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CHAPTER ONE
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“HAPPY BIRTHDAY!!!”

Frances Harmin was so surprised that she couldn't help but put both of her hands over her face.  She'd worn her hair pulled back in a ponytail, but, had she worn it loose, she might have tried to hide behind her light brown tresses.  As it was, her light blue pullover fit her form too well for her to pull up and over her face.  No one knew it, but she hated it when others saw her blush.  However, she loved it when she received pleasant surprises, so she decided to compromise.

Mike set the cake down on the table at her place as the other members of the crew stood around her and applauded.  The sound was pleasantly loud in the dining room.

“I think she's about to go into shock,” Natalie quipped.

“I'd better get the oxygen mask for her,” Calvin joked.  He was of Altuvian heritage, with light grey skin and dark grey hair.  As the de-facto ship's doctor, he knew just where to find oxygen tank and mask in the infirmary.

April chuckled, then gave Uncle Calvin a look that told him she thought his quip was as bad as a Dad Joke.  She was of the same heritage, with long dark hair that reached down her back.

“Naw,” Carroll teased, “just get a paper bag for her to use.”  The tall and muscular man displayed his sense of humor.  That day he wore a grey t-shirt with the logo of a hard rock band, jeans, and work boots.  The light yellow hair on his head had begun to thin, and, because of the ridges of his Moravian bloodline, he couldn't do anything to hide it.

“How did you know?” Fran asked.  She glanced around at the crew that had become her friends.

“Your publisher called in yesterday while we were on Tilton, happened to mention it.”  Mike shrugged.

Natalie gave him a look of annoyance.  “Myron!  Tell her the truth.”  That day she was dressed in a white pullover blouse, jeans, and black flat shoes.  She wore a dark blue baseball cap with no legend on it, herr brown hair ponytailed through the plastic clip in the back.

“Okay, so I asked.”  He ran his hand his thick hand through his dark hair.

“Myron?” Fran said in a mocking voice.  A small grin was on her face.

Mike looked slightly embarrassed.  “It's my given name.”

“And you can't give it back,” she retorted.

“Too late for that,” Carroll joked.

“And while I went shopping with Natalie and April, you went out and bought this cake?”  Fran smiled as she looked at him.

Mike returned the smile.

“So are you gonna blow out the candles or do I need to get the fire extinguisher?” Carroll showed just how good he could be at sarcasm.

Everyone laughed as Fran took a deep breath, then blew out the tiny candles with a single blow.  Everyone cheered.

Mike set plates and forks on the table, then handed Fran a knife and spatula.  Fran began to cut up the cake, then stopped.

“So there are only eight candles on this cake,” Fran said, a smile still on her face.

“Did you really want me to put the correct number of candles on that cake?” Mike asked.

“Oh HELL no!”

That brought another round of laughter.

Brother Adrian stood and addressed the group.

“It is time for the Followers of Gestah to bring the word to other species, other worlds.”  Adrian was tall, over six feet by the Imperial system, with very developed muscles, and eyes that glowed bright yellow.

“Profits to Gestah!”  The group shouted as one.  All of the other beings were cut from the same cloth.  Each had the same dark skin, bright yellow eyes, and a kind of religious fervor that dominated their minds and their actions.

“We must bring the Word of Gestah to those who do not know.”

“Profits to Gestah!”  The group shouted louder.

“We must make the rest of the galaxy understand and commit to the Word of Gestah!”

“Profits to Gestah!”

“We will make this a Holy Crusade,” Adrian said, his eyes ablaze.  “Those that will listen must adopt the Word of Gestah.  And those that will not listen must be obliterated!”

The group shouted and leaped into the air, their fervor almost beyond control.

Adrian turned to his biological brother, Albion.  “You will be the leader on this mission, brother.”

“I am honored, brother.”

“There is a ship, newly commissioned, for you to use to conduct this Holy Crusade.  Take these Followers as your crew, and spread the word!”

“You will be proud of me, brother.”

“Docking port six,” Adrian said.  He gave his brother directions.

Albion nodded, then led his group out of the room.

And the Farsht within Adrian felt satisfied that his mission was well on it's way to completion.  The being, without a physical body, had infested Adrian long ago and used the Ferron to act on the commands of Ursilio Unterbrink, CEO and majority owner of the Hawbolt Corporation.

“No longer will my species roam the galaxy in search of a purpose,” the Farsht told itself.  “No longer will we be subject to the pull of gravity and the shifting solar winds.”  Adrian smiled upon the command of the Farsht.  “And my master will remember my name, GinTaa, as the one who brought profits to many worlds throughout the galaxy.”

Another group of Ferron filed into the room.

“My friends,” Adrian said to them, “our purpose in life is to bring Profits to Gestah!”

The group responded in kind.

“I have called you hear today to enlist your help with a mission, a Crusade, to bring the Word of Gestah to the galaxy.”

“Profits to Gestah!”

“There is a ship, at docking port seven, that awaits you.”  He turned to a member of his extended family.  “Adam, you will lead these fine beings on this mission.”

“You will be proud of me, brother!”

“It's perfect.”

Mike stood next to Fran and admired his gift to her.

“It fits into this little space just right.”  She turned to him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders.  “Thank you.”  She was about half a head shorter than he, and had to lever herself up on the balls of her feet to reach her arms around his broad shoulders.

He returned the hug.  “Thought this might make an appropriate gift,” he said, “and I found this at a thrift shop.”  

What he didn't say was that he measured the space with an old fashioned tape measure, then spent almost full day in search of the right sized desk.  The fact that they had landed on Tilton, a planet known to shoppers as a place to find bargains on “gently used” items, gave Mike the inspiration to buy something like that.  Also, he wasn't ready for any kind of jewlery, and didn't want Fran to misinterpret a necklace or bracelet as any kind of precursor to a proposal.  He wasn't ready for that just yet.

And he'd enlisted Rita to help with the selection, and she, well, he, had been very helpful.  And the mechanic had also helped carry the desk out of the shop, onto the antigrav pallet jack, into the ship, up the metal stairs, and into Fran's room all without her knowledge.

“Thanks, Rita,” Mike had said.

“Actually,” the mechanic replied, “I decided to go with th' name Rick.”  He huffed as he tried to regain his breath.  The dark blue hair that had been styled in a shag cut while Rick lived as Rita had been trimmed much closer to the the skull.  His light blue skin glistened with sweat.

Mike, who was similarly out of breath, grinned, then nodded.  “That works.”  The two shook hands as thought they had just met.

“Thought so.”  He smiled in return.

Mike had cleaned the desk with a wet rag, then brought a chair up from the cargo bay for Fran to use.  Rita, well, now Rick, had gone to the engine room to check on the powerplant.

Fran and Mike relaxed their hold on each other.

“Now you can write your next novel in privacy,” he said.

First the cake, then the desk and chair, Fran thought.  He's smitten with me, she thought.  That's okay.  Makes him better in bed.

She kissed him with the kind of buss that showed her appreciation, which, of course, turned into a smooch of interest and a snog of arousal.  Soon they lost their clothing and all track of time.

Mike knew it was worth all the effort.  In fact, it was the point of all that effort.  To him, it sure felt like a win.

Albion strode onto the bridge.

“Sandoval,” he said.  “You will be my Second in Command.”

The being, nearly as tall and just as muscular, stepped forward.  “I am honored.”  He cast his yellow gaze down as a show of deference and appreciation.

“Brother Timonee will be the ranking bridge officer when you and I scout the beings on each planet.  Select a bridge crew and have the stations manned quickly.”

“Right away,” Sandoval said.  He touched his palm to his chest and bowed slightly.

“Our destiny awaits.”

As Sandoval spoke with each member of the crew, Albion stepped to the center of the bridge and took a moment to feast his eyes.  My own ship, he said to himself, and my own command!  Adrian has shown a great deal of trust and confidence in me!  And I am proud to serve!

He took his place in the command chair, a smirk on his face.

“Profits to Gestah!” he shouted.

The entire bridge crew responded in kind.

“Our ship will carry the name Disciple, for we disciples of Gestah.”

“PROFITS TO GESTAH!”
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Sam Blick died last night.”

Just after dinner, Calvin Qu stood at the head of the table and addressed the entire crew.  His face and voice were full of regret.  As the ship's Doctor, well, Medical Professional, as he liked to say, he always hated to be the one to deliver bad news.

Every member of the crew gave some indication of their shock and sorrow.  Mike let his head bow as he scowled.  Natalie frowned as her eyes became wet.  Rita, now Rick, covered his face, a gesture left over from his life as a female, and let out a small sob.  Fran's face turned sour as she put her hand to her mouth.  Carroll huffed and turned away, upset that the one person on the crew with any cooking prowess was gone.  Leonard bowed his head and made a gesture of his religion.  While no one knew his religion, and, truth be told, he really hadn't committed to one, he made the gesture all the same.

April was hit the hardest.

Her face showed the shock as tears immediately streamed down her face.  She stood and silently sobbed as grief took hold of her.  She wrapped her dark blue dress, which was almost as wide as a muumuu, around her body and let her eyes stare at the floor.

To his credit, Calvin turned toward his niece and opened his arms.  That day he'd worn an oxford buttondown shirt with a modest plaid, jeans and running shoes.  While he knew that he and April had not been on the very best of terms, he recognized that she could probably use some comfort at that moment, and made the attempt to reach out to her.

After moment's of hesitation, April stepped to him and let her uncle embrace her.  As she began to cry, she let go of her dress and wrapped her arms around his shoulders.  Soon she began to cry full out.

After a minute or so of silent grief, Mike spoke up.  “Cause of death?”

“Don't know yet,” Calvin said as April clung to him.  “I'll do an autopsy,” he said as he gestured to his niece, “as soon as I can.”

Mike nodded.

“I believe we buried Debbie on Buxton,” Fran said.  “Maybe we should go there and bury Sam next to his wife?”

All Mike had to do was glance at Leonard.

“Let me plot a course.”  He got up and headed toward the bridge.  He'd always been uncomfortable around such displays of grief, no matter how many times he'd been part of it.

“Since we're between jobs,” Mike said, “we won't have to disappoint anyone with a late delivery.”  He gave a sad grin.

“At least there's that,” Natalie remarked, a sorrowful grin on her own wet face.  “And there's no false summons to tie us up.”

Mike nodded again.  His throat had become far too clogged to speak.

“And maybe Griffin will have some work for us once we get there,” Carroll
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