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      CHAPTER ONE





    

    
      The mission of Space Patrol is simple: identify problems and address them. If a Space Patrol ship can handle the situation, it will; otherwise, it will call in specialists such as Star Guard, Space Command, or the Elf Marine Expeditionary Force. Space Patrol has been designated the official first responder for incidents inside League boundaries.

Based on Tralaska's moon, Sienna, Recon-8 was on station when the call came to check out something in the system’s primary star. They were to change course and check out an odd sighting reported by a solar probe.

Captain Sheila "Dragon" Mersk and her wingman, Lieutenant Nesta "Ghost" Tranna, triple-checked their systems—especially their thermal shielding—as they approached Trala, the star of the Tralaskan system. "Checklist complete," Dragon announced as their canopies went opaque. From this point forward, they would be on instruments. "What do you think, Ghost, another wild goose chase?"

"Maybe, ma'am, but one can never be too careful."

"Always the optimist, Ghost. What's our ETA?"

"Eight minutes. Scans still clear. Probe is gone, and I'm picking up nothing but solar wind."

The two pilots were flying state-of-the-art patrol craft with enhanced sensors, weapons, and shields. It was the shields that worried Dragon, though. "Ghost, shield status?"

"Shields are holding at 110%. The generators are singing happy songs."

"Make sure they stay that way. If one of them blinks, you have less than a millisecond before you and the ship are toast."

"Aye, ma'am. No toast today... Wait one... I've got something."

"Don't keep it to yourself. Let the dragon know what you're seeing."

"Aye. Large object dead-ahead. Approximately two clicks long... That can't be right."

"Talk to me, girlfriend."

"Confirmed. Object is not orbiting Trala. Reading a null gravity field. Ma'am, that thing's pulling a Cygnus."

A Cygnus maneuver was named after a spaceship in an old Earth science fiction movie. The ship, the Cygnus, could generate a null-gravity bubble around itself, eliminating the need for an orbit.

"Are we tied into Space Patrol?"

"Confirmed. They are receiving data."

Dragon mulled over the sensor data. "The area around the ship is reading space-normal for a Goldilocks planet. Any sign of a shield generator big enough to keep out the radiation?"

"No, ma'am. It may be a side effect of the null gravity field.”

Dragon thumbed a switch on her control stick, launching a shielded probe. "Probe away. Telemetry is good. Entering bubble in three... Two... One... Mark!” Receiving data." She stared at the readout. "Null gravity field... It's a ship, and it looks lifeless. She's sitting in the corona, yet her hull is as cold as the dark side of the moon." She zoomed in on one of the images of the ship's hull. "Ghost, does that look like a hangar door?"

"Aye, ma'am," she replied as she changed the zoom level. "I think those are ships parked inside."

Dragon looked, then got on the comm. "Space Patrol Actual, this is Recon-8, do you copy? Over?"

"Recon-8, this is Actual reading you loud and clear. We've received your data stream. What's the play, Dragon?"

"Request permission to board the ship via open landing bay."

"Lady, you certainly have a set. Command concurs. You are go for a look-see. Solar Research Ship Hermes will rendezvous in two hours. Sheila, take it easy. If that bubble bursts, I lose two of my best pilots."

"Damn, Juran, I didn't know you cared. We'll be careful. Recon-8 out. Ghost! Pop two probes and set them to station keeping just outside the bubble."

"Aye, ma'am. Probes away."

"Ready for this, Ghost?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"You lie like a rug! I'm scared spitless!" She closed her eyes and prayed to her family's gods for the two of them. "Proceed, one-quarter-speed and watch the transition."

"One-quarter-speed aye, ma'am."

The two craft headed toward the waiting behemoth.


            ###

        

Dragon panned her hand-torch around while Ghost made a final check of their ships. "We're set, ma'am. Both ships are set to activate their shields immediately and perform an emergency takeoff. We can be in other-space before we exit the bay."

"And destroy this antique with our FTL-backwash. Let's hope it doesn't come to that." She pulled out her scanner and aimed it toward the body of the ship. "The gravity is Tralaska normal. Let's see if we can find the control room."

"Aye, ma'am," Ghost said as she retrieved her scanner from her belt and activated it. The two headed toward the interior of the vast ship. Once inside, they found a large corridor which seemed to run the length of the ship. "Left or right, ma'am?"

Dragon took a 1-credit coin from her sleeve pocket and flipped it into the air. "Call it, Ghost."

"Heads left."

The coin landed heads up. "Left it is." Dragon unsnapped her weapons retention strap. "A girl can never be too careful."

"Roger that," Ghost replied while following suit.

The pair proceeded up the corridor using their helmet lights to illuminate the passageway. Along the way, they passed large robots nestled into wall niches. "Mechanoids?" Dragon asked as she ran her scanner over one of the inert constructs.

"The design is different, and there are no life signs. Mechs are living creatures. These are lifeless hulks," Ghost replied.

They continued down the corridor until they found a large, open double door. "What's with the open doors?" Dragon asked. "Hasn't anyone heard of security?"

"Hidden in a null-g bubble inside a stellar corona probably keeps the riff-raff out," Ghost noted.

"Was that humor?"

"Yes."

"Wow. OK." Dragon looked around. "Lots of machines. I wonder what they do?"

"The scanner thinks they're planet-forming mechanisms," Ghost replied.

"They make planets?"

"No. They remake planets. We, humans, call the process terraforming. Take an inhospitable planet with the right mass and distance from its star and drop a few hundred of these things onto the surface. They spend a few years turning yuck into an Earth-like environment. You then seed the planet with plant and animal life specifically engineered to adapt and transform. My father and mother do this for a living."

"Damn, you are a fountain of knowledge." Dragon walked over and thumped a machine. "Nobody home."

Ghost frowned as she bent over and examined a broken wood-like crate on the deck. She picked up a splinter and dropped it into an opening in the side of her scanner.

"What did you find?" Dragon asked.

"A splinter of organic material. Assuming it's carbon-based, I can get a C-14 age estimate... Wow."

"How old is it?"

"The reading is off the scale. This puppy is older than dirt."

Before Dragon could react, their ships sounded alarms via the comms embedded in their wrists. The two pilots looked at their displays. "We're moving," Ghost said.

"At least it's away from the star. Girlfriend, it's time to leave!"

They raced back to their ships and lifted off within minutes of arriving. Out of the massive door, they could see Trala getting smaller as the enormous ship pulled away and headed into space.

"Space Patrol, this is Recon-8," Dragon transmitted over the emergency channel. "The alien ship is moving away from Trala and is outbound. Over."

"Actual to Recon-8, copy that. We found you in a system scan. Your heading will take you to a rendezvous with Tralaska in thirty-six hours at present speed."

"What are our orders, Actual?"

"Follow, observe, and await further orders. Over."

"Follow, observe, and await further orders, Aye."

"Sheila, you and Nesta, be careful. We don't know what we're dealing with, so keep an eye out for anything unusual."

"Roger that, Actual. Recon-8 out. Ghost! Did you get all that?"

"Aye, ma'am. We babysit the behemoth until we're relieved."

"I hope you didn't have anything planned for tonight, girlfriend."

"Naw. He's understanding."

"When did you start dating again. Tell me everything from the beginning..."

    

  

    
      CHAPTER TWO





    

    
      The Space Patrol Command Center on Sienna was on full alert the moment the alien ship rose from Trala's corona. Center Commander Cyrus Nystrom, a basili, paced the room, watching the stations around him. His focus was on the large central view screen, which displayed an image of the alien ship—now designated Tango-1—and its two escorts, dwarfed by the ship itself.

"Confirm ETA," he ordered. A small flap of his wings signaled his vexation.

"Confirmed, sir. Thirty-five hours and fourteen minutes until orbital injection.”

"Any word on the analysis of the Recon-8 scan data?"

"Preliminary analysis suggests it's a terraformer supply ship," one of the center techs reported.

Commander Nystrom frowned. "Why here and why now? Get me Recon-8."

"Aye, sir," the communications officer said as she pressed buttons on her console. "You're on, sir."

"Dragon, this is Actual. Are you monitoring comm channels?"

"Actual, Dragon. "Ours or theirs, sir?"

"Good question. Set your scanners to broad spectrum. If that thing's broadcasting or receiving, I want to know about it."

"Aye, sir. Monitoring... Yikes...."

"Yikes? Explain, Yikes, Captain."

"Something is communicating with the ship, and it's talking back. I'm sending the data on channel three."

"Communications officer! Confirm!" Nystrom ordered.

"Aye, sir!" The comm officer flicked switches. "Confirmed, sir. Tango-1 is communicating with another target near the inner edge of the system's Kuiper belt. Designating second target as Tango-2. Coordinates displayed, sir."

The Kuiper belt was a large asteroid belt starting just outside the orbit of Trala's ninth planet. Nystrom looked up at the numbers displayed next to the Tango-1 image. "Scheduling Officer, do we have any assets within range of those coordinates?"

"Checking, sir... We have one patrol craft, the Valkyrie..."

Nystrom hung his head. "Bracken. I have done something to anger the gods," he muttered. "No one else?"

"No, sir, just Captain Bracken. The next nearest is Patrol-6, and they're a day away."

He looked to the ceiling and muttered something. "What's her call sign?"

"Wingnut, sir."

He flapped his wings. "Comm, get Wingnut on the horn and mark the message priority one."

"Aye, sir!"

Shortly after, a voice came over the room's speakers. "Space Patrol Actual, this is Wingnut acknowledging your priority-one message."

"Wingnut, this is Actual. We are transmitting data and coordinates. You are to proceed to the location and report on what you observe."

"What am I looking for, Actual?"

"If we knew that, we would tell you. Read the dossier as you proceed to the station. Any questions?"

"No, sir! I want to thank you for the opportunity..."

"Thank me when you find out what's out there. Actual out." Nystrom rubbed his face with his hand. "Gods forbid we catch a break here and have a competent pilot anywhere near the problem."

"Sir!" the comm officer reported. "Defense Minister Serena Mall is waiting in your office."

"It never rains. Tell her I'm on my way. XO, you have the conn. Keep me posted."

"Aye, sir!" his second in command replied to the captain's retreating back.


            ###

        

Nystrom walked into his office and found Minister Mall sitting in a chair flanked by two large male guards. "Piss someone off again, Serena?"

She lowered her eyes and smiled. "You know how it is on Tralaska. Vendetta is a way of life. Boys, give us the room, please."

Her guards stepped out of the room, leaving the two alone. Nystrom walked over to the room's bar and prepared a drink for his guest. "What's up, Serena?"

"What's up? You have a two-kilometer-long alien ship on approach to Tralaska while it's carrying out a conversation with some unknown thing at the edge of the system, and you ask what's up?"

"How the hell... Never mind. Yes, but we have the situation under control. We have two recon ships shadowing the ship and a patrol ship checking out the object at the edge of the system. I promise we will call in reinforcements when necessary."

"Who did you send to check out Tango-2?"

"What color underwear am I wearing?"

"Excuse me?"

"You know the designation of a target ten minutes after we assign it, so you must know the color of my undies."

"This is Tralaska, and information is the stuff of life to us. As for your foundations, I would guess blue."

He smiled. "Scamp. As for Tango-2, we sent Wingnut..."

"You sent Quinn Bracken? Have you lost your mind? She nearly wrecked a ship while parking at the Tralaska-1 station. She's a menace."

"Isn't she your niece?"

"That's beside the point. Didn't you have anyone else you could send?"

"Minister, I'm not in the habit of discussing personnel with..."

She raised her hand in surrender. "I concede I have overstepped my bounds. Forgive me, but Quinn is a sticking point in my relationship with my sister. First, she marries a human, then they have children..."

"How terrible, contaminating the genetic pool with alien DNA," he said with a flap of his wings. "My gods, what was your sister thinking?"

"Are you through?"

"You do know my people had interstellar space flight before the Goranthi found your planet?" he informed her.

"I know. Look, I misspoke, OK? It took us thousands of years to develop our superiority complex, so cut us some slack, OK?"

He smiled at her. "As long as you and Joaquin have Joanie and me over for dinner, then I'm fine."

"Thanks. So, what's next?"

"Quinn scouts the location of Tango-2, then calls in a report. We react accordingly. For all we know, it could be an old satellite that's keeping tabs on Tango-1. I will let you know the moment I find out anything."

She got up, hugged her friend, then walked out, leaving Nystrom alone with his thoughts. "Quinn, do not fail us," he whispered before returning to the control room.

    

  

    
      CHAPTER THREE





    

    
      Quinn adjusted her vector to intercept the coordinates the commander had given her. Once underway, she brought up the information packet the commander had sent. "My gawd, the universe is coming to an end!" A voice said in her head. It was her Alue copilot, Stanley, speaking via the sub-audible communications system. "Quinn Bracken is reading a briefing packet!"

"Funny, Stan! When is your next show, comedienne?"

"I'm here all night, folks. Remember to tip your waitstaff. So, they found a big ship hiding in Trala's corona. Fancy that."

"Yeah, and it's talking to something or someone out here," she said, sitting back. "Maybe I didn't screw up as badly as I thought."

"Nope, you dented Tralaska-1. The only reason you're here is that you're the only one flying around the armpit of Tralaskan space."

"Thanks. I feel so much better now."

"Glad I could help. How'd the date go? I take it you're broke again," Stanley asked.

"The date was wonderful, and Ali's brother paid for it."

"Wait, you were able to take your sweetie out on someone else's dime? Who is this wonderful gentleman?"

"His name is John Wilson, and he's co-owner of..."

"Margaux's Roadhouse and Arcade. Damn, woman, you have hit the jackpot."

"What are you talking about?"

"The guy is rich as sin. He's built a huge gaming empire in just a few years. Rumor has it, he had something to do with the Iona incident."

"Johnny? Cute little Johnny? I don't believe it."

"Yes, cute little Johnny."

"So, what are these rumors?"

"Don't know for sure. Space Command and EarthSec slapped so much secrecy on the op that even the brass doesn't know the whole story. Quinn?"

"You never call me by my first name."

"Quinn?"

"Yes. Stan?"

"Remember your loyal co-pilot when you move into the mansion."

"You have my word, Stan, or should I call you Moron?"

"And you call me a comedienne. Didn't Ali mention any of this?"

"No, and she loves to share."

"You should ask her. I bet she's got some juicy stories to tell."

"You are a gossip, sir."

"Yep, and damn proud."

She shook her head.

"You really like this girl, don't you?"

"I... I'm in love with her. She's incredible. I have to fix myself and stop being such a screw-up."

"Have you ever thought she loves you, screw-ups and all?"

"What are you saying?"

"Just be you. The rest will take care of itself... We've arrived on-station."

Quinn punched a standard search pattern into the NAVComp. "You do know I'm in here," Stan said.

"Yeah, but your memory isn't what it used to be."

"Harrumph."

"Come on, Big Guy. Let's go find our target."


            ###

        

Three hours later, they had found nothing except for some large rocks. She parked the Valkyrie next to one of them, a nameless asteroid about twenty kilometers long by ten wide. "What the plark am I missing?" Quinn asked as she checked the scanners and compared them to the communications system's direction finder. "Comm says it's here, but sensors say it isn't."

"Quinn?"

"Yes, Stan?"

"Look out the port window. What do you see?"

She looked. "A big rock?"

"Pull your focus in and look again."

She looked. Then looked again. "Nooooo. That's impossible."

"What do you see?"

"If I stare long enough, I would swear I'm looking at a reaction control system thruster quad, only this one is..."

"Bigger than this ship. Running scans... Yep, those black deposits read as spent fuel. I think we found our target."

The reaction control system uses small rockets, or thrusters, to roll, yaw, and pitch a ship. There were four motors arranged at right angles to one another. Since this ship was a large asteroid, the small motors were appropriately scaled.

Quinn activated the external spotlights as she piloted the Valkyrie around the outside of the asteroid ship. "There's another RCS quad," she said.

"And we have visitors," Stan said as their spot illuminated a small freighter. Several figures ran into the ship and a nearby cave as they tried to hide from the light.

"Smugglers," she said. "Space Patrol Actual, this is Wingnut. Have found the target. It’s a spaceship disguised as an asteroid. We are investigating a smuggling ship on the surface and sending data. Report ends. Wingnut out." She changed frequencies. "Unidentified ship, this is Space Patrol Captain Quinn Bracken on STARGUARD channel, please respond. Oh, and don't even think about shooting at me. I've got two space-to-surface missiles locked on you. Bracken standing by..."

She waited, but not for long. "Space Patrol, this is Captain Rollin Brown in command of the Evelyn Bright out of Tralaska. Go away, we claim salvage rights to this derelict."

"Wonderful," Quinn muttered. She thumbed her mic switch. "Captain Brown, please transmit salvage permits and licenses."

The silence was deafening.

"Enough bullshit, Captain. I'm coming down. Quinn out." She changed vectors and headed toward a spot near the freighter.

"Are you sure this is such a good idea?" Stan asked.

"We'll be fine, just you keep hidden until I call for you."

"Works for me."

The landing was uneventful. After Quinn exited the Valkyrie, she made sure the landing claws were secure before walking over to where a group of smugglers stood waiting. "I'm Bracken; which one of you is Captain Brown?"

"He's inside," a burly one replied. Quinn couldn't tell their species or gender through the thick space suits. "Follow me."

"Careful there, Lady," Stan noted over the SAC. "He's a little too obliging."

"How the hell do you know he's a he?"

"A guy knows. Be careful."

"Yes, Mother."

Quinn was led inside the cave where a tall space-suited figure waited for her. "I'm Captain Brown. What can we do for you, Captain Bracken?"

"Show me your permits, and while you're at it, how about we do a safety inspection of your ship and site?"

"You can't do that!"

"Regulation 2055-3-14B/22 says I can. A member of Space Patrol can, at their discretion, perform a safety inspection of any ship found within their patrol sector. You are inside my patrol sector, so show me your permits, then we can get down to business."

The captain nodded to his people. Several weapons appeared, each pointed at Quinn. "Will these do?" he asked.

People ran in from outside, followed by a frantic Alue. "Close the plarking door!" Stan yelled as he and one of the smugglers pushed the large metal door shut. Quinn ran over and pressed the seal button just as the floor of the cave began to buck, throwing everyone willy-nilly. Quinn grabbed Stan and ran out of the room through a doorway at the back of the cave. They found themselves in a long corridor, so they picked a direction and ran.

"OK, stop!" Stan wheezed after several minutes of running. "No one's following us."

"Wuss," Quinn replied more than a little out of breath. "Why didn't I think they would pull weapons?"

"Don't beat yourself up. You're alive. Next time..."

"You mean the next time we try to inspect a shipload of smugglers stealing an asteroid-sized alien spaceship?"

"Yeah. Next time, you'll know better."

"I hate you."

"Hate you more."

Quinn looked around. "Any of this look familiar?"

"Oddly, yes, though I just can't put my finger on it. We Alue share memories with our ancestors, so one of mine must have been in a ship like this one. It'll come to me."

"What happened out there?"

"We parked on top of a communication antenna port cover. I got off the Valkyrie just as it and the smuggler ship were thrown into space."

"How big is the antenna?"

"At least 100 meters. It was still emerging when I ran in."

"Shit!"

"Tell me about it. You do know our comms can't reach Tralaska from this distance."

She nodded. "This tub's got to have a control room. We need to find it."

"And I was worried you'd go and do something sensible like hide."

She rolled her eyes, then pointed down the corridor away from where they left the smugglers. "Move."

    

  

    
      CHAPTER FOUR





    

    
      Captain Brown regained his feet as the shaking subsided. Ignoring his crew, he stabbed a button on his communicator, which should have tied him into the Bright's main computer, but all he got was a null-connection light. He tried again but got the same result. Fuming, he handed the device to his second-in-command, an Alturan named Francine. "I can't raise the ship."

She looked to heaven with two eyes, using the third to check the device. "Ah, I see the problem," she said.

"Can you fix it?"

"Nope." She handed the unit back to him. On its display was an image of a rolling star field with a large asteroid passing by.

"What am I looking at?" a vexed Captain Brown inquired.

"The feed from the security camera in the aft airlock. It seems the Bright has been thrown into space by something or someone."

The captain glared at the infernal machine. "Wait, what was that?"

She took the comm from him and twiddled a button. "That looks like what's left of a Space Patrol ship, probably the Valkyrie."

Brown rubbed his cheeks with his palms. "Francine, are you telling me that we're trapped aboard this derelict?"

"Kinda sucks, doesn't it. At least we have company."

Brown gave her a quizzical look.

"You do remember the young Space Patrol captain you and the rest of us aimed our weapons at? The one who piloted the Valkyrie?"

"Shit! Look, we panicked..."

"Sweetie, this is Francine you're talking to. We thought we could ice her, then hide the body. You know this; we know this, so cut the bullshit. Right now, we need to find her."

"What do you mean, find her? She's right... Where the hell is she?" He was greeted only with the crew's shrugs.

"Hmmm, she's gone. Imagine that. A woman and an Alue running off rather than dying at the hands of over a dozen armed smugglers. Who would have thought?"

"Everyone! Drop what you’re doing and find the two Space Patrol officers."

"You forgot something," Francine whispered.

"No, I didn't."

"You forgot to tell your crew what to do when they find our missing Space Patrol pilots."

"Oh. Yeah. Right. Listen up! Find them and bring them to me unharmed. I'll space anyone who hurts them. Now, MOVE!"


            ###

        

At the Space Patrol Command Center on Sienna, alarms sounded as Tango-2 officially entered the system. "Report!" Nyquist ordered.

"Tango-2 is underway," the tracking officer reported. "She's picking up speed... Steadying up at 0.8c."

"How long until it gets here?"

"Five and a half hours, sir."

"Any signal from the Valkyrie?"

"No, sir. Valkyrie's beacon is dead. No EPIRB signal from pilot or copilot."

"Identify Copilot."

"Stanley, call sign Aardvark."

"Stan's one of the most experienced pilots in the Patrol... Alert Star Guard and vector them to Valkyrie's last known position. Meanwhile, monitor Tango-1 and Tango-2. Communications Officer, get Space Command on the horn, priority one!"

"Aye, commander! Sir, Commander Turlock is on the line."

"Transmit all data about Tango-1 and Tango-2. Turlock, this is Nystrom. We've got a problem here."

"I can see that, old friend," the Sandaaran commander replied. "We've dispatched four cruisers and two battle wagons to Tralaska. ETA thirteen hours, mark!"

"Thanks. What about the Tralaskans?"

"Tell them, but impress upon them the need for caution. We don't know what we're dealing with."

"Aye, sir."

"Good luck to all of us. Space Command out."

"Comm, get me Star Guard command, then the Tralaskan Ministry of Defense. It's time to get this party rolling while we still have time."

"Aye, sir."


            ###

        

Quinn and Stan headed up a gangway in their search for the asteroid's control center. "Stan, stop! There has to be a better way..." A panel next to Quinn lit up with rapidly changing symbols.

Stan stared at the display with his black Alue eyes—the stuff of Earth legends about space invaders—tilting his head first to one side, then the other.

"What?"

"This ship is coming alive, and I recognize the language it speaks."

"Are you going to tell me, or do I have to guess?" she asked while scanning the corridor they had just come from. "And do hurry, we've got several smugglers closing on our position."

"It's Logash."

She stared at him in shock. "How can the Logash have a ship this old?"

It was now Stan's turn to look at her in shock. "Did you sleep during history class at the academy?"

"If you must pry..."

"My God... My people destroyed the Logash two million years ago during one of our expansion periods. Just before we attacked, they sent out hundreds of seed ships, each containing the DNA of countless Logash species, including their own. They're the reason so many League species are genetically compatible."

"The Alue destroyed a species?"

"We destroyed hundreds of them as we searched for advanced computer networks in which we could breed. Earth and the League almost became a statistic, but for Ambassador Lucien Irithyl's efforts. He saved my people and the League by introducing us to the InterWeb-in-a-box."

"Wow. So, this asteroid is a seed ship?"

"I think so. The one hanging out by Trala must work in tandem with this one in case the planet isn't quite ready for seeding. None of this makes sense. According to Agendor, the ships released genetic material that fused with existing lifeforms, incorporating Logash genetics into the indigent DNA map. He never mentioned terraforming."

"Who's Agendor?"

"Honestly, what did you do during the history lectures?"

She returned a weak smile, complete with a shrug.

Stan shook his head in disbelief. "Agendor headed the seed ship project. Only by the grace of God was he and his family able to escape the destruction of their homeworld. Fortunately for us, their stasis tubes kept them alive until they were found in one of the Cube's tombs."

"You met the guy who built this?"

"Yeah, at a lecture on cross-species procreation. I met him and his family's alpha female, Rutile. Brilliant researcher; clueless husband."

Quinn stopped talking while just staring at the screen. "What's up, Captain?"

"What happens if these ships try to terraform Tralaska?"

It was Stan's turn to stare in horror. "We need to contact the control center and fast."

"I was afraid you were going to say that. She looked at her scanner and saw the others approaching. "First things first. We need to slow our friends down..."

Stan placed his hand on the display. Quinn watched as it merged with the glass screen. The pattern of symbols shifted as lights in the corridor flashed around them. Without warning, the hatch between them and the smugglers closed and sealed. She felt her suit shift as the air pressure around her rose. "I've bought us some time," Stan said as he removed his hand from the display. "I've closed all emergency bulkheads between here and the cave, but it won't take them long to get past the encryption. The computer system is primitive at best."

"What about the control room?"

"Three decks up, two thousand meters straight ahead."

More lights flashed, this time accompanied by klaxons. Stan touched the screen. "Dammit, intruder control has been activated."

"Can you deactivate it?" Quinn asked while retracting her helmet.

"Not a chance. We need to move."

A nightmare of metal tentacles dropped from the ceiling to the floor, then reared up in a threat display. The two pilots pulled out their weapons and destroyed the bot. Quinn grabbed her comm and activated it. "Captain Brown, this is Captain Bracken on STARGUARD channel. Do you copy? Over."

"Cap, we need to get going!" Stan reminded her.

"I know, dammit! Brown, answer the damn call!"

"What the hell have you done, Bracken? I've got people trapped between bulkheads."

"Stan, open the doors between Brown's people and the cave. Captain, the ship's security systems are activated, and I think they're hunting all of us. Get your people back to the cave and barricade the door."

"Bullshit, Bracken. You don't want us to find you."

"Cap, the doors are open," Stan informed her.

"Your call, Brown. Bracken out." She looked at Stan. "Let's move."

"Finally!" he said as they lit out in the direction of the control room, leaving the smugglers to whatever fate they had chosen for themselves.

    

  

    
      CHAPTER FIVE





    

    
      Two hours and several dozen destroyed sentry bots later, Quinn and Stanley were almost to the control room when they were attacked once more by bots, two of them this time. As they had done with the others, the two space patrol officers raised their weapons and fired. Stan let loose with a blaster pulse, destroying his bot. Quinn fired, but her weapon malfunctioned—in effect, it jammed—leaving her defenseless. Seeing this, Stan fired once more, but his weapon's power pack was dead, so he reached over, grabbed a handful of the bot's tentacles, and used them to swing it into a wall with enough force to destroy it. He dropped the remains on the deck before checking his weapon. "Pack's dead, and I'm out of spares."

"Thanks for the assist, buddy." Quinn checked her weapon. "Firing chamber is toast," she said. She removed the weapon's power pack and handed it to Stan. "Last one, and it only has a few shots left."

"Just remember: grab a fistful of tentacles, then swing for the fence."

"What fence?"

"Ever play baseball?"

"What's baseball?"

He closed his eyes. When he opened them, he placed his hand on her shoulder. "I'm taking you to a game the moment we get back to base. Earth may have invented the game, but the Tralaskans have honed it to a high art form." He looked over her shoulder. "Enough of this planning. We're here, so let's make the best of the situation," he said while pointing at a doorway down the corridor. 

They ran over and found the door surrounded by red flashing lights. "That's not good, is it?" Quinn asked.

Stan put his hand on the display. "Shit. Seal your suit; I'm taking the corridor to vacuum," he said. She complied as the nearby bulkheads sealed. Satisfied, he opened the door. Inside was a scene from a car wreck. Sitting in the middle of the wrecked control room were the remains of a large meteor. Chunks of rock broken loose from the impact had shredded the equipment inside the room. Stan walked over and patted a chunk of rubble. "And here we have the communications system."

They left the room, closed the door, then re-pressurized the corridor. "Well, that sucks," Quinn said.

"Tell me about it," Stan said. "We're trapped inside a big rock while being hunted by angry bots. Oh, and did I mention the angry smugglers?"

"You worry too much. Space Patrol is aware of the situation and will send a rescue party if we don't report in. It's not like we're going anywhere." Their comms beeped. Quinn activated hers. "Go for Bracken,"

"Thank God! This is Commander Nystrom. Sitrep!"

"Valkyrie and the smuggler's ship were destroyed. Stan and I are unharmed. Ship's intruder system activated. Condition of smugglers unknown. Sir, we found the ship's control room, but it's been destroyed by a meteor impact."

"Switch to an encrypted channel." Quinn pressed a button. "Captain, you have to find a way to take control of that ship. It's about 2.5 hours from Tralaska. We think it's rendezvousing with the terraformer ship we found near Trala."

"Sir, this is Stan. This ship is a Logash seed ship."

There was silence from command.

"Sir, did you receive that? This is a Logash seed ship."

"Copy that, Lieutenant. Stand by."

"He sounds worried," Quinn said, "Like I am."

"The safety of over five billion Tralaskans will do that to you."

"I'm worried about one human. Ali is down there waiting to go to dinner with me." She reached into a pocket and pulled out a small case. Inside was an engagement ring, which she showed to Stan. "It's supposed to be a surprise."

"You do know you don't need to arrive in an asteroid spaceship to impress her."

Quinn cuffed him.

"Quinn? This is Nystrom."

"We're here, sir."

"We caught a break, Captain. The designer of that ship is on his way to Command. He was on-planet for a conference. You are to proceed to the ship's auxiliary control room and await further orders. We're sending you directions over."

"Roger that, sir. Sir, we still have the bot problem."

"Their shutdown code is included with the directions. Inputting the code will stop the attacks. We're also sending a patrol ship to act as a relay. His call sign is Fan Boy. Over."

"Yes, sir. Copy Fan Boy."

"Hang in there, you two. We've got your six. Control out."

"Got the directions. Got the code," Stan said.

"Deactivate the bots," Quinn ordered, "then we need to find this other control room."

Stan partially opened the aft bulkhead just enough for Quinn to take a quick look. "Clear," Quinn said, signaling to open it fully. They could see the empty corridor stretching aft. "Where are we going?"

"That way," he said while pointing.

"What aren't you telling me?"

"I think we have to pass by the cave entrance, either that or we get there an hour after we arrive at Tralaska."

"Great! We've got a bunch of armed smugglers and only one working weapon between the two of us," Quinn noted.

"We'll just have to rely on our charm and chutzpah," Stan replied as they hurried down the hall. Halfway to their destination, a call came through on the encrypted channel. "This is Fan Boy on station. How are you two holding up?" The voice sounded vaguely familiar.

"Fan Boy, this is Aardvark. We're proceeding to the auxiliary control room. Bots have been deactivated. Over."

"Good. Just FYI, I did a flyby of the landing site. Several suited bodies are visible. It looks like the hatch was destroyed by weapons fire. We'll have to find another exit for you. Is Wingnut with you, Aardvark?"

"Fan Boy, this is Wingnut. Over."

"You really need to change that call sign. I have a message from Ali for you. She insists you not be late for dinner. Do you copy, Wingnut?”

"Give her a moment, Fan Boy," Stan said as Quinn teared up.

"Copy that, Fan Boy. Tell her I wouldn't be late for the world."

"Roger that, Wingnut. Message received and relayed. Fan Boy standing by."

"Quinn, are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine. Do you know this Fan Boy?"

"Nope, but scuttlebutt has it that command is reactivating several old timers from Space Command to supplement the current ranks of pilots. Ships we got; pilots, not so much."

"Old timers... When I first met Ali's brother, he was wearing a jacket with a 'USAF' patch. Wasn't USAF the old United States Air Force?"

"Cap, I said old timers, not mummies. The United States Air Force disappeared almost two centuries ago when Earth adopted the planetary government. How old is Ali?"

"My age."

"See, you're 29, so she's 29, which means her twin brother is 29. I read that in a book somewhere."

She gave him the infamous tilted-head-hairy-eyeball look. "It looked like a real jacket and a real patch."

"It's amazing what you can buy on the InterWeb."

They rounded a corner and came to an abrupt stop. Ahead of them were bodies, lots of bodies, both robot and organic.

Scans of the bodies showed no survivors. Further scanning showed all the weapons and power packs were dead. Frowning, Quinn looked around. "No, Captain Brown," she noted.

"Maybe he's outside," Stan replied while hooking a thumb in the direction of the cave entrance.

"Maybe. Let's get moving," she said while her frown only deepened.

    

  

    
      CHAPTER SIX





    

    
      Fan Boy looked out the cockpit windows at the giant asteroid ship he was flying with. Except for several comm antenna towers jutting from its surface, it looked like a perfectly normal asteroid, its rough exterior belying what lay within. "Kinda big, isn't it?" Sarah asked through the SAC.

"I thought a mech protector was big. This thing is huge. So, the Logash used these things to seed this part of the galaxy?"

"Yep. The Logash of two million years ago had huge egos, but they didn't like getting their hands dirty, so they let robots do all the work."

"Don't Tralaskans carry Logash gene fragments?"

"Yep, which is impossible if this beast was the ship that seeded the planet. I hear tell the scientific community is in an uproar over this find. Something about throwing away twenty years of research."

"Things never change. Back in my day, scientists did this purging almost daily. The science fiction writers couldn't keep up."

"Boss, permission to speak freely."

"Always."

"I'm worried about our people inside that beast."

"They'll be fine. I read Stan's jacket. I'm surprised he's still playing co-pilot."

"I noticed you said nothing about Quinn."

"I knew a driver, back in the day, who reminds me of Quinn. We called him Three Degrees."

"Huh?"

"He was always three degrees off plumb. I couldn't begin to tell you how many cars he dented when he misjudged the corners of his vehicle. It was as if he were slightly out of phase with the rest of us. One day, Three picked up a very important member of a very important family. She was a pistol and very pregnant. He was supposed to take her shopping when she went into labor. Unfortunately, they were trapped on a bridge due to a traffic jam. Somehow, Three was able to call emergency services before delivering the baby. By the time EMS arrived, the baby was swaddled in Three's jacket and in her mother's arms. The paramedics just shook their heads when they saw that old Three had done everything right. Funny thing, the rest of us are pretty sure Three didn't even know where babies came from."

"And your point is?"

"When the going got rough, Three rose to the occasion. From the moment I first met her, I knew Quinn would do just that: Rise to the occasion."

"And if she doesn't?" Sarah asked.

"Two battle wagons and three cruisers will vaporize this rock and all aboard."

"Assuming this rock lets them."


            ###

        

Commander Nystrom looked up from the holographic tactical display just as Agendor walked into the room. Like all Logash, Agendor had elf-like ears and tail, along with glowing blue eyes and a glowing blue crystal embedded in his sternum. "Dr. Agendor, my name is Commander Nyquist. Thank you for coming at such short notice."

"Please, just Agendor. You can't imagine my shock when I heard you found the prototype."

"Prototype?"

"Yes, the two ships are a prototype system for terraforming and seeding planets with Logash life forms. We built one, set it out for testing, and never heard from it again. This was decades before the Alue visited us."

"So, why is one ship hiding in Trala while the other is, or was, parked out in the Kuiper Belt?"

"That was not part of the original programming, nor is parking anywhere near a viable planet. The prototype was designed to search out dead planets inside the Goldilocks zone of a G-type star. Once in place, the terraformer creates the proper environment. When it's finished, it calls in the seed ship. When the seeder arrives, the former goes into supply mode. When both ships are finished, they are programmed to fly into the nearby star so that no trace of an advanced civilization remains. No, this behavior is completely off-script."

"OK, we can figure out the whys if we can get the two ships under control."

Agendor dropped a messenger bag on the table, then rummaged through it. He took out a thumb drive and handed it to the commander. "The former ship is the easiest one to start with. Transmit the codes contained in the drive, and the former will shut down operations, then go into orbit. Of the two, the former is many times more dangerous to Tralaska than the seeder.”

"Speaking of the seeder..."

"You've got two Space Patrol pilots aboard her, correct?"

"Yes, Captain Bracken and Lieutenant Stanley. Both are competent pilots."

"Good. Since the main control room was destroyed—I knew we needed to bury it deeper in the ship's body—we have to get your pilots into the auxiliary control room. From there, they can take control of the ship, assuming at least one of them has Logash genes."

"Quinn is human/Tralaskan and Stanley is Alue."

"That explains the security alert. Stanley will register as a non-Logash sapient species. Are they armed?"

"Yes."

"Energy weapons?"

"Yes, blasters."

"We programmed a response to armed, non-Logash sapients: destruction."

"You mean someone like me would trigger...?"

"No, we seeded your planet, so you're safe. Now, if you were born in the Large Magellanic Cloud, that would be different."

"But Stan was able to access the computer system."

"Low-level stuff like doors and fire-suppression systems is low-priority, while driving the ship is much more protected. Nope, Stan can't drive, but he can turn on the lights."

"Wonderful. The fates of billions of lives are in the hands of Quinn Bracken. Just plarking wonderful," Nystrom muttered.


            ###

        

Quinn stood back and watched Stanley curse the door and the locking system holding it shut. He had tried to open it by interacting with the lock using “yeses” and “OKs,” but it refused to respond. He then tried tapping in codes, accessing it with his comm and scanner. Finally, he beat on it with a fist, but it refused to budge. Admitting defeat, he called command and talked to someone. After a few yeses and OKs, he killed the connection. Hanging his head in defeat, he swept his hand toward the control pad. "Your turn."

Raising an eyebrow, Quinn walked over and placed her hand on the pod. The door swung open, revealing the auxiliary control room. "What the hell?"

"Full-blooded Alues don't have traces of Logash genes in their DNA. Humans and Tralaskans do."

"Cool!" Quinn said as she pranced inside while Stan followed in a more dignified manner. "So, what now?

"Let's find out." He took out his comm and made a call. "Actual, this is Tango-2. We're in."

"Tango-2, actual. You are approaching Tralaska. Quinn, you've drawn the pilot card. Find the pilot's seat and get in it. Agendor will give you a crash course in driving a huge bus. Over."

"Tango-2, this is Fan Boy on STARGUARD channel, standing by. May your sails be full and your seas smooth."

"Fan Boy, do I know you?"

"Possibly. I'll let you know when we have an after-mission beer. Over."

"I look forward to that, Fan Boy. Tango-2 standing by." She sat down and buckled in. "Let's get this party started."

    

  

    
      CHAPTER SEVEN





    

    
      Quinn took her comm unit out and activated it before setting it down on the console next to the pilot's seat. "Actual, this is Wingnut, I'm ready to take control of Tango-2. Over."

"Wingnut? You really need to change that call sign. My name is Agendor. Can I call you Quinn?"

"Of course, sir."

"Sir? You make me sound old. Just call me Agendor."

"Yes, si... Agendor. Where do we start?"

"You should see a flashing green light on your left armrest. That's the security override. Press it."

She did. The light went out. "The light is out."

"Good. Stan can now operate the ancillary systems. Remember, only you can pilot her."

"Copy that. Agendor, what's her name?"

"Prototype. I know, it's a sucky name for a twenty-click long ship, but we Logash don't go much for ostentatious monikers for equipment."

"Roger that."

"Ah, we've established a data link with Prototype's computer system..." The labeling and displays changed from incomprehensible symbols to Standard. Joysticks rose from both chairs’ armrests while flight instrument overlays appeared on the forward view screen, along with an image from the bow of the ship. "I've configured the controls to follow League-standard specifications."

Quinn placed her hands on the sticks—throttles left, flight controls right. "Fighter controls on a twenty-click long ship?"

"The auxiliary and main control rooms were only used for the testing phase. They were sealed after launch. Readings indicate Prototype is on a collision course with Tralaska. I estimate an ocean impact off the coast of Tralaska's capital city. Come to course 137 degrees by +23 degrees for orbital injection."

Quinn took the controls and tried to adjust course. Nothing happened. "Agendor, we have no joy on course correction."

"I see that... Checking... There's an open circuit in the primary control stack... Sending reset command... No joy, so we'll have to do it the old-fashioned way. Someone's got to go three doors down the hall and press a flashing blue switch. That should fix the problem."

"I've got it," Stan said as he headed out the door.

"Be careful out there," Quinn yelled after him. "Fan Boy, have you been monitoring?"

"Of course. So that you know, I'm still looking for a way in. I realize I'm preaching to the choir, but you are getting awful close to that pretty planet."

"Copy that, Fan Boy. So, where did we meet?"

"At an entertainment establishment. You were there with a pretty girl named Ali. I assume she's the same Ali as the one who sent the message."

"Since I only know one Ali, it would stand to reason. She and I have been to many entertainment establishments. Can you be more specific?"

"Nope. It'll all make sense, I promise. Um, that planet is getting closer."

She took the controls and tried to maneuver, but still no joy. She tapped her comm. "Stan, sitrep!" The comm remained silent.

"Fan Boy, Agendor, we have a problem..."

"Step away from the controls." Quinn got up out of the command chair and turned to face the source of the voice. At the back of the control room, holding a weapon to Stan's head, stood Captain Brown. His face bloodied, and his clothes ripped, it was apparent he had seen battle. "Over there," Brown said while nodding to his left. Quinn did as she was told.

"Captain Brown, this ship is about to run into Tralaska and kill millions of innocent people. Put your weapon down, and we can talk about this after I get this ship into a stable orbit?"

"The ship is mine under all the laws of salvage."

"Fine. You can take that up with Tralaska, just let me do my job." Quinn's mind raced as she tried to figure out a way out of this. She had no weapon, and even if she did, she couldn't risk firing inside this confined space...

"Release the copilot and slowly raise your hands," a space patrol pilot with the name "Fan Boy" stenciled on his uniform said as he stepped into the room with the muzzle of the weapon pressed against Brown's head. "Now."

Brown did as he was told. Once disarmed and restrained, he was placed in an empty chair and told to behave.

"Thanks," Stan said.

"I fixed the problem in the equipment room," a second pilot said as her helmet retracted to reveal a smiling Sarah. "Hey, handsome, where have you been all my life?" she said to Stan.

Stan Blushed.

"I've got control," Quinn reported as the ship turned at her command. "Agendor, I have positive control of Prototype. I need a new course correction."

"Copy that. Is everyone OK? Over."

"We're fine. Over." He replied with a new course correction. As they entered the upper atmosphere, Quinn turned the ship to place it in a stable, higher orbit. Once the giant ship was safe, she set the autopilot before vacating the seat.

"Tango-2, this is actual. Your relief is on its way. Good work, all of you. Quinn, you are full of surprises. We'll talk when you get back to the command center. Actual standing by."

"You were going to try to jump Brown, weren't you?" Stan said. "He could have killed you, then what?"

"You disarm him, then force him to fly the ship to safety," she replied. "His model pistol has an extended recycle time."

Fan Boy leaned against a console and glanced over at Sarah, who shrugged back. He then looked back at Quinn for a moment before tapping his wrist control to retract his helmet.

"Johnny?" Quinn exclaimed. "What the hell?"

"My commission in the Air Force was reactivated as part of Space Patrol's personnel ramp-up."

They looked and saw the USAF and Area 51 patches. "You have a custom flight suit?" Stan asked.

"Something like that. I wanted to see how much sweetener they'd put into the re-enlistment pot."

Quinn gave him an indecipherable look. Her mind was full of questions, but they had to wait as the relief team had arrived to take the ship and Captain Brown into custody. When she finished bringing them up to speed, Quinn looked around, but Johnny was nowhere to be seen. "Where'd Fan Boy and Sarah go?" she asked her copilot.

"The commander called them back to the station. Johnny said he would talk to you later."

"You bet he will," she said as she headed down the corridor to where a shuttle awaited them.

    

  

    
      CHAPTER EIGHT





    

    
      Commander Nystrom stood next to Agendor and watched as Defense Minister Serena Mall and Captain Rollin Brown, along with their teams of lawyers, argued over ownership of the Logash seed ship, which they were standing inside. "When are you going to tell them?" he asked the geneticist.

"What, that under League salvage laws, the ship is the property of the Logash people? My team is putting together a deal that satisfies both parties. Until then, I'll just let them argue."

"Brown does have a point about the families needing funds."

"We've already paid them, but asked that they don't tell anyone, at least until my team finishes their proposal. The captain's crew was a group of scallywags, but their families shouldn't suffer due to the crew's indiscretions."

"You've got that kind of capital lying around?"

"Lots of tech royalties, not to mention patents. Even this simplistic prototype will bring in millions of credits from the systems, and every Logash will share in the spoils. I love living in the League. Back in the day, we'd be lucky to get one percent after the government took its pound of flesh."

"This is simplistic?" Nystrom asked while waving his hand around to encompass the entire twenty-click-long ship.

"Compared to the last ones that went out, this is just a toy."

"You don't have to answer this, but do you resent the Alue for mostly destroying your species?"

"Do you resent the Sokuhl for almost destroying yours? As the humans say, shit happens. My family is safe, and the Logash people have lived on in a myriad of gene pools. We never died; we just transformed. What about the basili?"

"Our warrior nature was what nearly killed us. We were given a chance to grow out of it, and for that, we are grateful. Any idea why this pair parked near Tralaska?"

"Someone loaded the wrong program into the flight computer. When the two ships arrived, the former went to recharge in the sun while the seeder waited out in the Kuiper Belt. The part of the program that was supposed to activate the terraforming sequence was missing, so the two ships sat, waiting for an activation signal. One of Brown's crew hit the wrong button just after Quinn arrived. The rest is history. I've stripped out the former and seeder routines and replaced them with station-keeping programs."

The two watched as several lawyers, including two Logashes, walked up and joined the discussion.

"Oh, this is going to be fun," Agendor said. He took out a flask and handed it to Nystrom. "Cheers!"

The basili opened the flask, took a drink, then handed it back to the Logash. "Skol."

    

  

    
      CHAPTER NINE





    

    
      Down on Tralaska at Space Patrol HQ, Stan was getting vexed as he watched Quinn adjust her uniform for the umpteenth time. Not only was the fidgeting driving him mad, but her constant muttering under her breath was driving him to distraction as well. "They're washing me out, I know it. Too many screw-ups and too much property damage. What the hell was I thinking? I dented Tralaska-1 for plark's sake."

He reached over and took her by the shoulders. "I am armed, so either calm down or I will shoot both of us."

She slumped forward and hugged him. "I've always wanted to be a space pilot. Don't let them take that away from me."

Stan stroked her hair. "Everything will be fine. Just take a deep breath and calm yourself."

The door to the conference room opened, followed by a yeoman walking out. "Captain, Lieutenant, they are ready for you."

With one final straightening, Quinn led the way into the room where her destiny awaited. They walked up to where Commander Nystrom stood and saluted him. "Captain Bracken and Lieutenant Stanley reporting as ordered, sir!" Quinn barked.

"At ease," he said after returning their salutes. "Quinn, Quinn, Quinn! What am I going to do with you...?"

"Sir! I fully support Captain Bracken and her decisions. I think this witch hunt..."

Quinn silenced him with a touch and a smile. "It's OK, Stan. Sir, I will tender my resignation..." She stopped when she saw the pair of medals he was holding out.

"One for you and one for Stan. These are Tralaskan Medals of Meritorious Conduct. Very few non-full-blood-Tralaskan people get one of these," he said as he pinned one on Quinn's jacket, then Stan's. "Quinn, Stan, both of you were being evaluated while you were aboard the prototype, and both of you passed with flying colors. Your evaluator was especially impressed by Quinn's willingness to die to save her copilot and the people of Tralaska. With that in mind, Quinn, I am reinstating your active duty status and full back pay. Personally, I thought you were a plark-off, Captain, and I was wrong. When push came to shove, you acted in a way that exemplified the honor of the Space Patrol."

"I... I don't know what to say, except thank you. Sir, may I ask who was evaluating me?"

"Myself, Agendor, and Captain Wilson. Even though Johnny is your fiancé’s brother, we felt that he could be honest and fair with his assessment of you. Now, we didn't plan this whole debacle around your evaluation, but we felt it was a good test of your character. Any questions?"

"No, sir," the two dumbfounded pilots said.

"Very good. Your new patrol ship will be arriving tomorrow. Once it's checked out, you two can draw a patrol assignment, then get back to work."

"Yes, sir!"

"Dismissed!"

Salutes were exchanged before the two walked out of the room. Once in the corridor, Quinn and Stan sat down and tried not to shake.

"I thought I was going to get canned, but instead, we get medals," Quinn whispered.

"Damn," Stan replied. Quinn cuffed him. "Ow!"

"That's for getting between me and a bullet, fool."

"No one else in the patrol would put up with me," he informed her. He got up and straightened his uniform. "Ali called me. She wants me to join you two for dinner. Is that OK with you?"

"It's fine by me. Are you bringing someone?"

"I was thinking of asking Sarah. She seems nice."

"I thought hot was a better word, but we can go with nice."

"Then I'd better get with asking her. 1900 hours at Cafe Volcano?"

"Yep." She stood up and hugged the Alue. "And thanks for helping me with all this. You're a true friend." They hugged once more before parting and headed back to their billets to prepare for the night's festivities.


            ###

        

Quinn walked into the bar and was instantly besieged by patrons who had seen news reports of her stopping the seed ship from destroying the planet. After shaking hands and having pictures taken of her hugging at least two dozen people, Quinn made a graceful escape. Once clear of the crowd, she found an empty seat at the end of the bar where she made a call to Commander Nystrom. "Sir, with all due respect, what the hell is going on?" she asked before going into detail about the encounter she had just had with her adoring fans.

"Space Patrol needs pilots and ground crews, and you're the new face of the patrol who will help fill that need. Shake hands, smile, take pictures, then point out the nearest recruiting center. The patrol is counting on you, Captain. Now, enjoy your dinner and remember to smile when your fandom besieges you. Command out."

"Oh, my God! I'm a plarking mascot for Space Patrol!"

"It's not all that bad. I bet the number of your InterWeb likes is going to skyrocket!" Johnny said as he sat down next to her. "Keep! Two Unicorn Farts, but keep the safeties on."

"Hey, Johnny," Quinn said as she hugged him. She stepped back and ran her hand over his dress uniform. "Is this regulation?"

"It was two centuries ago," he replied as the drinks arrived. "Bottoms up!"

"Stop! Those things are fatal to full-blood humans."

"Not with the safeties on. This form is only mildly euphoric." He quaffed his drink, then ordered another while Quinn sipped hers.

"So, tell me about your uniform."

"First, I need you to promise something, something that has to do with Ali."

"What?"

"Promise that you will hear me out, and you will remember that Ali is still Ali. The only thing that may change is your perception of her."

"OK, I promise. So, what's the story?"

"Back in the year 2020, or thereabouts, a Dr. Mara Trinity was given a contract by the Nordicans to create an organic, binary weapon which would be used to destroy several other races they felt would be a threat to the Nordicans and the human population of Earth. After a few false starts, she was able to create a set of twins—a boy and a girl—both in their late twenties. Together, the twins could destroy a world."

Quinn finished her drink in one gulp. "Keep! Another one, but keep the safeties off," she ordered. "Am I going to like how this story ends?"

"I hope so. Anyway, while developing this weapon, Mara's plans went awry when she developed maternal feelings for her brood as well as a conscience, she gathered up all but one of her children, put them into stasis chambers aboard a stolen Alue ship, and put them to sleep for the long voyage to a faraway system where she thought she and her children could live in peace."

"All but one?"

"Yes, the male half of the binary weapon stayed behind to cover their tracks. His final act was to erase his memories and activate a backup personality. In the time it takes to fire a neuron, he went from weapon to a getaway driver for the gangs of New York City."

"That was over two hundred years ago..."

"The failsafe he tripped to escape detection—you see, the Nordicans never knew he and his sister existed, and he wanted to keep it that way—malfunctioned. He retained the telepathic powers that were part of the weapon side of him. The United States Military detected these powers, and they offered him a job driving a dead mechanoid..."

"You're that Johnny!"

"Guilty as charged. I ended up in a cave near Area 51, trapped inside a stasis-equipped ejection pod. They found me a little over a year ago."

"You destroyed Iona, but no one knows how. I've read the reports, but they were redacted with a blaster."

"That's because I was reunited with Ali, and we became... weaponized for a few minutes. We destroyed Iona. No weapons, no spaceships, just two really pissed-off GELFS. When it was over, we took each other's hands, said the magic words, and became normal, though slightly-twisted, human beings that everyone loves... Right?"

She stared at him for a moment. "Does she know all this?"

"She remembers nothing that occurred before I activated the backup personality. Mara had this thing about not testing shit before fielding it. Ali became someone else when I blanked my memories. That personality evaporated when she and I became fully human."

"So, she doesn't remember destroying Lola?"

"Nope. Her memories of the past end when she enters stasis and begin when she wakes up aboard the rescue ship Zephyr. I'm the only one who knows the whole story."

"Why are you telling me this?"

"Because you deserve to know about the family you're joining, and Ali deserves the clean slate she's been given. You're good for her, and she's good for you. Neither of you deserves to suffer for the sins of my creator. Oh, and you're going to propose tonight, aren't you?"

"How the hell...?" She gave up and shook her head. "I noticed you haven't mentioned my reinstatement as a patrol pilot."

"Why would I? Lady, you earned that when you nearly leapt to your death. You calculated the odds and willingly put your life on the line to save your copilot and Tralaska. Sister, that was all you. I just gave you another option."

"How many times have you given your life for that which you love?" she asked.

"I'm still alive, so none. I'm just a driver. You notice that I'm not the face of the Space Patrol."

Quinn tilted her head back and laughed. "A few days ago, I was sure I was about to be canned. Now, I'm the face of Space Patrol. How the hell did that happen?"

Johnny smiled at her. "I think we should go find our respective sweeties and save Stan from a fate worse than death."

"What fate is that?"

"Having to perform small talk with three ladies."

He took her by the arm and led her to their table while the world continued to spin underneath them.
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