd be honored to attend.  Thank you.”

The group stood, and sat, in silence for a second or two.

“If there's music at the service,” Fran said, “maybe I could sing something.”

Natalie and Fran made eye contact.

“I was in the church choir growing up.  I know several hymns that might be appropriate.”

Mike thought that was a good idea, and said so.  The other crew members nodded in agreement.

Natalie showed a small grin.  “Not Amazing Grace, though.”  She huffed and made a face.  “I can't stand that song.”

Everyone chuckled at the joke.

Later, at dinner, Fran noticed something.

Neither Rita nor Natalie were at the table.  She wondered if the two women were in her quarters, and if Rita's presence helped Natalie work through her grief.

“It'll take a couple of days or so to get to Fremont,” Mike said to Fran.  “I figured we could get there at a leisurely pace.”

She nodded in reply.  “No rush.”

Mike was at the head of the table, with Carroll to his right.  April sat to Fran's right across from Calvin.  Two chairs were empty.

“If you don't mind me asking,” Fran said, “how long were Ken and Natalie married?”

“Four years,” Calvin answered.  “They were here when April and I came on board.”

April didn't speak, but still wanted to know why Uncle Calvin had brought her on board.  It didn't matter that Calvin explained that the move was for her own safety.  She still wanted to know what happened to her parents, and why her uncle had brought her to this ship, well, this particular ship.

“They had talked about starting a family,” Mike said.  “Not sure if they'd begun to try, but they were very much in love.”

“You might say they were nuts about each other.”  Carroll smirked as if he'd made a joke.  “Night and day, so to speak.”

Mike ignored the big man.  “They had the kind of relationship where they just couldn't get enough it each other.”

Fran nodded.  “So when that fake cop shot Ken?”

Mike glanced at Carroll, who had glanced at Calvin.

“Totally shattered her,” Mike said.

Carroll looked uncharacteristically uncomfortable.  Calvin dipped his head and looked sad.  April glanced away and hid her feelings.

“Understandable,” Fran murmured.

Calvin nodded.  When he'd completed the autopsy, and helped put the corpse into the bag, he'd excused himself and went into his room.  It took several minutes to let his grief out, and a couple of hours before he felt composed enough to face the rest of the crew.

April sat, minimally part of the conversation, her meal only partially consumed.  She silently hoped that, someday, she'd meet someone like Ken.

“While we don't have any jobs lined up right now,” Mike continued, “I think we can do what's best for Natalie.”

“No pressure on her,” Fran said.

Mike, Carroll, and Calvin nodded.

“Any thoughts as to what you might like to do with yourself?” Mike asked.

Fran shrugged.  “Just putting the pieces back together.”

They ate in silence for a second or two.

“So how many books have you published?” Calvin asked.

“Three so far.”

“Any of them sell?” Carroll asked.

“Enough that I have a contract for three more,” Fran answered.

Carroll's brows went up.

“I've been publishing the Rosemont Stories,” she said.

Both Calvin and April stopped eating and turned to her.

Carroll shrugged his large shoulders.

Mike shook his head.

“Historical romance,” Calvin said by way of explanation.  “On several best seller lists.”

Mike smiled.  “I didn't know you were into romance books, Doctor.”

“I'm not, but April is.”  He gestured to his niece.

“I love those books!” she gushed.  They finally started talking about something I like, she said to herself.

Carroll had a thought.  “So you get royalties for the sales of those books?”

Fran nodded with some enthusiasm.  “Enough that I had my eye on a small house outside of town.”  She shook her head.  “Looks like that little dream is gone.”

April smiled.  “Maybe you could stay on board, use all of us for new characters in your stories.”  She gestured, a wide smile on her face.

Mike and Calvin smiled at the prospect.  Carroll looked a little uncomfortable.

“Oh, I don't need to stay here to do that.”  She tapped her temple.  “I have a good memory for people.”

“And you can create characters that resemble people you've met,” Mike said.

“Most writers do,” Fran said.

“Not sure I want my personality included in some Bodice Ripper!”  Carroll huffed.

Fran broke out laughing.  She had to cover her mouth to keep the pasta from slipping out.  April did, too.

“That's not how it works,” Mike said, a wide smile on his face.

After a few seconds, Carroll seemed to get the joke.  Then he stood up and struck a pose.  With his fist curled above his head, and his eyes on the horizon, he spoke to Fran.  “Well, then, how's this for the cover picture of your next book?”

Everyone in the room fell out with laughter.
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Natalie stood and stared through the small window.

Rita worked the controls, then double checked to make sure the outer door had shut.  Then she pressurized the room.  Once the green light showed on the panel, she opened the inner door.

Tears streamed down Natalie's face.  She'd never felt so desolate, so alone.  Rita had helped, gawd how she had helped, with hugs and warmth and caresses.  For just a moment, Natalie wondered just how empty she would be without such a good friend.

And they had talked about it.  Natalie wanted to see her husband, wanted to see him the way a widow wants to see her late husband as he reposed in the coffin.  But, after she talked with Calvin, Rita suggested that Ken's body might not look so good.  The sight of his corpse in such a state might frighten her, and leave Natalie with a horrifying memory.  They decided that it was best for a wife to have the best memories of her husband, even if they weren't the last memories of him.  

Rita touched her friend's arm, then turned and walked away.

There he is, Natalie thought, in a bag!  “Oh Ken,” she said to herself, “why did this have to happen to you?”

When she was around the corner and out of site, Rita heard Natalie wail.  Tears flowed from Rita's eyes as she stopped, then tried to wipe her face with her hands.  

Carroll came down the gangplank, noticed Rita and her tears, and stopped.  He heard Natalie cry out and quickly assessed the situation.  While he'd never been romantically interested in the mechanic, he knew he could, at least, offer her a hug of comfort if she needed it.  He stood and faced her, his arms ready to hold her if she needed it.

Rita scooted past him toward the engine room.

Carroll shrugged, then continued toward his room.  He closed the door, but could still hear Natalie as she cried.  While the big man often complained about unwelcome noises, particularly when he tried to get some sleep, he decided to hold his tongue at that moment.  He knew he'd never known a woman in the same way Ken and Natalie had known each other, but he could imagine just how sad the First Mate felt.

And he, too, wished he could have torn the fake cop limb from limb as punishment for his actions.

Carroll put on his headphones and turned on some music.  Drums bashed and electric instruments thundered.  After a moment, he set the volume loud enough to cover Natalie's cries.

“I need to get in touch with my publisher.”

Fran had come onto the bridge.

Mike, seated in the right hand pilot's chair, turned to her.

“I have a deadline, and I need to bring them, well, him, up to date.”

“Understandable.”  He checked the console, nodded to himself, then stood up.  “You can use the screen in my quarters.  It'll give you a little bit of privacy.”

They moved along the gangplank until they reached his room.  He slid the door open, then gestured for her to enter.

As she stepped in, she noted that his room was clean.  Not only clean, she noticed, but spotless.  She'd expected the stereotypical mess that men often leave in their wake, and was very surprised to find that even the bed was made.

Mike stepped to the screen, touched a couple of buttons, then asked a question.  “Who are you trying to contact?”

“Celebrity Publishing on Normandy.”

He nodded, then pulled a keyboard out from it's slot on the wall.  He tilted it out as a small shelf slid out to support it.  He typed the name of the planet, then the publisher.  “The microphone is in the wall, so you won't need to hold one.  He touched another key.  “The speaker is on, so you'll hear them just fine.”  He touched a third key and the screen showed an analogue clock without numbers.  The hand spun slowly.

“Let me know if you need anything else.”  Mike left the room.

A face appeared on the screen.

“Andrea?  It's Fran.”

“Nice to see you!”  The face was mostly human, with white hair that framed a brown face shaped like the stereotypical pumpkin.  The eyes were human, but the nose and mouth resembled a pig.

“Is Fred in?  I need to talk to him.”

“Let me see.”  She held up a digit.  Once again, Fran noticed that Andrea's digits were actually tentacles.  The screen changed to show the logo of Celebrity Publishers, with the legend Your Favorite Books Published Every Day!  A moment later, another being flashed on the screen.

“Fran!  Nice to see you.”  Fred looked a lot like Andrea.  His face was fatter, and his eyes were much more beady.  And he had the telltale ears and snout of the bovine species.

After they exchanged pleasantries, she got right to the point.  “You've heard of the plague on Taradosian?”

Fred nodded strongly.  “And I see you were not infected.”

“I was lucky,” she agreed.  “But I had to get out in a hurry.”  She pulled a small cartridge from her pocket and showed it to him.  “I was able to save my manuscripts, but there's going to be a delay before I can send you the finished book.”

“Well, you still have six months before it's due, as I recall.”

Fran nodded.

“And you agreed to two hundred thousand words for this book.”

“And I'm more than half way there,” she said.  “But I had to take refuge in an old boxcar transport ship.  I don't know when, or where, I'll be able to resume writing again.”

Frank appeared to scowl.  “You've never missed a deadline.”

“Well, due to 'mitigating circumstances', I wanted to let you know I might miss this one.”

The publisher did not seem pleased.  “Your fans will be expecting the next edition to be published on time.”

She knew he was 'negotiating' with her, well, that is, contradicting her as a way of reminding her of her legal obligation.  “Isn't there something in the contract about Acts of God?”

Frank scrunched up his face.  Fran interpreted it as a frown.  “I'll have to look into that.”

“And you understand that this delay is because of Circumstances Beyond My Control?”

“Is it?”

Fran felt a flash of anger.  “Unforeseen Circumstances?”

Frank stared back at her and didn't answer.  A moment later, he huffed.  “I'll look at your contract, but I'd really love to avoid any delays.”

“So would I,” Fran replied, “but the plague had other ideas.”

“And you couldn't have anticipated it,” Frank said.  He waved at her.  “Get back to me as soon as you can.”  

The screen went black.

“Nice talking to you, too.”

“I have a book in the works.”

Fran stood on the bridge and spoke to Mike.  She'd looked through the front windows and noted that the ship was still docked at the station.

“I need to borrow some money to buy a new laptop.”  She held up the cartridge.  “One that accepts these little drives.”

“That might cost more than we have,” Mike said.

“Well, I can't get in touch with my bank back on Taradosian.”

The Captain nodded.  “No one there to answer when you call.”

She shook her head and realized that she liked his sense of humor.  It had just the right mix of sarcasm and practicality.

“And none of us has any kind of credit account, well, at least not on Feline Station.”

“And I don't think anyone would grant me any since no one knows me from Adam.  Well, from Eve, anyway.”

He smiled.

“Do you know anyone?”  She nodded toward the station.

“You know, I might.”
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Mike led Fran into the Feline Police Station.

“You know a cop?” she asked.

“Detective,”  he replied as he strode up to the front counter.  “Good afternoon.”

The officer on duty was half human, half feline.  He had the blocky body of a wrestler or football linebacker, the square head of a cartoon character, and gray fur the color of smoke.

“Studebaker!  Good to see you!” Mike said in a voice that Fran thought was too loud and too friendly.

The officer looked up, then frowned.  The eyes were feline, as was the snout and mouth.  The whiskers twitched as the ears, perched on top of the head, turned to the sides.

Fran had grown up with cats as pets, and knew that the officer was supremely annoyed.  Despite the dark blue uniform, just like many police forces wore, she could tell that Studebaker's fur was up.  For just a moment she thought she saw a tail flick up to shoulder height, then down and out of site.

“Wha'da'fuckya want, Bloody!?”

Fran wondered why the officer called him Bloody.

“Was looking for Detective Chausie.  Is she on duty today?”

“You ain't been here in awhile,” the officer said.  “Detective Second Grade Chausie is now Detective First Grade Smith.”

Mike was genuinely surprised.  “She got married?  And promoted?”

Studebaker nodded.  “A private dick from Earth came around, helped her and Captain Jackson solve a huge case.  The two of 'em took up together, then got married and had a litter.”

“Well, good for her,” Mike said.  “I really wanted to talk to her.  Is she on duty today?”

The officer used his claws to type into a keyboard embedded into the chest-high counter.  A moment later, he slipped a plug into his left ear.

Fran could see that the earpiece was custom made for people, well, beings, like him.

“Ya.  Someone here to see you.”  There was a pause.  “Mike Youngblood.”  Then Studebaker winced.

Fran knew that anyone of feline descent would have hearing that was much more sensitive than that of a human.  If the officer had winced, she knew that Detective First Grade Smith had shouted into his ear.

A moment later, a door next to Officer Studebaker popped open and slammed against the hinges.  The Detective that stood in the doorway was also of feline lineage, but was shaped much more like a human woman.  She was tall, almost as tall as Fran, with marmalade fur and a ferocious scowl on her face.

“Youngblood!” she shouted.  “Get in here!”

Mike walked over to her, a grin on his face.  “It's so nice to see you.”

Smith grabbed him by the bicep and yanked him through the door.  Fran scooted along behind them, careful not to be hit by the door as it closed quickly behind her.

Detective Smith fairly threw Mike into the nearest interrogation room.  The Captain had to brace himself against one of the walls to remain upright.  Fran came in the room before Smith could slam the door.

“You got a lotta nerve coming back here, BUSTER!”  Then she turned to Fran.  “And who are you?”

Fran was startled by the force of her question.  “A refugee.”

Smith frowned.

“Katie Chausie, well, Smith, this is Fran Harmin.”

Smith showed a wry grin.  “So are you the latest Mrs. Youngblood?”

Fran scowled.

“It's not like that,” Mike said as he stepped closer to the Detective.  “She escaped from the plague on Taradosian, and we took her on board until she can get her life back together.”

Smith continued to grin.  “And you did that out of the kindness of your own heart?”  She looked at Mike.

“Well, yeah.”

Detective Katie Smith laughed.  It was a harsh sound.

“And we came here hoping you could do us a favor,” Mike said.

“Favor?”  Smith's face showed just how incredulous she felt.  Then she turned to Fran.

“I'm a writer.  I've published under the pen name F.R. Harmin.”

Then Katie's face changed.  Gone was the scowl and the anger.  In it's place was recognition, even joy.  “You write the Rosemont Stories?”

Fran nodded.  I must be more popular than Fred led me to believe.

Then the Detective's face turned dark as she looked at Mike.  “Is this some kind of scam?”

“It's true,” Fran said.

Katie's face turned back to her.

“I have another book in the works, and a deadline to meet.  I need a laptop to continue my writing.”

Katie shrugged.  “I can't help you with that.”

Mike interjected.  “Can you point us in the direction of someone who could sell Fran a laptop, even an older one, that she could use.”

Fran held up the cartridge.  “I think this is at least one generation old.  But it's what I used to save my manuscripts.”

“We do have a few 'used computer' dealers on the Station.”

“Is there one you could recommend?”

Katie glanced from Fran to Mike, then back to Fran.

Fran and Mike made their way back to the ship.

“So were you and Katie lovers?” Fran asked.

Mike huffed, then glanced back.  “Katie had a sister.  Elizabeth.”

“Had?”  Fran made sure her purchase, an older laptop that accepted her cartridge, was secured under her arm.  The bag of accessories was in her hand.

They walked into an elevator car and the doors closed.

Mike touched a button and the car began to move.  “Four years ago, I made a delivery to this station, pallets of stuff, don't remember anymore exactly what.  Katie's sister took a liking to me.”

Fran nodded.  “And you weren't interested?”

“Elizabeth was fourteen at the time.”

“Ah.”  She understood.  “And you were her first serious crush?”

“I was way too old for her,” he said, his eyes glued to the numbers that rolled by on the screen above the doors.  “Told her so, tried to be nice about it and all.”

“And Elizabeth didn't listen.”  Fran could tell right away that this was a subject he didn't really want to talk about.  But he couldn't avoid it, either.

Mike shook his head.  “I wasn't going to take advantage of her,” he said.

“But nothing you said or did changed her mind.”

“Nope.”

They stood in silence for a few seconds.

“So what finally happened?” she asked.

The doors opened and Mike stepped out.  Fran followed.  When the Captain didn't answer, Fran asked again.  Louder.  Mike continued to walk through the corridors.  Fran was forced to step faster to keep up with him.

When they finally reached the ship, she caught up with him and grabbed him by the arm.

“Why won't you answer me?”

Mike stopped, then glared at her.

The two stood in tense silence for a few moments.

“Elizabeth committed suicide.”

Fran gasped, then covered her mouth with her free hand.

“Went through an airlock, shut the door . . . and spaced herself . . . on purpose.”

“Oh my God.”

Mike looked down.
“I am so sorry.”  Her voice had turned quiet and full of sympathy.
“Yeah, well,” he said as he glanced up at the ceiling.  “That was her decision.”  His eyes became wet, once again, at the memory.

“And you got the blame for it?”

He nodded, then looked back at the deck.

“No wonder Katie acted that way.”  Fran knew he was trying to hide his tears.

“Fact is,” Mike said in a quiet voice, “I was thousands of miles away when it happened.”

Fran touched his upper arm as a way of comforting him.

“I made it a point to say goodbye to her and everything.”

“You were a gentleman about it.”

He nodded.

“And I told her she should find someone her own age, not someone more than ten years older than her.”  He looked back up at the ceiling.  “And she took it as the Big Kiss Off.”

Fran let her hand drop from his arm.  “I am so sorry.”

He nodded again, then turned to go up the metal stairs to the upper level.

“Oh, hey,” she said.

He looked at her with an expression that showed his sorrow.

“Thanks for the help in getting the laptop.”  She tugged at the machine under her arm.

He waved at her, then continued up the stairs.

She turned away.  

“Holy shit,” she whispered.
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