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There could have been no Tales of the Roosevelt, not a one, if not for one certain individual.

When I was asked to submit a tale to Breach the Hull, the first book in the “Defending the Future” series, I was, well, shall we say ... hesitant.

Do understand, while I have nothing against the military, I’m not known for doing military stories.  And I’d never done anything even approaching a sci fi military story.

But, for a number of varied reasons I threw myself into the task. I sweat for almost a month, every free writing moment dedicated to trying to think of something, anything that would fit the bill.

Finally, remembering an old interview with Gene Kelly, where he informed the audience that he had played sailors in so many of his movies because the pants were so easy to dance in, I got an idea I finally felt was original. And thus, “Shore Leave,” the first story in this collection, was born.

As must be obvious, more stories followed. A book filled. No one is more amazed about that than I am.

The one person who seems to not be surprised about any of this at all, however, is the fellow who tapped me way back when for that first story. The guy who, when I said I had no ideas, assured me I would get one. The editor who did not push or hint or nudge, but who simply sat back and waited for lightning to strike.

And who to this day refuses to take any of the credit (or the blame) for any of what follows. Who keeps saying he had nothing to do with it, that it was all me, and all sorts of other rubbish.

Thus, this collection is dedicated to:

Mike McPhail

The kind of mate who comes along once in your lifetime, just to let you know the gods think you deserve to know what real friendship is all about.

Not one word that follows would exist without him.


INTRODUCTION
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The story begins, like so many do, with a phone call.

This call was to a new editor, one who was organizing his very first book project; an anthology of military science fiction stories. Among his contributors were several big-named authors in the genre, and then there was C.J. Henderson. He wasn’t known for his SF writings, let alone MilSF, but he had been invited by the powers-that-be. In the editor’s mind, Mr. Henderson (later to be known as C.J.), was a modern-day pulp-fiction writer, who wrote Kolchak: The Night Stalker and the Occult Detective.

Mr. Henderson had a proposal for a story, but wanted the editor’s opinion before investing the effort in to write it. He proposed your basic Starship, Starfleet-style, character-driven adventure, but this one included a musical number, sort of like a Dean Martin, Jerry Lewis military buddy-movie.

The editor —who was looking for hardcore Starship Trooper-esque* stories written by real-world military veterans— paused for just a moment, and said, “Right, sounds good, go for it.”

In the fullness of time, the story arrived.  The Editor hard copied it, got in his car and drove to a parking lot (supposedly to get away from the distractions of the office), and over a box of McNuggets and a Coke he read the story; and when he was done, he smiled. It was the kind of smile one gets when you see an old friend on the street. 

There were none of the typical tropes of blood, gore, death, and destruction, but instead it had heart and camaraderie at its core. It had warm, likable characters set against the backdrop of a great Starship, roaming a universe of endless possibilities and adventure; and yes, the good guys won in the end.

The story proved so uplifting that the editor decided to place it in the last slot, citing the need to end the book —in stark contrast to the other stories— on a happy note; and there they have been ever since (more or less) throughout the course of the Defending the Future series.

It has been proclaimed by Mr. Henderson, that with the release of the book, Everything Is Better With Monkeys,** the Rocky and Noodles adventures are now concluded; although this seem most unlikely. Anyone who has attended one of Mr. Henderson’s readings knows that inevitably he will reach a point where he’ll tear up, and have to push past the lump in his throat in order to finish the passage. For it is most evident that he loves these characters as much as his fans do.

Mike McPhail 2013

Series Editor,

Defending The Future

*Many years later in the movie “Starship Troopers 3: Marauders,” the Sky Marshall sang, in what we could only call a music video, “Its A Good Day To Die”.

**The book you have just bought and are now reading.


Prologue

SO IT BEGINS
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“What?”

The young man had not actually meant to vocalize—it had merely been the strangeness of the moment. Sitting with friends at a table in the officers’ lounge, opening a messagvac, he had been halted by his slight amazement at the archaic means of communication—mildly intrigued as to what would prompt someone to do such a thing.

Hand-written. Hand-delivered. Curious—

I mean ...

It had been brought to him by the waitress along with two pitchers of Moonside Fizz, one of those new lunar malts, a house bowl of cigarettes, five slices of pizza and a tumble of the mushroom/hot pepper curly fries—

Why would anyone ...

Ultimately, the entirety of his distraction took him but a fraction over a full second. Distracted by chatter, senses dulled slightly from beer and one or two of its heartier companions, his nerves in a twist—

And why the hell not, I mean, with all the waiting, wondering who was going to be posted where—everyone’s nerves buzzed, adrenaline pumping, the smell of sweat in the air—

Bother with such a ...

As the young man tried to listen to both the conversations buzzing to either side of him at the same time, he finally got past his wondering and opened the pack—actually tearing real paper, only the tiniest part of his mind still puzzling at the curiousness of such a thing being sent to him—and then finally, he pulled forth the intriguing article’s contents and brushed his eyes over them—

I mean ...

And, as he finally began to read, the new graduate actually paled, blood rushing from his head, his body speeding it to his heart to force it to start pumping once more. He sat, purposely frozen for the most wondrous moment he would ever know, suspended outside normal time. As his friends wrangled on, shouting and cursing and drumming their fingers, chain-smoking, calling for liquor, calling for food, calling out to the universe for anything that ultimately equated to distraction, he wrapped his mind around an idea so large he had not actually, seriously, ever really entertained it for more than an instant.

She’s mine ...

Eyes blinking; heart starting once more; all his most wildly imagined possible timelines shattered, suddenly replaced by the one which had just been delivered unto him, an overwhelming new future radiating outward from probability to fill that single instant in the infinite bold spiral—

“She’s mine!”

The words were shouted with head-turning glee. The cry—more than just a shout, less than a scream, more like a whoop—was a statement of notice, a demanding of attention. Indeed, it was Enthusiasm herself, come to smile among the hills of Earth, like the ancient gods bringing themselves down to Greece to bless some tragic fool.

“Take no prisoners, show no mercy,” the young man blurted, self-indulgent joy of the most obnoxious kind gifting his throat with resonance, “bow down you ordinary lads and lasses, I say to you, avert your eyes ...”

All about the officer’s lounge, attention was refocused, and everywhere around the latest center-of-attention, twos and twos were put together as the brimming-over young officer threw himself upward, twisting in the air as he flew his few feet off the ground, announcing;

“For you are indeed now in the utter and overwhelming presence of greatness!”

As he thudded down atop the nearest table, hands on hips, at various of the other tables all about the room those present were suddenly blessed with the necessary amount of understanding. As one, they nodded—they understood.

They got it.

Some of them smiled, some of them laughed. And, of course, there were those sore few who could do nothing but grind their teeth, refusing to believe what they knew to be true until it was rubbed in their faces.

“Ladies and gentlemen, and any other naval personnel I may have left out in that all-too-brief list of categories ...,”

One table in particular thought they knew what the news was, and the notion pleased them all, the notion that their friend and classmate, Alexander Benjamin Valance had received his assignment. An assignment that, judging from his reaction, had to be one quite choice.

“If I could retain your attention for but a moment longer, so that I might share a bit of news ...”

Everyone had been waiting since graduation for their share of this particular news. All of them, they had their grades. They had their ranks. The only thing missing in their young lives was that for which those most recently released from the Earth Alliance Military Acadamy had gathered all across campus—their postings. Those assembled in the officer’s lounge at that moment were the outside favorites to be given their own ships.

“Ahem ...”

There were four new topline cruisers in port, all of them fresh from the Asteroid Works, all of them sleek and deadly and begging for someone as worthy of an active posting as their Alex. Alex Valance was a fighter and a thinker. He maintained; he held on. You could always count on him to stay the course, to hold the line. And best of all for those closest to him, he was that often most hated kind of fellow, the rascal for whom everything always turned out all right.

If anyone could handle one of those new destroyers, take it out to the rim and back again, it was, as he was so often called, their “pal Al.” He was—and everyone knew it—a man who understood how to get a job done. He was also straight and honorable and damn lucky; maybe not exactly an all-around great guy, but definitely a good one—and a man who deserved his chance to lead.  

“Let it be known,” he cried as he raised his arms from his sides, thrusting them out as he shouted, ”that this is your first, official greeting ...”

The Trident, The LaRaja, The Thunderer, The Ulysses, any of them were well worth the years of study, sweat and service it had taken Alex to get to this point.

“From the new captain of ...”

Any of them ...

“The Earth Alliance Starship ...”

No matter which one it was, they would ship with him if they could, be happy for the rest if they could not, and be proud they “knew him when.”

“Roosevelt!”

And at that historic moment, newly appointed Alexander Valance became the most envied man in the entire Navy, and several other branches of the service as well, for, unless he was drunk or insane, or anything else besides honest and correct, he had just received his orders to take command of the greatest fighting ship ever conceived.

“The Roosevelt?”

The room said the words, repeated them first as a question, then as one of the many typical means to unconsciously register surprise—

“Oh my God!”

That first shout was cascaded by a hundred more. Then, screams and oaths and cheers in fifteen languages thundered throughout the lounge. The din was such that the ranking officer on post declared the next round of drinks on the house. And well they should be for those present were witness to a moment about which they would be able to tell their grandchildren. And a true thing it was. For the man who captained such a ship as had Valance was certain to be remembered.

The Roosevelt was the first of the long-awaited Dreadnought class, a single ship stretching for a mile and a half, inconceivable tons of metal and plastics, crystal and biomechanical feeds brought together from Earth, the Moon and the asteroids that, when ultimately combined into an end product, became something unheard of—something utterly unthinkable. And thus ... so the prevailing wisdom of the day went ...

Unbeatable, as well.

She was, in the end, a sum far greater than her parts. She was known as “the cowboy ship,” for it had been that cocky gang of rocketeers known as the Moonpie Cowboys who had built her. They were the wildmen of the mightiest nation in the system’s Advanced R&D Team, and it was their spirit that infested her. And programmed her mind.

The Roosevelt was the first of her class, the eldest child of interplanetary war wagons—the all or nothing-at-all of the Federal Enforcement Troops—big because she had to be. The first ship with functional energy shields, she needed room for massive engines to power such revolutionary devices. And for her thousands of attack aircraft, hundreds of them merely hanging off her sides. And for her extensive guns, her big guns—the pounders and the whisperers—and all those hundreds of thousands of missiles and bombs.

She was the solar system’s first spacecraft carrier, a prairie outpost, a relentlessly strong, mobile fort in space. She was meant to house 10,000 sailors and marines. She was meant to keep the peace.

She’s mine

And she had been given to a captain straight from the Academy. In the weeks to come there would be those who said it was bold thinking, putting a fresh captain in a fresh ship, a tactician who would not come to such a new thing with the prejudices of the old—some past-their-prime functionary—fighting the last war, as it were. There were also those that wondered at what previously unsuspected connections the Valance family might have.

Then, there were those who had correctly assessed the situation. They were the ones who believed that Valance was in the grips of forces he could not yet begin to understand. Like any captain, this one had been picked with due and careful consideration. But, unlike those chosen to further this or that corporate or political or family ambition, Valance had been chosen because he was, when all was said and done, simply the best man for the job.

In a stunningly, some might say preposterously bold moment, those in charge of such things had decided that the first vessel to go beyond the edge of the solar system, that humanity’s flagship, as it were, should be piloted by someone not beholden to anyone. Or, more correctly, by someone beholden to all. Someone who thought words like “duty” and “honor” and “home” still had meaning. Someone like Alexander Benjamin Valance whom, those in charge felt, had the best chance of going into the far beyond and representing the race fairly and honestly, doing what he would end up doing with the good of all Earth as his motivator.

To be honest, it was a breathless, extraordinarily bold move on the part of the regime, one that would be debated, wondered over and cursed for decades to come. The Valance family had no real connections or power and it was clear to all concerned that their son might well indeed come to wonder over, and even regret, the machinations which had put him at the helm of the Roosevelt.

But, none of that mattered to Alex Valance at that moment for, in that one, delirious instant, he was the captain of the solar system’s most frighteningly advanced war machine, and there was room for but one glorious thought in his mind—

mine ...

Other, more rueful thoughts, would come later.

Man has created any number of destructive forces from TNT to thermonuclear bombs, but none are more potent, more volatile and more unpredictable than a shipload of long-isolated sailors mixed well with  large quantities of alcohol. Behold the crew of the Spacecarrier “Roosevelt” unleashed upon an unsuspecting alien world in...
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SHORE LEAVE
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“It is upon the navy under the Providence of God that the safety, honour, and welfare of this realm do chiefly attend.” Charles II

“God help us all.” Anonymous

––––––––
[image: image]


The human sailor’s fist smacked against the side of the Embrian’s head for the fifth time, making a loud and juicy sound. The noise seemed to please the sailor mightily; the Embrian, not so much.

“Keep it up, Noodles,” shouted a much taller sailor, also human, one dressed in much the same uniform as the other. “We’ll crack this coconut yet!”

The two sailors were part of the upstart human fleet from that far end of the galaxy into which most reputable races did not bother to venture. It was a fearsomely cluttered area, one filled with debris from the great space wars of the elder races, all of whom disappeared so long ago. The whole place abounded with black hole snares, meteor whirls, nebulae pits, all manner of mines and traps as well as system-wide sargassos of wrecked armadas just waiting for the chance to befoul modern travellers.

Of course, the Embrians being heelstomped in The Cold Bone Cellar—which by the way neither contained a particularly gelid temperature, nor found itself situated beneath the surface—did not care what race the sailors were, nor where they were from. They only wished for respite from the heelstomping and the continual thumping of their conga-like heads. Luckily for them, the unmistakable sound of approaching law enforcement began to filter through the riotous din enveloping the tavern at that moment.

“Rocky,” cried out Noodles, he of the keener hearing, “sounds like the shore patrol.” Holding off his next punch for the moment, Chief Gunnery Officer Rockland Vespucci cupped a hand to his ear, confirmed his friend’s assertion, then shouted;

“Men of the Franklin—time for a strategic withdrawal!” To which Noodles, more officially known as Machinist First Mate Li Qui Kon, added most vocally;

“Run and live!”

Tossing the soldiers, sailors and officers from the other ships with whom they had been brawling into a central pile, the sailors in question assumed a semblance of a formation, heading for the back door on the run as they sang;

“Oh, we’re the boys of the Franklin,

We fly in outer space,

We wipe our asses with moonbeams,

We know how star dust tastes.

“The boys of the fighting Franklin,

The best ship in all the fleet,

Say a single word ag’in her,

And we’ll pound ya ’til yer meat!”

When the military police did arrive they seemed in a particular lather, one not quite in line with a simple barroom bare-knuckler. The MPs were, as was standard at any port where different cultures docked together, a mix of the five great races of the Pan-Galactic League of Suns. That meant, of course, there were no humans among their numbers, which is why those warbling the thirty-some odd verses dedicated to the virtues of the Fighting Franklin were so quick to make their exit. And, with their usual precision, within only five blocks at top-speed exit, the group of some twenty-seven original roughhousers had split up into some eleven groups of two and three, all eleven striving mightily to pretend not to know one another and to move in opposing directions.

Now calmly walking through the streets, Rocky and Noodles assumed the innocent pose of two guileless gobs out for a stroll in an exciting new port of call. And, to be fair, they were very good at doing so. Indeed, so shamelessly naive did they appear, the grifters, hoodwinks and typical bottom leeches one found in any such hub city allowed them passage, feeling it beneath their dignity as thieves to go after pigeons so utterly tender.

“I don’t think we should have run for it until we found out if that place validated parking.”

About to give out with a snappy rejoinder, Rocky suddenly noted that he and his partner were being followed by four rather large and singularly dangerous-looking Danierians—pasty, bulbous beings known far and wide for their quick tempers and all-around lack of social skills. Noting that they had been noted, the quartet began to pick up speed, not slowly, but switching from a quick walk to a supersonic lurch with one quick whoosh.

This motivated the sailors to take the opportunity to test their land-legs by cranking their own mobility up to the ultimate, racing down one oddly shaped back alley and then the next. By this point the Danierians could no longer actually be seen due to the great, bilious dust cloud their pursuit was raising. Availing himself of this advantage, Machinist First Mate Li rummaged through his pockets, examining one discovery after another until coming across a temporal spanner bar.

Setting it for what he imagined were the appropriate amount of seconds, he tossed it down in front of himself and Rocky, kept moving forward, then nodded with appreciation when he first heard the tool, normally used for re-aligning warp engines, “klik” back into standard reality, then heard the expansion field open just in time to trip up their pursuers. The welcome sounds of beings falling against one another and the somewhat harder surface of the street, as well as the unwelcome ozone-frying smell of shots being fired, came to the sailors, bringing a laugh to their lips as well as added speed to their retreat.

Finally, several blocks and random turns later, the two slowed down, picking up their conversation where they left off. Assuming the Danierians were simply part of the house security for the house they had helped make so less secure, they put the creatures out of their minds as Rocky asked;

“So, Noodles, tell me, exactly what did you park that you wanted a validation for?”

“It’s the principle of the thing,” responded the machinist. “Storage of future information.”

“Where do you get these ideas,” asked Rocky. “I swear, you’re the kind of guy who proposes polkas for national anthems.”

“And you’re the kind of guy who steals miniature aliens when running out of a bar instead of a couple of spare bottles.” Needless to say, Rocky was indeed puzzled by his friend’s comment. Not that part about the bottles. No, the gunnery officer was certain Noodles had managed to palm two or three fifths on his way out the door. That would certainly explain the slight “klinking” sound emanating from his duffle.

Indeed, it was the part about stealing aliens—miniature or otherwise—which had him perplexed. Scratch his head as hard as he might, Rocky could not remember a single instance of doing such. Questioning Noodles on the subject only brought the equally inscrutable rejoinder;

“Don’t look at me, I certainly didn’t steal them.”

Rocky’s confusion only lasted another moment, however, mainly because at that point the gunnery officer followed the assumed trail leading from the end of Noodles’ directional finger to the objective being speared by such action, namely the nine small fry following behind the pair of sailors.

“You crazy git,” shouted Rocky. “I didn’t steal them. They’re followin’ us. And,” he added, after taking a closer look, “I don’t think they’re small aliens.”

“You think they’re human?”

“No, goddamnit—I don’t think they’re human. I mean, I don’t think they’re small aliens.” Scrutinizing the troop now standing still behind them, obviously ready to start moving once more as soon as the sailors did, Noodles said slowly;

“I don’t know ... they look small and they look like aliens to me.”

“I don’t mean they’re not small aliens, I mean yes, they’re small, and yes, they’re aliens, but I don’t think that’s all they are.”

“What else could they be?” Noodles looked the silent contingent over again, then asked, “Robots?”

“Not robots—why is everything robots to you machinists? No, I think they’re kids.”

“Who cares if they’re kids—why are they following us?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then, you should ask them.”

“Why me?”

“Because, I spotted them first, you’re closer to them, and I don’t like children or small aliens, unless of course they’re robots.” Against such thunderous logic, the gunnery officer found himself without choice. So surrendering, he dropped down on one knee and asked;

“All right, who’s the ring leader here? I want to know what you bunch are doing followin’ us. Com’on now ... speak up.”

One plump melon of a creature dressed for all the world in what seemed to be a scouring pad stepped forward and announced in the squeakiest voice either sailor had ever experienced;

“We grateful orphans. Follow you to happy safety. We know you kind kipkips. Not sell us to be chowder.”

After a painful amount of conversation with the alien, who did indeed turn out to be a child, the two sailors learned that the nine tykes, all of different species, were orphans purchased from a galactic state home for a Representative Brummellig’ic for the purpose of being turned into a type of outer rim gumbo. Somewhat suspicious, Noodles used his com to check what the orphan they nicknamed Melon had told them. When he looked up from his labors, Rocky threw an all-encompassing;

“Well?” at him to which Noodles replied;

“Like always, translation between Earth Basic 9.8 and Pan-Galactic’s a bit rough, but the little zucchini might have something. There is a Representative Brummellig’ic on planet right now, and he’s got enough power to keep all information about himself off the low class bands. The kid’s right, though. I found a mention of him on some kind of society page—he is throwing a big party tonight.”

Rocky and Noodles looked suspiciously, then sternly, then helplessly at their new litter. Finding no recourse there, they walked away several paces, then looked at each other, lips pursed, eyes narrowing. As one they turned and stared down at their three-times-three tag-alongs, and then turned back to look at one another again—lips tighter, eyes down to slits. Finally, on the verge of choking and going blind, Noodles offered;

“This can’t be happening to us ...”

“I know; we ain’t had shore leave in sixteen months—”

“We don’t know anything about taking care of kids ...”

“And this Brummellig’ic creep, he’s certain to have a lot of muscle—”

“It’s not like we can go to the authorities ...”

“No, no—even if there weren’t no spotter cams in that bar we just helped redesign, they’ll be lookin’ for everything in blue and white to invite in for a chat—”

“MPs will only be worse ...”

“Even if we weren’t in trouble, guy like this Brummellig’ic could have people bought off anywhere. If we was to even talk about this to anyone, if word got back to him—” Rocky drew a finger across his throat, with an accompanying dreadful sound to get his point across. Rolling his eyes, mostly in fearful agreement, Noodles said;

“This is not fair ...”

“I know that,” agreed Rocky. Turning his head, he stared as hard as he could at their nine new companions, trying to ignore their pathetic demeanors and large imploring eyes—those that had eyes, of course. Turning back to his friend, he whispered;

“Elvis Corkin’ Presley, all I wanted was to drink and fight, dance some with beautiful girls, see a couple shows, do a little gamblin’ ... not play nursemaid.”

“You’re absolutely right. This is not our responsibility. By Buddha’s Mint Julep, for all we know, maybe they sell orphans all the time to make into bouillabaisse out here. We’re not home, you know.”

“And another important factor,” added Rocky, his voice dropping to an even lower, more conspiratorial level, “we’re a lot bigger than they are—”

“Our legs are longer ...”

“We could most assuredly run much, much faster than them—”

And then, the one that looked like Shirley Temple, if Shirley Temple had been the offspring of a seal and a geranium, started to cry. She had a beautiful crying voice, not—that is—one melodious to listen to, but one perfectly designed for fetching sympathy. So utterly loud, shrill and trembling was it that windows began to open, and even passing motorists started coming to a halt. With the speed of politicians placing blame, the pair of gobs emptied their pockets, searching desperately for something they might just happen to have on their persons which would placate a caterwauling alien five-year-old.

Luckily, Noodles just happened to be in possession of a 9/10s galvanized securing bolt which caught little Shirley’s eye. Throwing out a purple tendril, she snagged the five-point-eighteen ounces of steel and happily began chewing. Wiping perspiration from their now freely beading heads, Rocky with the edge of his tallywacker, Noodles with his bucket cap, the two shrank against the closest wall as the oppressive reality of their situation began to dawn on them.

“You know,” said Noodles, his eyes now constantly scanning for authority in all its varied guises, “we’re in trouble.”

“Oh, ya think? Listen, Edison, we gotta start cogitatin’ on what we’re gonna do here.” With that statement, Rocky turned to look over the kids. Noticing they were near a type of public park, he rounded up their reluctantly-accepted charges and got them all off the street and out of the main public view. Finding an alcove large enough to house them all, and discreet enough that they could talk freely, he posted Noodles at the leafy entrance to keep watch, positioned the children on the ground, then sat down in front of them and asked;

“All right, let’s figure some stuff out. First off, how many of you understand what I’m saying?”

Melon screeched out a reply detailing that he, Shirley and three others whom the gobs immediately nick-named Curly, Snip and Poodle could understand basic humanspeak. The others, whom they designated Bubbles, Fork, Creepie and Poindexter, did not speak anything close to Earth 9.8, but Snip could apparently translate for Bubbles and Creepie, Creepie could then straighten out Fork, and Poodle could get across enough to Poindexter to keep him in the loop. With this established, Rocky immediately explained the buddy system, telling the group that if things were going to work at all, everyone was going to have to help everyone else. And at that point, Shirley asked the question that sent our boys from merely falling over a cliff to rocketing over it.

“What things are going to work?”

Her question could be taken in any of a hundred ways, and both swabbies felt the twisting knife of each possible one. Cutting through the selfishness of their desire to throw away their paychecks on dice, dames and drinks, her query focused the small fries’ plight perfectly—abandoned by Rocky and Noodles, the nine of them were bound for a soup pot. Boiled alive with celery and onions to feed the decadent rich.

“Noodles,” said Rocky of a sudden, “if you’d like to take off now, and go back out to have some fun, I’d be real understandin’ of such an action.”

“What,” responded the machinist, “and let a loose propeller like you get our kids baked up into won tons? No way I’m going anywhere, you crazy wop.”

The gunnery officer smiled. All right then, he thought, it was settled. They would help the kids. But, the back of his mind questioned, help them to do what?

A quick interrogation gave the gobs the following facts. The kids had all come from the orphanage. None of them had anyone on the outside to whom they could turn. The beings who were going to sell them to be soup were to meet those wishing to make them into soup at the Cold Bone Cellar. The merry disruption caused by Rocky, Noodles and their shipmates had rendered the kids’ sellers unconscious, giving them the opportunity to escape along with the still conscious combatants. The buyers had been the ones they eluded outside the tavern.

“All right,” declared Rocky. “We gotta get off the street, and back to the ship. We get these kids to the captain and he’ll make sure they’re taken care of.” Melon and the other English speakers looked a little worried, but Noodles added;

“No, the captain’s a good egg. Honest. He’ll protect you all. But,” the machinist indicated with several complicated eye movements both the idea of direction and extreme distance as he added, “it’s a hell of a long way back to the ship. You got any ideas on how we’re going to get there?”

“Actually,” answered Rocky, his face rearranging itself into a mask of lopsided smugness, “I think I do.”

“This is ridiculous,” muttered Noodles. “This is something they only do in cartoons.”

“And tell me what part of today hasn’t been a damn cartoon, would you—please?” Looking over the pair’s three new companions, the gunnery officer added;

“Besides, I think they look pretty good.”

It had to be admitted, for a totally outlandish and completely improbable kind of stunt, their nine charges did look “pretty good.” To shorten a frenzied search through numerous clothing stores, plus a great deal of pushing, guessing, prodding, a bit of cutting and sewing and some emergency work with baling wire and extra strength duct tape, what the sailors had done was stand the kids one atop the other, taking into account their different shapes and abilities, then dressed them as










































































































































































SPACE PIRATES COOKIES

























































































































































































































EVERYTHING’S BETTER WITH MONKEYS





















































































































































































































A MEAL FIT FOR GOD
















































































































































































































































OH WHY, CAN’T I?












































































































































































































SPACE BATTLE OF THE BANDS


























































































































































LAWN CARE












































































































































ARE WE NOW SMITTEN?


































































































































































































































































































ABSOLUTELY NOTHING
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