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Chapter One

Diurnia System: March 15, 2333
 

Gunderson noticed nothing unusual in the approach to Diurnia Orbital. Even after Wanderer docked, latched into station power, and locked onto water and fuel lines, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Even the call from Confederation Customs was by-the-damn-book. When Curtis called from the main lock, normal took a powder.

“Skipper? The customs guys are here but they’ve got backup.” 


Gunderson scowled at the intercom and looked over at Nancy Gaston, the first mate. “Backup?” 


She gave a little shrug and keyed the mic. 


“Backup, Mr. Curtis? What kinda backup?” 


“Blacksuits, sar, and The Dweeb is grinning at the pickup. He knows we’re watching.” 


Gaston sighed and shook her head. “Mr. Curtis, if you’re referring to Chief Customs Inspector Kniebling, please remember your manners.” 


“Yeah, sorry, Ms. Gaston. Inspector Kniebling has a half a squad of TICs out there with him.” 


“Trade Investigation...?” Gunderson said, scowling at his first mate. “What the...?”

She snorted. “Who knows with The Dweeb. Maybe we forgot to cross an i or dot a tee.” 


“He’s a pain, but this is the first time he’s brought in the blacksuits. And he hasn’t even looked at us yet.”

Chief Customs Inspector Davis M. Kniebling earned his reputation as a stickler for the rules quite honestly. Every ship that docked at Diurnia Orbital got his personal attention. Where most ports cleared regular merchant traffic with a cursory inspection and a glance through the embargo locker, Inspector Kniebling followed the letter of the law—often keeping ships and crews tied up for several stans while he satisfied himself that nothing illegal entered the station.

Gunderson slapped the release on his seat belt and jumped out of the captain’s chair. “Tell Paul I’m on my way.” 


While Ms. Gaston relayed the message, Gunderson bolted off the bridge.

“What cha got there, Paul?”

Curtis looked up from his display as the captain strode up to the lock.

“Damnedest thing, I ever saw, Skipper. Take a look for yourself.” 


Gunderson glanced at the array of people lined up outside his lock, frowned, and crossed to look out the port just as the entry buzzer rasped three times.

“He’s up to three. That’s not good. We better let him in and see what he wants, Mr. Curtis.”

At Gunderson’s nod, Curtis keyed the lock open and even before it whined to a halt, three black suited Trade Investigation Commission officers rushed up the ramp and leveled shock rods at Gunderson and Curtis. The opaque face plates revealed nothing of the persons inside. Gunderson stood very still, his hands held palm out and away from his body.

A fourth officer, a rangy woman with chestnut hair just going to gray, strode up the ramp. She wore no riot helmet, only a simple black jump suit with TIC embroidered on the left chest. Her gaze flicked to the captain’s collar before she spoke.“Captain Gunderson, I presume?”

“Yes. That’s me, Officer.”

“You’re under arrest for tampering with cargoes, transporting illegal goods, and falsifying manifest data.”

Gunderson’s forehead furrowed so deeply, his eyebrows met in the middle. “Excuse me, officer?” He said after catching his breath. “Arrested for what?” His voice almost squeaked with incredulity.

The TIC commander sighed and shook her head. “You heard me. Tampering with cargoes, transporting illegal goods, and falsifying manifest data.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. What cargo? Which manifest?”

She pulled out a tablet and read from the screen, “Our evidence indicates that your current shipment of machine parts did not originate from Zenovka as it says on your manifest.” 


“How the hell am I supposed to know that?” Gunderson bellowed.

Chief Inspector Kneibling’s face lit up in a satisfied grin. 


Gunderson took a deep breath and scrubbed a hand across his scalp. “Sorry, Inspector...?” 


“I’m Field Agent Meadows,” the TIC officer said. “And to answer your question, I suspect you wouldn’t be able to tell. This...” she waved her hands around at her colleagues with the stun rods, “is just standard procedure.” Her eyes flickered ever so briefly at Kniebling before returning to Gunderson’s face. She arched one eyebrow at him.

“I see.”

“Thank you for your understanding, Captain. Technically, you’re under arrest and your ship is hereby impounded until we have an opportunity to examine the ship, the cargo in question, and any and all records relating to the transaction.” She paused to give him a chance to speak.

“Technically?” 


“Yes, Captain. The data forensics team is waiting on the dock and a cargo tug is waiting to pull your cans. We should have what we need in a couple of stans and then we’ll see what turns up.” 


“I got that cargo off the standard cargo availability list at Dree,” he said after a moment.

“I’m sure you did, Captain.” The field agent’s voice held a note of warmth that surprised him. She smiled. “The last five or six instances have all turned up no wrong doing on the part of the carriers. You’ve just been duped into trying to ferry a cargo into Confederation space.”

“I’m no mule, Agent Meadows.” Gunderson’s brow furrowed again.

“I suspect that’s true, Captain,” she said with a small nod. “Let us prove it and get you off the hook.” Again, she glanced at Kniebling and back to him. 


Gunderson sighed. “I don’t suppose I have a lot of choice, do I.” 


Kniebling tittered. “No, Captain, you don’t.” 


Agent Meadows quashed Kniebling’s gloat with a dark look and a hand on her side arm. “Inspector Kniebling, if you’d oversee the cargo tug? We’ll get on with the data forensics...?”

She gave a curt wave to a group of black suited people waiting on the docks before turning back to Gunderson. 


“Captain? If you’d be so kind as to escort us to the bridge...?”

“May I secure my ship first?” Gunderson asked. “We’re still at navigation stations.”

“Of course, Captain.” 


“Mr. Curtis, would you relay my compliments to Ms. Gaston, ask her to secure from navigation stations, and set port-side watch, please?” 


“Aye, aye, sar.” 


As Curtis carried out the captain’s orders, Gunderson jerked his head toward the passage. “Welcome aboard, Agent Meadows. I think you’ll find everything you need this way.” Turning, he led the way into the ship.
















Chapter Two

Welliver Orbital: May 18, 2333
 

Heard you ran up against The Dweeb over in Diurnia a few weeks back.” Smitty poured the beer as Gunderson levered himself into the booth.

“Bad news travels faster than light.” Gunderson took the offered glass and toasted his friend. “He got a chance to flex his muscle but nothing came of it.”

Smitty arched an eyebrow. “They give you the freight charges?” 


Gunderson sighed and shook his massive head. “No, we’re out that much and delayed us by two standard days, but we still turned a bit on the two other cans.” 


Smitty took a long pull of his glass. “What happened, anyway?”

“Damn data screw-up. Something in the record on a can of parts. It was supposed to be machine parts enroute from Zenovka to Diurnia. It got dropped in Dree and laid around the yard there for three weeks before we bid on it.”

“Not a high margin on it?” 


Gunderson shook his head again. “Naw. Just straight freight. We had two high priorities and needed to grab something fast, so Vasily took it.” His face screwed into a grimace. “Not like we haven’t done that enough times in the past, yanno?”

Smitty nodded. “Yeah. I know.” 


They sipped quietly for a bit before Smitty asked, “So what was it actually?” 


Gunderson snorted. “That’s the thing. When they opened the can, it was filled with machine parts. Just like it was supposed to be.” 


Smitty frowned. “Then why the shakedown by The Dweeb?” 


“He claimed the data record was wrong. That the can had started from Kazyanenko, not Zenovka, and was supposed to be filled with raw flax.”

“So?” 


“So that was months ago. It never showed up on the records again until it got delivered to the holding yard in Dree.”

“Why is this your problem?” Smitty asked. “Why didn’t it get caught in Dree?” 


“Trans-shipments don’t get reconciled,” Gunderson said. “Even if they do, you know how often these cans get reused. Somebody probably just messed up the routing codes and it got re-used before anyone spotted the error.” 


“How did The Dweeb get involved?” Smitty screwed his face into a grimace. 


“Typo caught his eye. I never spotted it. Vasily didn’t see it either.” 


Smitty snorted once and asked, “A typo? For real?” He shook his head in disbelief. “What was misspelled?”

Gunderson sighed and shook his head. “That’s the damnedest part. Nothing was misspelled but the port of origin had extra spaces at the end. That’s what triggered the investigation.” 


Smitty blinked several times as he processed the new information. “Extra spaces?” he asked, at last.

Gunderson nodded. “Just enough to cover up the last letters of Kazyanenko–like somebody had keyed over the name with Zenovka but then spaced out the ‘nko’ at the end.” 


Smitty blew out an incredulous laugh. “Only The Dweeb would spot something like that!” he said after shaking his head a few times. 


Gunderson shrugged and poured himself more beer. “Maybe so, maybe no, but there’s no record of this parts shipment originating from anywhere.” 


Smitty frowned. “Where’d it come from, then?” 


“Dunno.” He sipped before continuing. “Once they figured that I was just the dumb mule, they clammed up and lemme go.”

The two men paid attention to their beer and didn’t speak for several long ticks. 


“How long have I known you, Gunderson? Thirty stanyers?”

Gunderson took a swig of his beer before answering. “Yeah. Something like it. Since the Academy. How long’s that?” 


“Well, I was class of ‘02 and you were a year ahead of me.” Smitty sat back in his chair, reaching forward to spin his beer glass between thumb and finger. 


“You got a point, Smitty?” 


“When you gonna wise up, man?” Smitty’s question carried no rancor. 


“What’dya mean?” 


“Where do you think that shipment came from?” 


Gunderson shrugged. “Zenovka, probably. Somebody just dropped the data record. Not like it hasn’t happened before. Why?” 


Smitty didn’t respond, just stared at the glass in front of him.

“What?” Gunderson asked after Smitty made no response.

“Nothin’.”

“You say that like my ex-wife.” 


Smitty snorted and looked up at his friend.

“She was lying, too,” Gunderson said. “Give.”

“How many times you seen dropped data?” 


Gunderson stared into his empty glass. “Dunno. A few.”

“Hundreds? Dozens?”

“Not that many. Maybe a dozen.” Gunderson drained his glass. “Enough to know it happens. First time I’ve ever been called on it.”

“First one you’ve ever seen coming into Diurnia?” 


Gunderson thought about it for several ticks. “Yeah, probably.”

“What do you suppose the TIC will do about it?” Smitty asked after taking a sip of his own beer.

Gunderson rolled his shoulders. “Track down the ship that left the can at Dree. What else?”

“Think they’ll find anything?” 


“What’s to find? It’ll turn out to be a data mix up.” He frowned at his friend. “Why? You know something about it?” 


Smitty pursed his lips and shook his head. “Not me, brother. I’m just sittin’ here havin’ a friendly beer with an old classmate.”

“But...”

“But, let’s just say I’ve seen this a lot. It’s only ever a problem here at Diurnia.” 


“You think The Dweeb is cooking the data?” Gunderson asked.

Smitty’s eyes flickered around the room. “Not something I’d want to say out loud.”

Gunderson snickered and raised his glass in toast. “I’ll drink to that.” 


Smitty lifted his own glass and clinked rims with Gunderson. “And the horse you rode in on.” 

















Chapter Three

Welliver Orbital: May 20, 2333
 

Gunderson looked aft as the tug snugged up behind Wanderer. He felt, as much as heard, the gentle thunk when the tug latched on.

“Tug reports secure and ready for pull out, Skip.”

“Thank you, Ernest. Are we ready to go, Nancy?” Gunderson turned to look at his first mate.

Nancy keyed her intercom and said, “Engineering? Status report please?” 


Ralph Winslow’s voice sounded tinny on the small speaker. “Engineering is green for go, Bridge.”

She looked over to where Ernest Shackleton held down the astrogation terminal. “Astrogation?”

“Astrogation has course loaded and locked. We are green for go.” 


Nancy turned to her own boards and scanned through several screens. “I show all ports and fixtures secured and crew stationed manned for getting underway, Captain. The ship shows green for go.” 


“Then let’s go, shall we?” Gunderson smiled at her.

“Mr. Shackleton, signal the tug for pull back in ten on my mark.” 


“Aye, aye. Pull back in ten.”

“Mark!” 


“Signal sent.”

Gaston keyed the ship’s com again. “Cut us loose, Mr. Jordan.”

Jordan’s voice came back almost instantly. “Aye, aye, sar,” was followed by a dull thump from the bow and a green flash on the first mate’s display.

“Docking clamps released. Locks all show green, Bridge.” 


“Thank you, Mr. Jordan. Secure for pull out.” 


“Aye, aye, secure for pullout.”

Gaston keyed the ship’s com again. “Pull out in five, four, three, two, one, now,” she said as she watched the tug’s power linkages ramp up to take the strain of getting the ship underway. 


The side of the orbital appeared to move away from the ship for a moment until Gunderson’s eyes adjusted to the reality of the ship’s movement. 


“Underway at 14:16, Captain.” 


“Log it, if you would, Nancy.” 


“Logged, Skipper.” 


The tug eased them back from the heaviest traffic areas around the orbital before cutting in a bow thruster and turning them into the outbound traffic lane and beginning the long boost toward the deep dark. On the bridge, the navigation detail settled down for routine monitoring—each lost in their own thoughts. 


After nearly two stans, Gunderson noticed another tug pacing them off the port side. A quick inquiry showed Smitty’s ship, Virginia Deere, locked in its solid embrace.

“Ernest, can you signal the Deere over there.”

Ernest looked up and out the armorglass on the port side. “Should be able to, Skip. They look close enough to patch into our shipnet.”

“Signal to Captain Smith. ‘Last one to Breakall buys the beer.’” 


The second mate grinned and punched the keys. 


After a few ticks a message popped up on the second mate’s screen. Gunderson saw Ernest frown at it. 


“What’s he say, Ernest?” 


Shackleton cocked his head to look at it again and the turned a quizzical expression on the captain. “He says, ‘Save some for me and I’ll buy you a round when I get there.’” 


Gunderson turned to look at the other ship. The two tugs angled apart and the distance between them had already grown appreciably. “Almost sounds like he’s planning to be late, doesn’t it?” 


Ernest grunted an agreement. “And I think he’s running light, too, Skip. He should be planning on beating us.”

Nancy asked, “How can you tell?” 


Shackleton scrubbed a hand over his mouth and looked a bit sheepish. “I—uh—know his cargo chief.”

Gunderson arched an eyebrow at the first mate before turning back to Shackleton. “You know Martha Thompson?”

He gave a half-hearted shrug. “Yeah. Kinda.” 


Nancy gave a little chuckle. “You and Martha? Really? Isn’t she kinda...I hate to say it...old for you?” 


Ernest looked at her, a wounded expression on his face. “What? She’s a fine woman and has great taste in books.”

Gunderson laughed softly. “I’m sure she does. And you had your heads together—talking about books? She just happened to mention that they’re running light?” 


Ernest nodded. “Yeah. Sorta.” 


“When was this? Yesterday?” 


Ernest mumbled something. 


Nancy said, “What’s that, Ernest?” 


“Last night,” he said, a blush creeping up his neck.

“Huh,” Gunderson said and turned to consider the distant vessel once more..

Nancy looked at him with a broad smile on her face. “That’s all you got to say? ‘Huh’?”

Gunderson stared out the armorglass for a few moments. “Yeah. Why?” 


Nancy gave an exaggerated shrug. “Oh, I don’t know. Cargo master on your buddy’s ship is robbin’ the cradle here. Thought you might have some words of wisdom for your second mate here about the dangers of predacious women.” 


Gunderson laughed and even Ernest smiled a little. “How old are you, Ernest? Fifty-eight?”

Ernest nodded. “Class of ‘98.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Gunderson said. “You graduated the year before I got there.” 


Nancy asked, “And what class was Martha?”

Ernest mumbled something again. He looked around and repeated it more firmly. “Eighty-six.”

Nancy started to laugh but Gunderson gave her a sharp look. “Nancy? Is there something wrong with Ernest seeing Ms. Thompson?” 


She smiled at both men. “No, actually, I think it’s wonderful.” She paused. “But I just had to give Ernest a little ribbing, Captain. Here, all this time, I thought he just hung out and read all the time. Now we find out he’s got a sugar momma on the sly.” She turned to the grizzled second mate. “Sorry, Ernest, I really am pleased for you. If you’re both happy, who am I to say anything.” 


The systems’ console pinged an alert and Ernest turned back to it. “Tug’s getting ready to let us go, Skip.”

“Thank him for us, Ernest.” 


Ernest tapped a few keys and send off his message as the power coupling indicators went dark on the console. “Sent and acknowledged, Skip.”

“Thanks, Ernest.” He paused for two heartbeats. “And, Ernest?” 


Shackleton looked up at the captain. 


“Congratulations. I’ve known Martha for a long time. I thought she had better sense than that,” he grinned broadly, “but there’s no accounting for taste.” 


“Thanks, Skip.” 


Gunderson turned his gaze out in the direction where the other ship had faded out into the Deep Dark. His forehead furrowed in concentration as he pondered. 

















Chapter Four

Welliver System: June 19, 2333
 

Gunderson climbed the ladder to the bridge just as the chrono clicked to 11:30. He took his seat and nodded to his second mate. “We all ready to bend a little space, Ernest?”

Ernest looked up from his console and gave a wink. “You betcha, Skip.” 


Gunderson turned to the first mate. “Nancy? Would you do the honors?” 


“Aye, aye, Captain.” She clicked on the ship’s comm and announced, “All hands to navigation stations. All hands to navigation stations.”

Nobody on the bridge moved. In a half a tick, Nancy clicked a key on her console and said, “Engineering reports manned and ready, Captain.” 


“Thank you, Nancy. Any change in Virginia Deere?”

“Nothing new, Skipper. She’s loafing along a few hundred thousand klicks in that direction now.” She indicated with a jerk of her chin. She snapped a few keys on her console and the overhead repeater showed the long-range scanner displays. One bright point flashed on and off. “That’s him.” 


“Ernest, you sure he’s running light?” 


“All I know is what Martha told me, Skip. He’s running only two and a half cans. Some high priority load on a private contract.” 


Gunderson frowned and muttered, “Then why hasn’t he jumped yet?” 


“Dunno, Skip. What’s it matter?” Ernest asked with a small frown of his own and a glance at the first mate.

Gunderson shook his head. “I don’t know, Ernest. I just don’t know. It’s probably nothing, but --” He cut off the sentence with a shrug. “None of my business, I suppose. He’ll be buying the beer.” 


“Assuming he gets in before we leave,” Nancy pointed out. 


Ernest laughed. “He’s probably planning on dragging his heels just enough to miss us.”

Gunderson snorted. “I don’t drink that much beer.” 


Nancy joined Ernest with a chuckle of her own.

“What?” Gunderson said. “I don’t.” 


“Sure, Captain. Sure,” she said with a broad smile.

Gunderson laughed along. “You wound me.” He placed the back of one hand against his forehead and struck a dramatic pose.

Even Kravitz on the helm laughed at that. 


“Okay, Ernest. What’s our jump look like?” The Captain turned to his second mate.

“Clean in and out in the Deep Dark, Skip. We’ve made this double so often, I think we got it down to a science by now.”

“Vectors lined up?” Gunderson asked. “Any estimate on how long we’ll be in the Deep?” 


“Should be less than one standard day, Skip. We’re punching very close to a direct line to Breakall. We’ll get the normal jump error, but we should be close.” 


“Well, let’s see how well we do. Nancy? Announce stand by, please.” 


Nancy keyed the ship’s comm again. “All hands, stand by for jump. All hands, stand by for jump.” 


“Helm, drop the sails,” Gunderson said.

“Aye, aye, Captain. Drop sails,” Kravitz acknowledged smartly. Her hands walked across the controls and Gunderson watched the tell-tales over her shoulder as they shrank to nothing. “Sails down, sar.” 


“Okay, Ernest, you and Ralphie work it out between you. Kick it.”

“Kicking now, Skip.” 


Gunderson saw a green indicator on the main watch-stander console and Ernest punched a key on his console. The star field around the bridge, dim as it was, shifted slightly and some of the fainter stars seemed to wink out – others seemed to shift position. 


“Welcome to no where, Captain.” Nancy said.

Gunderson nodded and waited for Shackleton to stop hammering keys.

“Position plotted. Vector established, Skipper.” Ernest said, not looking up from his screen.

“And...?” Gunderson prompted.

Shackleton’s nimble fingers danced over the keys and screens flashed open and closed almost faster than Gunderson could follow. 


“And good news, bad news, Skip. Which you want first?” 


“Good.”

“We’re a little closer to Breakall than I planned. The jump went two percent long.” 


“And the bad?”

“Looks like about a nineteen hour burn to shift vectors for exit to Breakall.” 


Gunderson and Nancy shared a look. “That’s not bad. Better than some.” 


Ernest grimace. “Yeah, but I was hoping to shave that down. It’s the jump error. It’s just enough to throw off the vectors.”

Gunderson grunted. “You’ve been doin’ this for how long now, Ernest?” 


“Thirty stanyers – give or take a bit, Skipper.”

“And you still can’t accept jump error?” 


“Well, yes, Skip, I know but I keep tryin’ to get better.” Ernest looked up with a wry grin and half a shrug. “I keep thinking there’s a secret there. If I just do it long enough ...” 


“You’re up against the limits of our tools, Ernest. Two percent is a pretty good jump. If we weren’t pulling a double, you’d have shaved three days off the run.” He paused and considered. “As it is, we’ll be here less than a full standard day before we have sails up again.” 


“Yeah, I know.” Shackleton’s voice had an almost apologetic tone. “I just was hopin’ for a straight shot through.” He looked out at the surrounding space. “I never did like jumping into the Deep like this.”

“We’ll be out soon enough, Ernest.” Gunderson turned to Nancy. “Secure from navigation stations, please, Nancy. Set the next watch.”

“You’ve got the next watch, Skipper.” 


“Yeah, I know. Let’s make it happen and then we can coast while the kickers get us turned.” 


“Aye, aye, Captain.” She turned to her duties even as the ship rolled, smearing the distant stars against the armorglass and the heavy thrusters in the belly of the ship began a low growl. 

















Chapter Five

Breakall System: June 28, 2333
 

Five days out of Breakall, when Gunderson and Jordan got to the bridge to relieve the watch, Ernest met them with a smile. “Thought you might be interested in this, Skip.” He nodded his head at the pull down screen in the overhead. 


Jordan relieved Curtis on the helm while Gunderson crossed to the display and squinted up at it. “Virginia Deere?” he asked.

“Yup. Dropped into scan about two stans ago.”

Gunderson examined the readout carefully. “Is he going a bit slow?” 


Ernest grunted. “Funny you should mention it. I thought so, too.” 


Gunderson took one last good stare at the repeater and crossed to the duty watch station. “Not much but not what I’d expect seeing somebody coming out of a double jump like the one we just did.” 


“Me either, Skip. His delta-vee over that last two hours get’s him a little closer to profile, but he was just limping along there for a bit.” 


“Curious, don’t ya think, Ernest?” 


“Yup. That I do, Skip. That I do.” The look on his face told Gunderson he wasn’t done. 


When Gunderson got to the duty station he looked at the screen. “What’s this?” he asked as he took his seat. 


“That’s what he filed with Breakall as incoming cargo, Skip.” 


Gunderson frowned at the screen. “Some kind of mistake?”

Ernest shook his head but shrugged. “Might be, but that’s what they’ll be looking for when he docks.” 


“I thought you said he was running light.” 


Shackleton nodded. “I did. That’s what Martha said.” 


Gunderson considered the three full cans listed on the read out. “That doesn’t look light to me.”

“Me, either, Skipper.” 


“Any chance they swapped cargoes at the last-minute?”

“It’s possible I suppose, and it would explain why he was so slow coming out of Welliver.” 


Gunderson scowled at the screen. “Maybe so, maybe no. It makes more sense than the idea that he picked up cargo in the Deep Dark.” 


“Does it, Skip?” Shackleton kept his voice low. He glanced over to the helm where the two ratings compared notes on the status of the helm. “Does it really?” 


“What’re you suggesting, Ernest?” Gunderson’s question came out as a near whisper. 


“Nothing, Skipper.” He paused and glanced at the ratings again. “Just seems odd that he should take so long getting to the Burleson limit. Even if he wasn’t running light coming out, he shoulda been right along side when we jumped. He wasn’t.” 


“A bad wind could account for that.”

Ernest grimaced. “That was a lot of bad wind, Skip. It’s possible he was stalling.” 


“Stalling?” Gunderson’s scowl deepened. “Stalling for what? For us to get out of the way?”

Ernest shrugged. “Dunno, Skip. But we jumped in here—what? Ten standard days ago?” 


Gunderson looked at the overhead screen again.

“That’s a long time to be hanging out in the Deep Dark, Skip. We’ve never been out there more than a couple of days. Ever.”

“Well, that supposes they’ve been in the Dark all this time. What if they jumped short and are only now getting into scanner range?” 


Ernest sucked air through his teeth as he thought about it. After a moment he nodded. “Possible, Skip. Certainly possible.” He jerked his chin at the manifest. “But where’d the full can come from?” 


Gunderson slumped into the watch-stander’s seat. “Good question, Ernest. A real good question.” 


“Well, I just thought it was interestin’ and that you might like to know, Skip. I’m off on my twenty-four and I’ve got a good book waitin’ for me...” 


They ran through the watch change courtesies and Ernest headed for the ladder, leaving Gunderson eyeing the overhead display and considering the manifest. 

















Chapter Six

Welliver Orbital: August 2, 2333
 

Smitty looked up as Gunderson approached the table. “About time you made it. I thought I was going to have to drink all this by myself.” His affable smile faded when he saw the look on his friend’s face. “Trouble?” 


Gunderson took a seat and leaned across the table. “What the hell is going on, Smitty?” He kept his voice low, barely loud enough to cross the short distance. 


Smitty sipped his beer and considered the question for a moment. “I’m having a beer with my friend. Or did you have something else in mind.”

Gunderson gave his head a little shake. “You know what I mean. We go back a long way. I know you too well.” 


Smitty gave a little shrug.

“What’re you doing with the cans? The cans you arrived with weren’t the ones you left with, were they.” 


Smitty sighed and pinched his nose between thumb and knuckle. He closed his eyes for a moment before opening them, leaning in himself and speaking softly. “The less you know, the less you can be accused of. As a friend, I’m telling you. You don’t want to know and you’re better off forgetting what you think you saw.”

“Maybe so, maybe no,” Gunderson said and threw himself back in his chair, regarding his long-time friend. “That bad?” 


Smitty leaned back himself, eyes flickering around the room for a moment before resting on Gunderson’s face. “Let’s just say, not what I expected to be doin’ but we gotta do what we gotta do, okay? Leave it at that?” 


Gunderson’s face darkened, but Smitty maintained eye contact and didn’t back down in the face of the building bluster.

Eventually, Gunderson relented and settled down to drink his beer. “Anything I can do to help?”

“No. Just --” Smitty’s eyes looked around again. “Just stay out of it. Nothin’ to see here. Move along. Okay?”

“If you’re in some kinda trouble...” Gunderson began, letting his voice trail off.

Smitty closed his eyes and blew out a sigh laden with frustration. “Just leave it. That’s what you can do. I know what I’m doing and you don’t need to know what it is.” 


Gunderson watched the smaller man for three long ticks without saying a word. “That’s your story?” he said at last.

Smitty gave a little shrug and nodded. 


“In that case--” Gunderson stood, drained his glass, and clacked it back onto the table. “In that case, I’ve got work to do. Running the jump back to Breakall in the morning.”

Smitty nodded, sadness pulling his eyebrows down. “No time to help me finish this beer?” He nodded at the half full pitcher.

Gunderson shook his head. “Maybe so, maybe no. Can you tell me what’s going on?”

“No, I can’t.” 


“Didn’t think so.” Gunderson turned and strode from the pub. 

















Chapter Seven

Welliver System: September 14, 2333
 

All hands to navigation stations. All hands to navigation stations.” The first mate finished her announcement and nodded to the captain. 


“Ernest? We ready to bend a bit of space?” Gunderson asked.

The older man looked up from his console. “Ready as we’ll ever be, Cap’n. Course plot for the Deep Dark and, if all goes well, we’ll be jumping for Breakall this time tomorrow.” 


The helmsman, Kravitz, knocked on her console table for luck. 


“We ready to go, Nancy?” The captain asked. 


“Ship’s secured and Ralphie says the Burleson’s hot,” she said after a quick look at her displays.

“Bend it, Ernest.” 


“Bend it, aye, Cap’n.” The second mate mashed a key on his keyboard. 


After a few heartbeats the first mate said, “We’re in the Deep Dark, Cap.” 


Ernest smacked his keyboard in a syncopated tattoo. “This better not take too long. I’m just gettin’ to the good part in my book. I need to get back to it.” 


Nancy laughed. “You still reading that trashy thing? What is it? Alien Squids From Beyond the Sun?” 


The grizzled old man chortled. “Naw. I finished that weeks ago. Been through four books since then.” 


“What you readin’ now?” she asked.

“Hush, I’m tryin’ to work here,” he grumbled. His fingers flew across the keyboard and finally struck one the last key. “Position locke--”

A sharp bang cut off his words and the ship shuddered, the stars slewing sideways a bit in the ports. A warning klaxon took up a blaring squeal.

“Hull breach, Captain,” Nancy shouted over the racket, consulting her screens. 


Gunderson jumped from his chair and crossed to the suit locker at the back of the bridge. He yanked the door open and started pulling out suits, tossing one in the direction of each member of the bridge crew. He slipped into one himself and pulled the helmet seals closed in smooth, deliberate movements. By the time he turned, the rest of his crew was suited and back at their stations. 


“Galley reporting.” Vasily’s voice came over the headset built into the suit. “All clear here. All hands present and accounted for. No injuries.” 


Gunderson keyed his mic for a moment. “Thank you, Vasily.” Releasing the mic he spoke normally. “Report, Nancy?” 


The soft suit muffled his words and made the sound of his voice echo oddly in his helmet but the soft suits hadn’t inflated. There was still plenty of atmosphere on the bridge. 


“Engineering, Captain. Waiting for damage report now.” 


As she spoke Ralphie’s voice came from the speakers in the suit radios. “Engineering secured. All hands accounted for.” 


Gunderson keyed his mic before speaking. “Report, Ralphie. What’s happening down there?” 


“We took a rock. Hole almost directly in the bow. Emergency patch in place.” Several heartbeats passed before Ralphie continued. “You’re going to want to come down here, Cap’n.” 


“Be right there, Ralphie.” Gunderson said. He turned to the bridge crew. “Nancy, you’ve got the conn. Ernest, get us a plot to Breakall and a burn to bring us on course.” 


A chorus of “aye, aye’s” followed him down the ladder. 


When he got to engineering, he found bits of metal and plastic scattered across the deck. A faint haze of smoke obscured his vision and he frowned. “Ralphie?”

The chief engineer stepped out from behind one of the massive generators and waved a gloved hand. “Here, Captain.” 


“What’s the smoke from, Ralphie? We’re not on fire are we?” 


Ralphie looked around as if just noticing the smoke. “Not any more, Skipper. We had a bit of a smudge but it’s out now. Scrubbers’ll clear that in a few ticks.” 


The captain looked at the pale, ordinary spacer leaning against the bulkhead, a portable fire extinguisher still clutched in his hands, his eyes wide and rolling. “Good job, Mr. Curtis.”

“Thank you, sar.”

“You’ll wanna see this yourself, Skipper.” Ralphie beckoned to the captain. 


Gunderson picked his way carefully through the odd bits of rubble on the deck until he got to where his chief engineer stood beside a shattered console. He stood there for several long heartbeats staring at the slagged remains of the ship’s jump drive. 


“Report, Chief,” the captain said.

“Rock, about a centimeter. Came through the hull over there.” He pointed to where a bright yellow emergency hull patch splashed against the gray skin of the bulkhead. “Almost head on. It managed to catch the Burleson drive right about here.” He leaned down and pointed to a place just below the mid-line on what would have been the drive. “There was enough energy in it to shatter the casing and slag the internals. The heat caught the deck coat, but Curtis got that under control. It’s still hot, but it’s not melting any more.” 


Ralphie straightened up and looked at the captain. Gunderson read the truth in his bleak look. 


“You can’t repair it,” the captain said. 


Ralphie shook his head a couple of times, his lips pressed into a grim line. 


“Not with a full dry dock and a crew of engineers. There’s not enough left to repair.” He turned to look at it again. “We’re lucky we survived that one.” 


“How do you mean?” Gunderson asked. “Ships get hit by rocks all the time.” 


“Yeah, but usually they’re the size of a grain of sand or rice and they zip through without hitting anything solid. You hardly ever hear of anybody getting hit by anything bigger.” He cast a sardonic smile at the captain. “I don’t think it’s because they don’t get hit by bigger rocks, do you?” 


Gunderson sighed and shook his head. “No. They just don’t get to tell anybody after.” 


Ralphie grunted his agreement and nodded toward the console at the back of the compartment. “Take a look at this, too.” 


They shuffled through the debris from the shattered casing and Ralphie pointed to the plot on the console display. “Inertial dampeners,” he said. The trace spiked from a normal green through yellow and well into the red before dropping back to normal range. 


Gunderson blanched. “Holy crap.” 


“Another few ergs and we’d have lost the dampeners and none of us would have been left to scrape the spacer paste off the bulkheads.” 


Gunderson shook his head. “Okay, well, we did survive and now we need to assess the damage and come up with a plan.” 


“Yes, we do, Skipper. What do you want to do first?” 


Gunderson looked around engineering. “Pick up this mess. See if anything else is broken. I’ll get Ernest on the distress call and we’ll see where we are after that.”
















Chapter Eight

Deep Dark: September 14, 2333
 

Ralphie clambered up the ladder to the bridge and his scowl threatened to weld his eyebrows together. “Deaf and mute, Skipper.” 


Gunderson’s eyes went to the long-range display on the overhead. 


“Blind, too,” the engineer spat. 


“How can that be, Ralphie? I’m getting a trace...”

Ralphie shook his head. “Naw. You’re only seeing what the scanner thinks it’s doing. There’s nothing on the other end and there’s nothing obvious out there to tell you you’re not seeing anything.” 


“What happened?” 


“Hot metal from the Burleson drive cut through the distribution panel. Melted the underlayment and took out all the comms routing to the outer hull.” 


“Can you fix it?” 


Ralphie looked to the second mate. “Ernest, I’ll need your help to rebuild this one. It’s not strictly engineering. I’ve got a spare box but the board in it needs to be replaced and that’s not a stocked spare.” 


“Can do, Ralphie. Soon as we’re done here?” 


Ralphie nodded and took a seat at the engineering console. 


Gunderson walked to the front of the bridge and turned to look at the assembled crew. He took a moment to scan the faces in front of him. The officers all appeared calm and collected. Of the ratings Kravitz and Curtis looked the calmest, but Jordan seemed jumpy. His hands didn’t want stop fluttering. His eyes had heavy circles under them. Gunderson also knew he wasn’t seeing what his officers were really feeling, with the exception of Ralph Winslow. His machines were broken and his distress painted itself across his face. 


“Okay, me hearties,” Gunderson began with a small grin. “We’re stuck in it and we need to figure out what to do to get out of it.” 


He waited to see if there would be any reaction. When there wasn’t, he continued. 


“Vasily? How we fixed for stores?” 


Vasily Dubrovka scratched his left ear with a fingertip before answering. “As nearly as I can tell, Captain, we have sufficient food supplies for the regulation one hundred and twenty days, less about fifteen we used on the run out to the Burleson limit. Call it three months, in round numbers.” 


“Anything we can do to spread that out?” Gunderson asked.

“Rationing, of course,” Vasily said. “Get the survival rations from the life pods.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder towards the after part of the ship. “Break into one of the cans back there and grab some of the steaks. That’s all I can think of, off hand, Captain.” 


Gunderson glanced to the armorglass at the back of the bridge. “Fifteen metric kilotons in each can? You think that’s enough?” 


Vasily snickered. “I suspect we’d be able to survive for several stanyers on just one of those cans, Skipper. Vitamin deficiency diseases and other artifacts of an unbalanced diet would be a problem.”

“Thanks, Vasily. Chief? How we fixed for water?”

Ralphie shook his head. “About six or eight months worth, I’d guess, Skipper. It’s not an exact science and depends. With the ship buttoned up good like this, we only lose about a half liter or so a day per person. The rest gets recycled pretty well.” 


“Air? Power?”

“Power’s good, long as nothin’ else turns up busted. Air will be good until we run out of scrubber filters. Say, four months.”

“Can you stretch that out?”

Ralphie’s eyes searched the overhead for a few heartbeats while he thought about it. “The scrubbers are over engineered, Skipper. If we shut down one scrubber and live on the other, filters will last twice as long.” 


“Eight months?” Gunderson asked.

“Maybe nine.” 


“Ernest, did you run those plots I asked for?” 


“Sure did, Skipper.” The second mate tapped a couple of keys on his console and the overhead display lit up with what looked like two bundles of straw. “This bunch here...” Ernest pushed a couple of buttons and one bundle blinked twice, “That’s the course plots for all our jumps between Welliver and Breakall, either direction. The other bunch are the plots between Dree and Jett, likewise, either direction.” 


“What’s the scale on this, Ernest?” Nancy asked.

“Ten AUs. The longest trace was three days, the shortest just under one. We’ve always been moving pretty fast, until this trip.” 


“Where are we now? Relative to the crossroads?” the captain asked.

He hit a couple more keys and a blue dot began pulsing on the screen near the end of one of the bundles. 


Gunderson stepped closer to the screen and squinted up at it. “Is that right, Ernest? Two days and we’ve barely moved?” 


The second mate ground out a gravely chuckle. “Well, by comparison, Cap’n, ya. We lost about eighty percent of our velocity, maybe a little more, when that rock hit.”

Ralphie muttered and Nancy made a soft “Oh” sound. 


Gunderson turned to the second mate. “So, what normally takes a day or so will take, what? Ten?” 


The older man nodded. “Yeah. About that, unless we slow down a bit, we’ll be out of the zone here in about eight or nine more days.” 


The crew stood there, listening to the sound of the blowers and staring at the plot.

“What’s the next system in the direction of drift?” Vasily asked.

“An unnamed star system about twenty thousand years away,” Ernest murmured.

A short, nervous sounding laugh bubbled out of Nancy. “You looked?” 


He shrugged. “Why not?” 


“Can we stop?” Jordan asked, his eyes wide and searching the faces around him. “Sar? Can we stop at the crossroads?” 


Gunderson gave the man a nod and a smile. “That’s the question, Mr. Jordan.” He turned to look at the second mate with a raised eyebrow. “Ernest? Can we?” 


Ernest shrugged and then shook his head. “Not with this mass, Skipper. We don’t have enough fuel to kill the momentum.”

“Can we lighten ship?” Gunderson looked around the bridge and his eyes came to rest on Vasily. “Can we drop a couple of cans?” 


Vasily shrugged. “Of course, Captain. It may take a little maneuvering, but I think so.” He frowned as he considered it. “We need to get somebody out there at the stern to release the safety latch, but we should be able to uncouple them.” 


“Ernest? Will forty-five metric kilotons make a difference in the firings?” 


Ernest turned to his console and banged furiously for several ticks. “Not enough to stop us, but it’ll slow us a lot.” 


“How much?”

“Four or five weeks to transit the area, Skipper. Is that enough?” 


Gunderson sighed and rubbed a hand over the back of his neck as he considered. “Maybe so, maybe no,” he said at last. “Better’n what we got which is not much.” 


“What do we do first, Skipper?” Nancy asked.

“All of it. We need to get squawking as soon as we can, and we need to be able to see. We need to slow this ship down so we stay where there’s most likely to be other ships.”

Vasily asked, “Why do you think there are ships in this spot, Captain?” 


“Least cost course between the key ports. That’s where we jumped in the past. Others who come through here won’t be too far off that mark. It’s not foolproof, but it’s the best we got.”

The first mate added, “We’ve almost always seen at least one or two other ships when we’ve made this transit, Vasily. This really is a crossroads.” 


“But it’s not the only course, correct?” Vasily asked looking from one to another of the bridge crew. Eventually his eyes rested on the Ernest. 


“Nope. Not the only. Just the cheapest. There’ll be some minor variations.” He poked a thumb at the overhead. “You can see the different tracks we took right there. Jumps are always a bit iffy—plus or minus a bit from where you think you’re going. Jumpin’ into the Deep ain’t that much different, but the cheapest is to pick a spot halfway between. That’s it.”

Vasily nodded, his eyes half closed in concentration, then he smiled. “I see. Thank you. We don’t see much down in the galley.” 


Gunderson looked around as the crew all looked to him. “Okay, folks. Here’s what we gotta do...”
















Chapter Nine

Deep Dark: September 15, 2333
 

For the better part of the afternoon, Ralphie labored in the ship’s only hard suit. Gunderson and Nancy watched from the back of the bridge while Vasily worked the main lock. 


“How many of these steaks are we going to grab, Skipper?” Nancy asked as Ralphie picked his way aft for his third trip.

“This should be the last trip. Vasily is weighing it as it comes aboard. We want a metric ton. That’s enough meat to push our food supply beyond what we got in atmosphere.” 


She turned a wry look in the captain’s direction. “So we’ll eat good, right up until we suffocate?” 


He pursed his lips and nodded. “Something like that.” 


“How long will we have to wait for rescue, Captain?” Jordan asked from the helm.

Gunderson turned to look at the spacer. The dark circles under they young man’s eyes and the sweaty patches on his shipsuit told a tale. “Long as it takes, Mr. Jordan.” He twitched one shoulder in a half-hearted shrug. 


“We are going to get rescued, though, right?”

“We’re going to work real hard at that, Mr. Jordan,” Gunderson said. 


The younger man kept scanning faces. 


Gunderson sighed to himself. 


“That’s all we need, Captain.” Vasily’s voice sounded scratchy on the intercom.

Nancy responded from the OD’s console. “Roger that, Vasily.”

“We ready to shake off the cans, Ernest?” the captain asked without turning from  the view.

“Ready, Cap’n. We’ve got axis of travel right down the center-line. They should fall off as soon as we hit it.” 


“Nancy, tell Ralphie to pull the pin and then get in here, would ya?” 


“Will do, Skipper.” 


They watched the stumpy, suited figure disappear behind the stern of the ship one more time, maneuvering jets flickering brightly against the dark. 


In a few heartbeats, the radio crackled. “Pin pulled. Heading back in.” 


Nancy acknowledged the call and they waited. The suited shape slipped alongside, heading for the lock in the bow. In a matter of moments, it disappeared from view around the curve of the hull. 


The captain turned and leaned back against the frigid armorglass of the port and watched the engineering display the lock cycle from red to yellow to green and then off. 


“I’m in, Skipper.” Ralphie’ voice came on the intercom. 


“Let ‘em go,” Gunderson said. 


Nancy keyed her mic. “Vasily? Release the cargo.” 


His response came almost immediately. “Releasing the cargo, aye, aye.” 


Gunderson felt the mushy thump when the cargo latch retracted into the hull. 


“Cargo latch released.” 


Nancy acknowledged the confirmation.

“Goose it, Ernest,” Gunderson ordered. 


Vasily bounded up over the ladder and watched silently as the cans appeared to slide away from the ship on their own. Brief flickers of attitude jets slowed the ship’s main body and the cans seemed to speed up as the hull slowed. 


“That’s a lot of steaks, Captain. Mr. Malthus is not going to be happy,” Vasily said with an almost gleeful grin. 


Gunderson snorted. “Maybe so, maybe no. He’ll like it even less if we don’t get the ship back intact.” 


Vasily nodded. “That’s true enough, Captain. And it’s not like we couldn’t find them again.” 


Gunderson turned to Ernest. “We do have position and vector on those cans, don’t we, Ernest.” 


“We do, Cap’n. Assuming we don’t wait too long, we should be able to find them quickly enough.” Ernest tapped a couple of keys and added, “The warning beacons should be live, too, Skipper. Anybody within ten thousand kilometers should spot them.” 


They watched the trio of cargo pods as they appeared to drift away from the ship faster and faster.

Gunderson grunted in satisfaction. “Alright then. One more lil task and we’ll start slowing down. You got that system mod done, Ernest.” 


The older man didn’t look up from his screens. “Dang near it, Skipper. Just testin’ now. Don’t wanna blow this one.” 


“No, you don’t.” Gunderson turned to the first mate. “I’m gonna go give Ralphie a hand and see if we can move this along.”

Nancy nodded. “We’ll just hang out here for a bit, won’t we, Mr. Curtis?” 


He looked startled for a moment. “Oh, you mean since we have the watch, sar?” 


Nancy barked a soft laugh. “Something like that, Fred, yeah.” She smiled at the captain but Gunderson frowned as he considered the helmsman for a few heartbeats before dropping down the ladder and heading for Engineering. 


When Gunderson got to engineering he found Vasily, Ralphie, and Kravitz stacking emergency rations on a grav pallet beside the life pod hatch. 


“That’s the last of them, sar,” Kravitz said to Vasily.

:”Anything else we can scavenge from there, Ralphie?” Gunderson asked.

Ralphie rubbed a hand along the back of his neck and stared at the decking for a few moments. “I’ve pulled all the spare bottles of O2 and siphoned off the water, skipper,” he said at last. “I can’t think of anything else. We don’t want to short the volatiles, and I can’t think of anything else we can consume.” 


Gunderson looked to Vasily who just shook his head and shrugged. 


Kravitz shook her head, too. 


“Well, button it up and let’s get this thing squawking. See if we can attract some attention.”

Kravitz jumped out of the hatch and Ralphie dogged it behind her. The captain keyed the intercom and said, “You ready up there?” 


Nancy’s voice came back after a few heartbeats. “Ernest says he needs another couple ticks, Skipper.” 


“Roger that. Lemme know when he’s got it.”

Vasily grabbed the handle of the grav pallet and started towing it away. “Ms. Kravitz? If you’d give me a hand stowing these?” 


“Sure thing, sar.” 


The two of them dragged the pallet away, heading for galley storage.

Gunderson crossed to peer out of the small port at the life pod.

“Think it’ll help, skipper?” Ralphie kept his voice low.

Gunderson shrugged without looking around. “It’s something to do and we’re not gonna be able to heave-to at the cross roads. Slow as we’re moving, we still have too much momentum to kill it all with what we have in volatiles.” He patted the hatch. “This will be our marker buoy in the crossing zone.”

Gunderson heard Ralphie sigh.

“Yeah. I know,” Gunderson said and turned to his engineering officer. “But you got any better ideas?”

Ralphie shook his head. “Nope, but you and I both know how hard these buggers are to spot.” He jerked his chin in the direction of the hatch.

Gunderson didn’t answer, just gave a short nod. 


“Ready when you are, Skipper.” Nancy’s voice interrupted them. 


“Kick it loose then. We’re secured here,” Gunderson said, turning his head toward into the pickup.

The pod jumped free almost instantly, taking the hull fairing with it as it blew clear of the nest that had held it for a decade or more. 


The two men peered through the port as the garishly painted pod drifted away from the hull. In a moment the tiny engine licked to life and pushed the pod off around the ship and out of sight. 


Ralphie patted the hatch one last time, and turned. “Well, I’ll get started on the routing box.” 


“Ernest will be down to help in a bit.” 


Ralphie waved a hand and headed for engineering storage while the captain climbed the ladder back up to the main deck. As he cleared the hatch he felt the attitude jets start their programmed pulsing to turn the ship and slow it as much as they could before they drifted too far off course to be found. 

















Chapter Ten

Deep Dark: September 20, 2333
 

Jordan scowled at the captain. “Sar? With all due respect, why aren’t we doing something?” 


Gunderson sighed and looked around at the rest of the crew before answering. “That’s why we’re here, Mr. Jordan. To find out what we else we can do.”

Nancy patted Jordan on the shoulder. “Got any ideas, James?” she asked.

He looked up at her, his stress evident in the grimace across his face and the heavy patches of sweat dampening his suit. “Well, no, sar, but I’m just an ordinary spacer...” His voice trailed off. 


Gunderson said, “Well, ordinary or not, Mr. Jordan, if you have any ideas, this is the place for them.” He turned to the second mate. “Ernest? Where are we on comms?” 


“We got back online this mornin’, Skipper. The life pod will be at the crossroads in another...” he consulted a timer on his screen. “Another sixty odd stans. We’re saving fuel by letting it mostly just run ballistic until it gets out there. That should leave enough fuel to heave-to at the crossing point.” 


“Is it squawking?” Gunderson asked. 


Ernest clicked a few keys and a speaker clicked on. “...mayday, mayday. Clipper Wanderer on ballistic trajectory with no Burleson drive capability. Request immediate assistance. Course data follows...” A string of numbers describing the ship’s course and velocity spooled off followed by, “ Mayday, mayday, mayday.” After a few seconds the message started to repeat and Ernest shut off the speaker. He looked up at the captain. “All standard modes, all distress frequencies, skipper.” 


“How soon before we get there to the crossroads?” Nancy asked.

“About nine days,” Ernest said. “We’ll be a month or more in transit on this vector.”

Nancy nodded.

“We kept some fuel in reserve, right?” Gunderson asked.

“Oh, yeah. We’ve got five percent left. Not exactly fumes, but not enough to stop us altogether if we burn it.” Ernest shrugged. “We’ll be in the neighborhood for a good long while.” 


“Thanks, Ernest.” The captain turned to the engineer. “How’s the new routing panel holding up?” 


Ralphie made a sour face. “It’s holding up okay, skipper, but we’ve got it cobbled together with gobs of spit and a tangle of string. We can hear okay and even use the scanners...” He looked to Ernest who nodded in confirmation. “But we’ve got just a fraction of our normal broadcast power.” The engineer sighed and rubbed a hand across the top of his head. “I don’t understand why that set of boards doesn’t have a spare.” 


Gunderson rolled his shoulders in a shrug. “Ya have to draw the line somewhere, I guess, or you wind up sailing with two full ships and that’ll eat into cargo capacity, I’m thinkin’.” 


Ralphie snickered but Gunderson noticed that Jordan still scowled. 


“Well, we have a router. It does work. It’s jury-rigged--no question about that--but it’s workin’.” Ralphie paused and tugged on the end of his nose. “Long as we don’t try to push it too hard, we’ll be okay there, I think.”  He looked at Ernest again.

Ernest shrugged and nodded. “We can’t yell real loud, but we can see pretty good and we can yell loud enough.” 


“What about the other life pod?” Jordan broke in. 


All eyes turned back to him. 


“What about it, Mr. Jordan?” Gunderson asked. 


“How are we all gonna fit into it? There’s only six seats and there’s eight of us.”

Gunderson didn’t flinch from the challenging glare the younger man threw at him. “Well, Mr. Jordan,” he said at last, his voice a low rumble in the silence of the bridge, “I’ll be stayin’ with the ship in that case and I suspect somebody will either stay with me, or you’ll all get real cozy in the pod.”

The answer seemed to startle Jordan and Gunderson could feel the rest of the crew staring at him.

“But why would we need the life pod, Mr. Jordan?”

Jordan opened and closed his mouth a couple of times before responding. “What if something happens to the ship, sar?” 


Gunderson could feel his mouth start to twitch up and somebody else on the bridge snickered a little. “Like a hull breach, Mr. Jordan?” 


“Yes, sar! Exactly, sar! What if the …” Curtis’s voice petered out as he realized the reality behind the captain’s question.

Gunderson gave the man a half smile and glanced around at the rest of the crew assembled on the bridge. “The pods are only really good in settled systems, Mr. Jordan. You know that. They’re hard enough to spot as it is, but out here?” He shrugged. “We’re in better shape on the ship than out there in the pods, aren’t we?” 


Jordan seemed to think about the captain’s words, his front teeth worrying his lower lip as he stared at the captain. 


“Aren’t we?” Gunderson asked again after too many ticks had gone by.

Jordan gave in and nodded. “I s’pose so, skipper.” He looked around for support from the others and seeing none, he slouched back into his chair.

“Besides,” Gunderson slouched back against the cold glass and crossed his arms. All eyes turned back to him. “What do you think old man Malthus is gonna say when we don’t jump into Breakall on time with those steaks?” Gunderson jerked his chin in the direction of the drifting cargo pods. 


Vasily snickered. “Knowing Mr. Malthus,” he said, “he’ll be out here himself looking for his lost freight in about three weeks.”

Vasily got a round of chuckles from the crew as a whole.

“Damn right he will,” Gunderson said. He looked around at the crew, ending with Jordan. “He’ll send a ship out to look for us pretty damn fast, if you ask me. It’s our job to be here when they get here to look.”

Jordan nodded, but the captain could see the doubt written on the younger man’s face. 


Gunderson sighed inwardly and hoped his own doubts were not so clearly visible. 

















Chapter Eleven

Deep Dark: October 20, 2333
 

Ernest looked over at the captain, his brow furrowed. “Skipper? Did you notice anything odd in the mid-watch?” 


“Like what?” Gunderson crossed the bridge to see what the second mate had on his console.

“Like the life pod going dark?” Ernest kept his voice low and pointed to a meter on his screen. It showed no signal.

Gunderson blinked several times, his mind trying to process. “What the—?” 


Ernest shook his head and shrugged. “It’s been working solidly for weeks now. Ever since it went on station.” 


“You think somebody found it?” Gunderson turned his head to look at the place in the Deep Dark where the life pod should have been. 


“If they did, why haven’t they called?” 


Gunderson straightened up and ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know.” He noticed that Kravitz and Jordan appeared to study the helm display. “Let’s relieve the watch,” Gunderson muttered. 


After Jordan and Ernest left the bridge, Kravitz turned to the captain. “Any idea where that pod could have gone, Skipper?” 


Gunderson leaned back in his chair and shook his head. “Could be anything,” he said at last. “Power failure, another rock strike—”

Kravitz snorted. 


Gunderson shrugged in reply. “Yeah, long shot but possible.”

“Somebody could have picked it up,” Kravitz said, her voice trailing off without really finishing the thought.

“Yeah,” Gunderson admitted, “but why haven’t they contacted us?”

“What the—?” 


Gunderson looked over to see Kravitz looking at something behind him to starboard. He swiveled his chair and looked out of the armor glass in the direction of her gaze. “What?” 


“Maybe just my eyes playing tricks but I just saw one of those stars wink, skipper.” 


“You sure? Stars don’t—” Gunderson’s voice clipped off as one of the brighter stars blinked out and then back on again. 


“Did you see that, Skipper?” 


“Yes, Ms. Kravitz, I did. Looked like an occlusion to me.”

“Me, too, sar.” Kravitz checked her helm display and looked back in the direction of the missing life pod. “Sar--?”

Gunderson kept his eyes on the distant star field. “Yes, Ms. Kravitz?” 


“That’s the opposite direction, sar.” 


“Opposite direction?” Gunderson’s confusion overcame his vigilance and he turned to face her. “Opposite to what?” 


Kravitz pointed towards the port bow. “The cross roads should be over there. If somebody picked up the life-pod, they’d be in that direction.” She jerked her chin at the star field where they’d seen the blinking star. “That’s the direction we’re drifting toward.”

Gunderson scowled and looked back to starboard. He gazed for two full ticks before saying, “Yeah. It is.” 


Neither of them said much for the rest of the watch. With little to do on the helm, Gunderson didn’t blame her for spending much of it gazing out of the armorglass in the direction of their slow drift.
















Chapter Twelve

Deep Dark: November 16, 2333
 

Beefalo steak, again?” Ralph bit his lip and shrugged an apology to Vasily.

“Sorry, Ralph,” he said. “Under the circumstances, it’s the best I can do.” The wiry man swept the table with an apologetic glance of his own. “I’m not much of a chef. If anybody else would like a go?” 


Nancy Gaston patted him on the shoulder. “You’re doing great, Vasily.” She shot a glare at Ralph who shrugged in return.

“We’re all a little wound up,” Gunderson said. “Can’t be helped.” 


“Sar, any word on the missing pod?” Jordan asked. His eyes kept jerking to almost look at Gunderson before returning to his plate and the fork he used to stir the food without actually eating it.

Gunderson paused and looked around at all the faces turned in his direction before shaking his head. “No. Sorry, Mr. Jordan. Nothing yet. It could be almost anything so don’t read too much into it – good or bad – okay?”

“What do you think, tho, sar?” Jordan said. “What are some of the things?” 


Gunderson watched Jordan’s fork trace around the plate. “Most likely is that it just had a power failure. It could have been picked up, but if it had been, then I can’t imagine they wouldn’t look for us.”

Jordan looked directly at Gunderson for the first time, hope a bare glimmer in his eyes. Gunderson saw the fear there and sympathized with the man. 


“It was probably some malfunction,” Ralph said. He sawed away at the beefalo steak and stuffed a piece into his mouth. 


Gunderson saw Jordan’s hope fade as he looked at the Chief Engineer and then back at his plate. “Yeah. Probably. Sar,” he said.

Nancy’s body jerked in her seat a bit and Ralph looked up, startled and reaching for his leg under the table. He started to say something but the stormy look on Nancy’s face seemed to make him think twice.

Gunderson noticed the exchange and arched an eyebrow at Nancy. 


She gave a small shrug and did a credible job of almost suppressing a sigh.

Kravitz broke the silence. “You think maybe we could make stroganoff or something with this stuff?” She held a chunk of beefalo up on the end of her fork. “You know? Just as a change?” 


Vasily frowned at her. “And do you think that because I have a Russian name I know stroganoff?”

She looked up at him and shook her head. “No, no, sar! I was just thinking of ways to cook this that don’t involve frying or grilling.” 


“We have a great deal of it to cook, Ms. Kravitz. Perhaps you might like to take a turn doing some of that cooking?” 


Kravitz looked to Nancy and the captain before looking back at Vasily. “Well, sure, Mr. Dubrovka. If that’s alright with everybody and it’s maybe on an off day?” She shrugged. “I think I’d like that.” 


Vasily blinked. “You are serious?” 


Kravitz nodded and Gunderson saw a small blush crept up the side of her neck. “Yes, sar. I’d like the break from--” She bit off whatever she was going to say, a quick glance at Jordan punctuating her words. “That is, I think it would be fun.” 


Nancy asked, “Are you a good cook, Gail?”

She shrugged. “Dunno. I used to cook all the time at home. Da liked my cooking well enough.” 


Nancy looked to Vasily. “Looks like you got an assistant cook, Vasily.”

Vasily looked from Kravitz to the first mate and back again before turning to Gunderson. “Is this satisfactory, Captain?” 


Gunderson rolled his shoulders in a shrug. “Long as it doesn’t get in the way of watches, it doesn’t really matter to me. I’m sure you could use a break yourself, Vas. You’ve been doing the cooking for weeks now.” 


Vasily drew in a deep breath and blew out a sigh. “Yes. This is true. I could...as you say...use a break.” He glanced at Gail Kravitz out of the corner of his eyes. “Would tomorrow evening work, Ms. Kravitz?”

Kravitz rolled her eyes up to the overhead in consideration. “Two days, sar. I’m on watch tomorrow afternoon, but I’m off the day after that during dinner.”

“Excellent.” 


Gunderson thought Vasily seemed very pleased by the development. He glanced at Nancy across the table who gave her head the slightest of nods. 


Ralph asked, “So how much of this steak do we have left?” 


“Nearly four hundred kilograms,” Vasily said.

Ralph whistled. “That’s a lot of beefalo.”

“Indeed. Enough for a stanyear of dinners. Or more.”

Ralph snorted. “Well, that’ll never happen.” 


Vasily raise one eyebrow in response. “Really, Chief Engineer? And why is that?” 


Ralph cut another piece of steak and poised with it on his fork before answering. “Because, Cargo Master, we only have about seven months of air.” He grinned as if he’d scored a point and stuck the meat into his mouth.

Gunderson watched Jordan’s fork twitch and didn’t like what he saw.
















Chapter Thirteen

Deep Dark: November 25, 2333
 

Ten weeks.” Kravitz didn’t take her eyes off the distant cluster of bright dots.

Gunderson looked over at her. “Huh?” 


Her eyes flickered once and Gunderson noticed the tightness around the corners and a pinched look across her brow. 


“Oh,” he said and sighed. “Yeah. Ten weeks.” He turned and followed her gaze out to the Deep Dark. “Have you seen any more flickers?”

She grunted. “A few. Sometimes I think it’s just my eyes playing tricks. It happens so fast.” 


Gunderson saw a star blink off and then on again. “Like that one?” he asked.

“Yeah. Like that one, captain. If we both saw it...” 


“Well, I did.” He scowled in concentration. “That’s a different part of the sky isn’t it?”

“Yes, sar. It’s a few degrees off from where we first saw it, but they’ve been creeping in that direction over the last couple of weeks.”

They sat in silence for a few ticks, lost in thought. 


“Will we ever get home, sar?” Kravitz whispered.

Gunderson sighed and turned to her. The woman’s face looked cast in stone and she refused to look at him, keeping her eyes fixed on the distance outside the armorglass.

“I don’t know, Ms. Kravitz. I hope so.”

She did look at him then. “Thank you, Captain.” 


“Just the truth, Ms. Kravitz. I’d be a bigger fool than I am if I tried to tell you anything else.”

The stony mask relaxed a fraction and a smile threatened the side of her mouth.

Gunderson turned his chair to look out at the Deep Dark again–watching for more stellar semaphores to prove that they were not out there alone. 


The scrape of a shoe on the decking and Kravitz’s voice made him spin back around just in time to register Jordan swinging the broom that connected with the side of his head. The blow sent him crashing to the deck and wiped the consciousness from his mind. 

















Chapter Fourteen

Deep Dark: November 29, 2333
 

The beeping slowly worked its way into Gunderson’s awareness. He’d heard it for some time but it took a long while for it to register as something of significance. He listened for a while, trying to place it. It was a familiar sound. Something he’d heard before. He knew it was important but couldn’t quite pull it to the front of his brain. A shift in the regular metronomic pulse fought through his frustration. 


Heart monitor. 


It was monitoring him. 


He struggled to open his eyes and remember. 


“Whoa, Skipper. Take it easy.”

“Ernest?” he asked, still unable to get his eyes open.

“Yup. It’s me, Cap. Your head...you got hit. Don’t try to open your eyes.”

“Can’t.” 


“I’m not in the least surprised, Cap. You’ve got a mess of bandiflesh across your face. You got hit pretty hard.” 


“How long?” Gunderson thought he should be more alarmed than he felt. “Drugs?” 


“You’re into your fourth day in the can, Skipper, and yeah, you’re drugged to the eyeba—that is, drugged to the teeth.” 


“What happened?” 


“Jordan broke a broom across your face.”

“Then what?” 


“Then he knocked Gail Kravitz over the head with the stump, taped her to the seat, and stole the bridge pod.” 


Gunderson tried to sit up, but found the auto-doc restraints held him firmly. The beeps got faster. 


“Easy there, Skipper,” Ernest said. “You’re still locked down.” 


“Yeah. I see.” Gunderson said. “He stole the life-pod?”

“Yup.”

“Where’d he go?”

“He headed off toward the crossroads as near as we could tell.”

“As near as you could tell?”

“We tracked the transponder for a couple days but either he turned it off, or got out of range. We can’t hear it any more.”

Gunderson considered that news for about a dozen beeps. “I’m having a little difficulty tracking, Ernest,” he said at last. 


“I’m not surprised, Skipper. You’re pretty narc’ed up and your head took a wallop.”

“I woulda thought we could track a life pod farther than that,” Gunderson said.

“Yeah, me, too.” 


Gunderson considered that for a bit before asking, “How’s Kravitz?” 


“She’s fine. A bit shaken and has an egg on her head, but no lasting harm.”

“Ship’s status?”

“Same as it’s been for the last three months, Skipper. Minus one life pod.” 


“That was the last one, wasn’t it?” 


“Yup. T’was.” Ernest said. “But it wasn’t much good out here. We just better hope the hull holds up.”

“Why? Something wrong with the hull?” 


“Naw. Just a manner of speaking,” Ernest patted Gunderson’s shoulder. “Relax. We’ll run out of air or water before the hull rots through.” 


In spite of himself, Gunderson snorted a laugh. “That’s not all that reassuring, Ernest.” 


Ernest chuckled. “Well, if you’re good enough to laugh, it was worth it.” 


“So? What’s the bad news?”

“Bad news, Skipper?” 


“Yeah. What are you being so careful not to tell me.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Cap.”

“Liar. Why have I got a face full of bandiflesh?” 


“Oh, that?” Ernest paused a bit too long. “Nothing. Just the auto-doc being careful I suppose.”

“How close was it?” Gunderson asked after the heart monitor beeped a few more times.

“Close, Skipper?”

“How close did Jordan come to killing me?” 


“Oh, I’m no medico, Skipper. How would I—”

“Stuff it, Ernest. Tell me.”

“Another centimeter and your brains woulda been outside of your skull bones,” Ernest said after a few moments. “The auto-doc’s been treating the swelling and inflammation.”

“What about my face?” 


“You’ll be just as ugly as ever,” Ernest assured him. 


“What about my face, Ernest?” Gunderson’s voice snapped in the enclosed space.

The rapid beeping filled the space between them.

“You’ve lost an eye, Skipper. The auto-doc doesn’t have the capability to re-grow it.”

“That’s it?” 


“Well, other than the dent in your skull. Yeah. Isn’t that enough?” 


Gunderson thought about it until the auto-doc drugged his awareness away and closed the lid once more. 

















Chapter Fifteen

Deep Dark: December 4, 2333
 

I’m not some damn invalid,” Gunderson grumbled.

Ernest chuckled and Ralph laughed out loud. 


“Well, when the auto-doc lets you go, we can arm wrestle ya over that one, Cap,” Ernest said, a smile dancing in his eyes.

“Well, just leave my shipsuit there on the chair if you don’t mind. I’d appreciate a little privacy.”

“Aw, I don’t know, Skipper. You’ve been in that can for over a week. You’re gonna need some help--” 


“Ralph Winslow, the day I need help getting my pants on is the day I give up my ticket.” Gunderson thrust out his jaw and scowled at one and then the other of them. “Am I clear?” 


Ernest scrubbed the back of his neck with his hand before replying. “Oh, aye, Cap. You’re clear.” He looked at Ralph. “He’s clear, ain’t he, Ralph?” 


“Yes,” Ralph said, his head nodding in an exaggerated agreement. “Crystal clear. Clear as water he is. He’s gonna fall on his ass as soon as he tries to step out of that can, though.”

Ernest considered that while Gunderson worked up a suitably caustic reply. “Yeah. That’s probably true.” He looked at the captain and then back at Ralph. “Should we let him?” 


“What? Fall?” 


“Yeah. I mean he’s bein’ all prickly and stuff. Least we can do is give him some privacy while he falls on his ass.” Ernest’s mouth twitched as if he were trying not to grin. 


Ralph pursed his lips and nodded, eyeing the thunderclouds building on Gunderson’s face. “Here’s your skivvies. See if you can get them on before you try to step out, Skipper. That way when you fall, you won’t be flapping in the breeze.” He tossed a ship tee and boxers onto the open auto-doc capsule. “Come on, Ernest. Let’s take bets.”

The two men stepped out into the passageway and closed the door behind them. 


“I bet he falls flat on his face,” Ernest said, loud enough to be heard through the closed door.

“Oh, that’s a given. The real action is whether he’ll have his skivvies on when he does it. He might actually get a leg in that shipsuit but as weak as he is?” Ralph paused. “I bet he can’t lean over to find the zipper without falling.” 


Ernest said, “Should we get Nancy to hold the wagers? She’d be an impartial witness.” 


“Naw, she’d just side with the skipper. She’s sweet on him, you know.”

Gunderson sighed and tried to tune out the conversation. He had to smile in spite of himself. They were a pair. Nancy Gaston sweet on him? The very idea seemed preposterous. She’d been his first mate for a long time and one of the few women he could actually talk to. Sweet on him? He snorted and popped the latch on the auto-doc, letting the lower panels swing back. 


He got a good look down his body. It seemed oddly flat and flaccid. He held the top of his boxers and tried to raise a leg high enough to slip them over his foot. 


“I’ll wager fifty credits that he falls trying to put the tee shirt on,” Ernest said.

“Hoo. Okay, I’ll take that and put me down for fifty if he falls trying to step onto the deck,” Ralph said. 


Gunderson tried two more times, but couldn’t bend forward far enough in the auto-doc to get his arms down as far as his feet. His legs were too weak to lift that far and his body too weak to bend down. He sighed. “I’ll take both those wagers, and put a hundred credits on too weak to even get my skivvies on,” he said. “Can one of you louts give me a hand here?” 


Ralph laughed and Ernest came back onto the med bay. “No bet. You’d throw it just to win our money!” He chuckled then and said, “Lemme give you a hand, Cap. We need to get you out of that can and into your rack where you can get some sleep.” 


It took them just a few ticks to help him into his shorts and tee. Ernest even helped him slip his suit up his legs before he tried to get out of the auto-doc They tilted the pod almost vertical and held him up while he leaned a bit forward and they worked the fabric up around him so he could put his hands in the sleeves. 


Before they were done, Gunderson was sweating and tired. With one of them on each arm, they helped him step out of the pod, into the passageway, and settled him on the top of a grav trunk so they could drag him to the cabin. 


The whole process took less than a quarter stan, but Gunderson found himself exhausted from the minor exertion and crawled off the trunk and into bunk.

Ernest pulled up the cover. “You relax, Captain. Get some sleep.”

The drugged fog wrapped around Gunderson’s brain but he struggled against it. “Ernest?” 


“Yeah, Cap?”

“Nancy’s not sweet on me.” 


Ernest smiled and patted the captain’s shoulder. “Yeah, Cap, sure. You get some sleep. Maybe when you wake up you can talk to her about that, huh?” 


Gunderson tried to say something else but couldn’t find the thread. His eye closed and in moments he was asleep once more. 

















Chapter Sixteen

Deep Dark: December 5, 2333
 

Gunderson woke slowly, layer by layer. He still wore his shipsuit and had the top cover from his bunk over him. The chrono on the bulkhead read 08:30 but he still had enough left over drugs in his system to deaden the anxiety that he sensed fluttering in the back of his mind. His hand went to the bandage over the side of his face and he traced the shape of his skull with a shaking fingertip. 


He threw the cover off and eased onto his side before slipping his legs over the edge and slowly levering himself to a sitting position at the edge of his bed. The room swam just a bit but settled rapidly. He focused on breathing slowly and regularly. He started to stand but only got about halfway up before decided that he really needed to sit back down before he fell. 


“Crap,” he muttered.

He heard a scuff and a step from the outer room just as Vasily stepped up to the open door. 


“Ah, Captain. You should have spoken sooner.”

“Hello, Vasily, what are you doing here?”

Vasily gave him a crooked smile. “We thought it would be good to have someone standing by in case you woke and needed assistance, Captain.”

Gunderson nodded slowly. “Yeah. Which ‘we’ was this?” 


Vasily folded his arms and lounged in the door frame. “That would be the crew, Captain. Ms. Gaston has done a marvelous job keeping things going while you’ve been indisposed.” 


Gunderson grunted. 


“How are you feeling, by the way?” 


Gunderson took a breath to say something, but changed his mind and blew it out slowly. “Terrible, but drugged so much I don’t think I care.”

Vasily nodded. “Da. That’ll wear off in the next few stans, I think. You’ll feel much worse very soon.” 


Gunderson looked over at the lanky cargo-man. “You really know how to cheer a guy up, Vasily.”

“Thank you, Captain. I am trying.” He offered the captain a tentative smile.

“I wouldn’t argue that,” Gunderson said with a soft laugh. “Now do you think you could help me up and into the head?”

With Vasily’s steadying arm, Gunderson was able to rise and cross the five steps to the head. The mirror above the basin reflected a gray-skinned old man with a bandage over half his head. His exposed eye traced the lines on his face and the bruising seeping out from under the bandage. He braced himself on the rim of the basin to take some of the strain off his legs before they buckled.

“Are you alright, Captain?” Vasily asked from the doorway.

Gunderson found Vasily’s face in the mirror. “I look a little the worse for wear, but I think I can handle it from here. Thanks, Vas.” 


Vasily smiled and nodded, closing the head door quietly.

Gunderson looked at himself in the mirror one more time and then turned to take care of a more pressing need. Relieved, he considered a shower, but decided that his legs probably wouldn’t hold up that long and it would be embarrassing to have to be rescued. 


Vasily waited just outside the door and started to help Gunderson back to his bunk. 


“Desk, please, Vasily? I think I need to sit up a bit. Maybe find some food?”

“Of course, Captain. I’ve some soup waiting for you in the galley. If you promise not to do anything rash while I am away, I’ll fetch some for you.”

Gunderson laughed in spite of himself. “The only thing rash I’m likely to do is stare out the port.” 


A low ache built in the back of his skull and he could feel the fluttering anxiety waiting, biding its time, waiting to burst through when his pharmaceutical walls fell. 


As Vasily settled him into the comfy chair behind the desk, he paused and considered, concern painted on his face. “They can replace the eye when we get back to Diurnia, Captain.”

Gunderson looked up at the younger man. “I know, Vasily. Thank you.” 


Vasily gave the captain a jerky nod and headed for the door. “I’ll be right back, Captain. Don’t move.”

Gunderson swiveled his chair to look out of the wide armorglass port. The panoramic view of the Deep Dark always stirred something in him. The clear, shining stars—brilliant pinpricks in the velvet night—touched a part of him that he couldn’t explain. He sighed. 


“But can they replace my faith?” he murmured to the unblinking stars. “Can they give me back my belief?”
















Chapter Seventeen

Deep Dark: December 7, 2333
 

Nancy Gaston planted her hands on her hips and stared, her mouth a firm line across her face.

“Look, Nancy, there’s not that much to standing bridge watch right now.” Gunderson thought he sounded convincing.

Nancy just shook her head.

“You and Ernest have been standing twelve and twelve for over a week now!”

“No, Captain. We haven’t. If you’d care to check the logs, you’ll see that Ralph has been taking your watch. He’s fully qualified to take a bridge watch and he’s doing quite well at it.” Her scowl deepened. “And what are you going to do up there, anyway? Can you even get up there?” 


“What do you mean? Of course, I can get up there.” 


She snorted. “Oh, I see, then you’re just having meals delivered here because you don’t want to associate with the crew on the mess deck?” She folded her arms under her breasts and shifted her weight to tap her foot. “Hmm? Is that it?” 


Gunderson sat back in his chair, suddenly tired again. “You know that’s not it, Nancy. Stop being--” 


“What?” she challenged, cutting him off before he said something foolish. “Reasonable? Concerned?” She paused and something warmer replaced the anger in her face for just a few heartbeats. “Captain, you can’t make it down the ladder and back for meals. How do you expect to get up to the bridge?” 


Gunderson gave a matter-of-fact shrug. “The ladder’s shorter,” he said. “I can crawl up there if my legs won’t make it.” 


Nancy laughed and her mood broke in a shimmering peal. “Bjorn,” she said, anger dissipated entirely, “as much as I’d love to watch that, please...” She tilted her head to look him in the eye. “You just got out of the auto-doc after a very serious injury to your head. You’re still too weak to walk to the galley for meals. If something were to happen...” she paused and bit her lip. “If something else were to happen, I don’t know that I could--” She stopped herself then and looked at the deck. “That is, it would be my responsibility for allowing you back on duty when I know perfectly well you’re not qualified.”

“But, Nancy, be reasonable.”

“I am being reasonable, you great daft thing. When you can get to the galley for three straight meals and get back to the cabin on your own, I’ll let you back on watch. Until then--”

Gunderson slapped the desk with one heavy palm. “You’ll let me back on watch?” he thundered. “I’m the captain of this vessel--”

“You,” she shouted right back at him, “are down on emergency medical. The records in the auto-doc back me up and I am exercising my duty under the Confederated Planets Joint Committee on Trade Rules and Regulations for emergency command. You know it. I know it. So stuff it.”

Gunderson felt himself wilt in the seat. “Okay. You win,” he grumbled. “But only until I make it up and down the ladder three times.” 


“By yourself and what I said was three consecutive meals in the galley. Don’t you go playing games with me on this one!” 


Gunderson groaned inwardly. “That’s another full day,” he muttered.

“Yes, it is, you great galoot, and little enough time for you to recover.” 


Gunderson sat still, his drug fogged brain beginning to work through the problems. “What happened, Nance?” 


She stopped in mid fume and gaped at him. “What do you mean, ‘What happened?’ Jordan broke a broom across your skull and ran off with our last life-pod.” 


Gunderson shook his head and put a hand to the bandage. “I was in the auto-doc for a week? I’m still barely crawling? For a bump on the head?” His uncovered eyebrow arched.

“For crying out loud, Bjorn. You’ve got a hard head, but it’s not that hard. He smashed the side of your skull in! Your eyeball was crushed. The auto-doc worked for four standard days pulling all the little splinters of bone out of your brain.” She said it all gently, softly. “Another few millimeters—another erg—and you’d be in a body bag right now.” Her voice caught in a half-sob. “We almost lost you, you oaf. It’ll take it out of a man. Even you.” 


Gunderson felt the strength leech out of him, even as he felt a renewed resolve. He closed his eye for a few moments and blew out a long breath through his nose. “Okay, you’re my first mate. I trust you to do what’s right for the ship.”

A look of relief washed across her face. 


“But I’m starting now, and I’ll be on the bridge by this time tomorrow. When I get there? I want to know what happened to that life-pod.”

“We don’t know, Captain.”

“Collect all the data we have. Scans, telemetry, computer records, all of it. There has to be something there.” 


“We’ve been through it all, Captain.”

“We’ll go through it again. We’ll keep going through it until we find something.”

“Why are you so sure that there’s something to find, Skipper?” Her voice betrayed her curiosity.

Gunderson smiled. “Because he disappeared in less than four standard days, right?” 


Nancy nodded and gave a little so-what shrug.

“We should have been able to track him for at least a week. Maybe two.” 


“Yes, but not if something happened, Captain. If he lost power, or his beacons died...”

“But if they had, don’t you think we’d have seen something? A scanner ping? A telemetry burp? Something?” 


Nancy thought about it for several long moments, her frown deepening as time went by. “It does seem like we shoulda seen something,” she said at last. 


The terminal on Gunderson’s desk caught his eye. “Belay that. Where’s Ernest?” 


“On watch, Skipper.”

“Tell him I want it all, I want it now, and I want it there!” He jabbed a finger at the screen on his desk. “If I’m going to be sitting here, I may as well start being useful.” 


“But, Skipper, your eye.” 


Gunderson looked up at that. “Which one? The good one? Or the crushed one?” 


Nancy blinked several times at the matter-of-fact response. “You’re right, Captain. I’ll get right on it.” She turned and left the cabin.

Gunderson leaned forward and logged into his command console while the unwinking stars watched over his shoulders. 

















Chapter Eighteen

Deep Dark: December 7, 2333
 

Gunderson spent half the morning turning his head sideways and brushing at the bandage on his head while trying to read the screen. At 11:00, with the headache from hell pounding under the bandage, he went to the head and stepped into the shower. The hot water pounded onto his back and shoulders, releasing some of the tension there. The headache subsided a bit but he could still feel his heartbeats throb under the bandage. He put on a clean shipsuit and shambled out of the cabin for the first time since he’d been pulled from the auto-doc.

He crossed to the ladder leading up to the bridge and stood at the foot, looking up. It didn’t seem so high, but he turned to the longer ladder leading down to the main deck—and the auto-doc. He got a good grip on the rail and worked slowly down the ladder, stopping every few steps to make sure his legs weren’t too tired. If he fell, the bruises would be embarrassing on top of everything else.

Eventually he made it to the deck. He turned and looked back up the ladder. After lunch mess, he’d try to climb back up but in the meantime, he needed medical assistance. He entered the med bay and started the diagnostic query interface, following the instructions, and allowing a variety of devices beep, scrape, press, and prod him. When it was over, the device instructed him to sit in the pod for treatment. He did as instructed and the device cleared the outer bandages from his head, irradiated the area with a blue-ish light, and a nozzle at his shoulder gave him a hyper-velocity injection. It left the sealed bandage over his missing eye, but buzzed to let him know it was done. 


A message on the console read, “Revisit in 36 standard hours.”

He pressed the acknowledge button and secured the station.

He sat there on the stool for a few ticks while the drugs took hold and looked at his reflection in the polished chrome of the auto-doc pod. He couldn’t see very clearly and what he could see was distorted. His fingers found a deep soreness around his left temple and the warped reflection showed yellowish bruises across the side of his head and across the bridge of his nose. 


With a sigh he stood and left the med bay. “Time for lunch,” he muttered. “Hope nobody’s squeamish.” He ran a hand over the tender flesh at the side of his head.

When he stepped onto the mess deck, the chrono clicked over to 11:30. Vasily stood at the cook top stirring a pot of something. He turned and smiled. “Captain! You made it down by yourself?” 


Gunderson walked to his seat at the table and tried not to fall into it. “Yes, I did.” He turned his head to display the bruises. “How does it look? I haven’t found a mirror yet.” 


Vasily eyed the captain with a small frown and tilted head. “I’ve seen worse, Captain.” 


“Alright, then. I’ll just sit here if it’s alright. Lunch mess will be served soon?” 


“Of course, Captain.”

At 11:45 Ralph stumbled onto the mess deck. He stopped short when he saw Gunderson at the table. “Captain! You made it down by yourself?” 


Gunderson gave a half shrug. “Well, yeah. Nancy told me if I wanted to get back on the bridge, I needed to get to three meals under my own power.” He shrugged again. “Here’s one.” 


“That’s great.” Ralph crossed to the coffee pot and drew a mug, sipping with a look of relief on his face. “That means I can stop standing bridge watches soon?”

“Probably,” Gunderson agreed.

“Not so fast,” Nancy Gaston’s voice came from the passageway before she stepped through the door, followed by Gail Kravitz. “He’s still got to make it to three meals in a row. This is only the first.” Her tone was severe but she had a smile on her face.

“I’ll make it,” Gunderson said. He shot a quick glance at Ralph before winking at his first mate. “Although, coming down the ladder did take a lot out of me. Maybe I should take it easy for another week or so...”

Ralph flinched so much he slopped coffee over the rim of his mug. When he looked to the captain, he realized the joke. “I don’t know how you people can live like that,” he grumbled.

“Like what?” Nancy asked. “The watch-standing?” 


“Yeah.”

“You were a watch-stander at some point, weren’t you?” she asked.

“Oh, yeah, I was,” Ralph said. “But it was a long time ago and far away from here.” 


Gunderson smiled at the engineer. “Thanks for helping out, Ralph.”

He shrugged and nodded. “No problem, Skipper, but when’s lunch?” 


“Right now,” Vasily said. “Let’s eat.”

Gunderson caught Nancy’s eye. “Would you do the honors, Nance?” He nodded at the serving line.

“Of course, Skipper.” She stepped up to the line and was first through as acting captain. 


Gunderson waited until Kravitz was mostly through the line before heaving himself up and shambling to the counter. He took a bowl of soup and some bread back to his seat. When he got back he found a fresh cup of coffee waiting and the crew smiling at him. 


“Good to have you back, Skipper,” Nancy said. 


“Good to be back.” He met the eyes of every one in turn. “Thanks,” he said at last. “Now, let’s eat.”

He dunked the heel of bread into the soup and popped it into his mouth. Vasily had delivered meals to the cabin but being on the mess deck made Gunderson feel like he was back home, in an odd way. He reached for his coffee cup but his hand bumped the handle and tipped the mug, spilling coffee down the table. Vasily was first to toss a towel on the growing spill and contained the mess while Nancy got up and refilled the mug. 


“Sorry about that,” Gunderson said. “This is—um--going to take some getting used to.” He rubbed his temple gently. 


He didn’t miss the look that Ralph gave Nancy or the small shrug she gave in return. 

















Chapter Nineteen

Deep Dark: December 22, 2333
 

Gunderson spent his watches walking up and down the ladder to the bridge. He made it a point to go up and down four times every stan. Kravitz spent most of the watch staring out the armor glass watching for more flickering stars. 


As Gunderson topped the ladder for his eleventh cycle of the watch, Kravitz said, “Skipper? Don’t you think you’re back in shape? You’ve been doin’ that for two weeks now.”

Gunderson crossed to the duty station while he thought about it. “Yeah. Probably,” he said after a few heartbeats. “But what else is there to do?” He winced mentally for saying it. 


Kravitz’s face showed no reaction. She just gazed past him, scanning the Deep Dark. 


Gunderson noted the tightness around her eyes and mouth never seemed to relax any more. He turned to follow her gaze. “How many more of those occlusions have you seen?”

“I have no idea, Skipper. Probably hundreds. It’s crazy really.” Her voice had a distant, dreamy quality to it. “I’m beginning to wonder if it’s my eyes playing tricks. Seeing blinks that aren’t real just because I’m looking for them.”

A ruddy star appeared to blink on and off twice while Gunderson watched. “Like that one?”

“Yeah, like that.” She paused. “I think it’s getting more frequent, sar.” 


“Really? How much more frequent?” 


“Dunno, sar. It’s just a feeling—a sense I have of them. When I first started seeing them the blinks were really fast. So fast I was never sure I’d seen one. Now? Seems like as much as a full second sometimes. And there’s doubles like that one, even triples.”

Gunderson frowned and looked at her. “Anything else changed?” 


“Well, sar, when we started seeing them, the flashes all happened within a few arc-seconds of each other in the distance. Now? You might see one almost anywhere off the starboard quarter.”

Gunderson swiveled his head looking all around the ship. “Conclusions, Ms. Kravitz?” 


She refocused to look at him for the first time since he’d come on watch. “We’re getting closer, Skipper.” 


He pursed his lips and nodded. “Makes sense, but why don’t they respond to hails?”

“Maybe they don’t know we can see them,” she sad with a matter-of-fact shrug. “Maybe they don’t want to be found.” 


Gunderson bobbed his head. “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking, too, Ms. Kravitz.” He turned to look out at the starboard quarter again. “But why...?” 


“Aliens, Skipper?” Kravitz’s voice carried a tinge of humor.

He shrugged. “Maybe. Probably not, but you’d think we’d have found somebody else out here by now, wouldn’t you?” 


“Dunno, Skipper. Humans have only been in the Deep Dark for a couple centuries and it’s an awful big place.” 


“True.”

A ping on his console drew Gunderson’s attention from the ports. “Incoming message” flashed on the screen.

He sat down hard, slapped the keys to open the message and read, “Prepare to be boarded.” The message was signed: “Smitty.”

“What is it, Skipper?” Kravitz asked.

“I don’t kn--” he started to say before the proximity alarms went off and nearly deafened them. 


He slapped the keys and pulled up a radar display. 


“Skipper?” 


“We’ve got company, Ms. Kravitz. Mind your helm. I think Captain Smith is coming for a visit.”

“You don’t sound happy, Captain.”

“I’m not sure that he’s here to rescue us, Ms. Kravitz.”

“What? What else would he be doing?” 


Ahead of them, the shapes of four large ships suddenly loomed in the darkness, their hulls blotting out the stars, running lights blinking into view all at once.

“Good question, Ms. Kravitz, but I think Captain Smith isn’t coming for tea.” 


“He can’t be coming for salvage, Skipper. The ship’s not abandoned!”

“Not yet, it’s not,” he said.

Kravitz looked to him, her eyes wide. “They’d kill us?” 


Gunderson took too long to reply and just shook his head as Ernest and Nancy pelted up over the ladder. “What’s going on, Skipper?” Nancy said before looking out to see the approaching ships.

“We’re having guests, I think. Ernest, would you coordinate docking with Virginia Deere, please?”

“Aye, aye, Cap.” Ernest took his seat and fired up his console. 


Nancy stared at the approaching craft for several long moments before turning to Gunderson. “Well, this will be interesting, won’t it?” 


Gunderson snorted a short laugh. “You know that’s a curse, right?” 


Nancy gave him a wan smile. “Yeah. That’s how I meant it, too.” 


Ralph joined them on the bridge, nearly out of breath. “What--?” He saw the ships and bit down on the question he was about to ask.

Gunderson keyed the mic to the intercom. “Vasily? Would you put on a fresh pot of coffee? We’re going to have company.” 


“Aye, aye, Captain. It would be my pleasure.” Vasily’s voice sounded tinny on the small speaker but it didn’t hide his excitement. 


They watched in silence as the four ships moved silently into position around them and one familiar hull eased forward, bringing the ships nose-to-nose to mate their cargo locks. 


Gunderson could see into the bridge of the other vessel as it got closer. He could make out the figure of his friend sitting in the captain’s chair across the void. He could make out another figure standing beside the chair.

“Well, now we know what happened to Jordan,” Nancy said. 


“Yeah,” Gunderson agreed, “but we don’t know why it took them almost three weeks to show themselves.” 


Nancy frowned and nodded. 


“Well, let’s go see what they want, shall we?” Gunderson started to leave the bridge.

“Should we break out the side arms, skipper?” Ralph asked.

“Why, Ralph?” He jerked his chin in the direction of the ships surrounding them. “If they want us, they’ve already got us.” 


Ralph scowled but nodded. “Last resort...?” he asked after a few heartbeats.

Gunderson looked around at the eyes all staring at him. “I didn’t hold on for fifteen weeks in this damn can to kill myself in the end. Let’s see what they have to say before we get too rash, shall we?” He smiled to soften the edge on his words, but nobody on the bridge doubted the metal behind them.
















Chapter Twenty

Deep Dark: December 22, 2333
 

Gunderson watched the big lock door swing up. His eyes went to the seals and he checked the locking dogs one last time. Any flexing would result in both hulls opening up to space. 


“Relax, Gunnie. We're not going to break.” Smitty stood on the threshold with a rack of beer in one hand and Jimmy Jordan in the other. “This one is yours, I believe?” He gave Jordan a little shake. 


Jordan looked a bit worse for wear. One eye was blackened and he had a bruise seeping down his arm at the wrist where it stuck out of his shipsuit. He looked down at the deck.

“Looks like one of mine, yeah. Where'd you find him?” 


“Picked up a disabled pod about a week ago.” Jordan flinched at that but didn't offer to speak. “Found this in it.” 


“He looks a bit beat up about the edges,” Gunderson said.

Smitty made a big show of examining the spacer in question, holding him at arms' length and turning his head this way and that. “Yeah. He wasn't too pleased to be shucked out of his pod. Not sure why.” Smitty shrugged. “Couldn't leave him to drift. He'd have been dead in a week.” 


“Really?” Gunderson said. “I thought those pods were good for a couple of months.”

“Oxygen was way down.” Smitty shrugged. “He musta hyperventilated or something.” 


“Well, come aboard. Don't stand there in the lock. Let's button up and we can talk.” 


Smitty grinned and thrust Jordan ahead of him through the lock before striding through himself. 


While the lock cycled shut, Gunderson turned to the first mate. “Would you put Mr. Jordan in the auto-doc, please, Nancy? See if he has any other injuries that would get in the way of a captain's mast?”

“Aye, aye, Captain.” Nancy clamped one hand on Jordan's upper arm and all but dragged him into the ship. 


“Vasily, would you make sure they're not disturbed?” Gunderson said.

“Of course, Captain.” He followed the pair down the passageway into the ship.

“So, young Jordan there had quite a tale of woe to tell, Gunnie. Not sure how much of it is true, but I brought the story-lube...” he held up the rack of beer bulbs. “You got anything going on that would get in the way of us havin' a little sit down?” 


“You're the man with the beer, Smitty,” Gunderson said with a small smile. “And I'd kinda like to hear a bit of your story as well.” 


Smith pursed his lips and nodded. “Yeah. I dare say. Some things I can tell.” He gave a small, apologetic shrug. “Some things you'd probably be better off not knowing.” He glanced at the overhead as if to indicate the ships on station around Wanderer.

“Yeah. I can understand that.” Gunderson jerked his head toward the passageway. “Let's go up to the cabin and crack open a couple of those. Don't want them getting warm, now do we?”

Smitty smiled and headed aboard, while Gunderson turned to the chief engineer. “Ralph, my compliments to Mr. Shackleton and would you let him know what's going on down here. If he'd cover the rest of my watch, I'd be obliged.” 


“Aye, aye, Cap. Will do.” Ralph nodded once and waited for the Captain to lead the way into the ship.

The two men entered the cabin and Gunderson waved his guest into the visitor's chair. “More comfortable than the conference table,” he explained. 


“Yeah. Same on my ship.”

The looked out to where Virginia Deere loomed in the Deep Dark just outside the port. Smitty had turned off the lights in his own cabin, or they'd have been able to see in from where they stood. Gunderson looked up and saw the bridge-watch on the Deere looking down at him. One thing struck him immediately.

“You're not sailing for Malthus-Ming anymore?” he asked, indicating the spot where the MM logo had been painted over on the hull. 


Smitty pulled a bulb out of the rack and tossed it to Gunderson. “Nope,” he said and pulled the tab. “Neither are you.” He up-ended the bulb and took a couple of hefty swallows.

“I'm not?” Gunderson asked, cracking his own bulb and taking a pull from it. 


“Nope. Nobody is. MM is no longer in business.” Smitty settled into the chair and waited for Gunderson to follow suit. 


“Since when?” 


“Since about two weeks after you didn't jump into Breakall.” 


“What happened? Losing a cargo of beefalo steaks shouldn't have made that much difference.” 


Smitty chuckled. “I told ya. That Maloney guy. He made a move on MM and bought them out while they were still off balance from the loss of the ship.” Smitty looked around, assessing the room. “It looks okay, but Jordan says you took a rock that slagged your Burleson?” 


Gunderson grimaced and took another swig of beer before answering. “Yeah. Another gram or two of mass and we'd have lost the ship. It was bad enough as it was.” 


“I bet,” Smitty said. “I took a strike about five stanyers back. Straight hole through the mess deck. That was bad enough and it didn't hit anything solid.” 


“Wasn't that when you lost that crewman? What was his name?” 


Smitty took another swig and nodded. “Yeah. Paul Fisher. Rock went right through the poor bastard. Never knew what hit him.” 


“So what happened to MM?” Gunderson asked.

“Well, Maloney bought up controlling interest, then ousted the board and replaced it with his own people. After that it was easy enough to liquidate the assets and merge what was left of MM into his own fleet.”

“I don't see a new logo on the Deere...” Gunderson said.

Smitty grimaced. “Yeah, well, he offered a deal for any of us that wanted to jump. While he was liquidating, he let captains buy their own ships if they wanted. Gave us all a good price and some took it. Some didn't.” 


“What happened to those that didn't?”

A few got merged into Maloney's operation. Most got sent to the boneyard.” He looked at Gunderson over the top of his beer. “You're down as lost. Not sure where that leaves title of Wanderer. MM is gone. I suspect the books are closed and you've been written off.” 


Gunderson nodded. “This hull's a write off. We aren't going to replace the drive out here and it would cost more than a new one to drag it back to Dree or Diurnia for refitting.” 


“Not much salvage value, huh?” 


Gunderson shook his head. “Not really. It's a solid hull, but with only the maneuvering thrusters, there's not much we can do with it.” 


“Yeah, I can see that.” 


They sat and drank for a few ticks in silence. 


“What happened to your eye?” Smitty asked, crumpling the empty bulb and tossing it onto the desk.

“Jordan. Cracked my skull with a broom handle while he was stealing the pod.” Gunderson followed suit and held his hand out for another.

“He musta hit you pretty hard.”

Gunderson nodded, his hand going to the side of his head. “They tell me it was pretty bad. The auto-doc took a week to patch me up.” 


Smitty's eyebrows shot up and he stared in slack jawed amazement. “A week?”

“Well, it woke me up after about four days, but kept me locked down for a week.”

“And poked out your eye?” Smitty recovered enough to pull the tab on the beer and take a sip.

“Crushed the socket. Probably what saved me. If he'd had a clean shot at the side of my head...” Gunderson shrugged and took a long pull of his own beer. He made a face as he swallowed. “This really is nasty beer. Where'd you get it?” 


“Oh, here and there.” Smitty shrugged and took another pull. “Hard to find good beer out here.”

Gunderson barked a laugh. 


After a few moments, Gunderson looked over at his friend. “You grabbed him about three weeks ago, didn't you.” It wasn't a question.

Smitty shrugged. “Yeah.” 


“You've known that long?” 


Smitty sighed and nodded. “Yeah. They've known since almost the beginning, I think.” He jerked his chin up and out. “I got here just as young Mr. Jordan jumped ship.”

Gunderson sipped his beer and didn't look at his friend. “What changed their mind?” 


“Changed their mind?”

“Yeah. They were gonna let us just drift on through, weren't they?”

Smitty didn't answer for a full tick. “Yeah,” he said at last.

“Why?” 


“Didn't wanna take the chance that you'd put two and two together. Safer all around if there were no witnesses.” 


“If they'd known that long, then they coulda just picked us up months ago and we'd never known about this operation out here.”

“What do you know now?” Smitty asked.

“What do I know? Nothing. What do I suspect? Too much, probably.” he glanced at Smitty out of the corner of his eye. “You swapped cargoes on that last trip I saw you on, didn't you.”

Smitty gave a short nod. “You see too much, my friend.” 


“Well, you been after me to join up for stanyers now. Not hard to guess what's happening.” He sipped his beer. “I have no idea how you do it...” He paused and turned. “You didn't have anything to do with that botched cargo back in Diurnia did you? You or them?” He nodded at the over head. 


Smitty shook his head. “Nope. That was strictly amateur hour. There's a group playing games with data out around Kazyanenko. We trip on them now and again. That data manipulation game is messy and risky.”

“How do you do it? Get the cargoes around the system?” Gunderson asked.

Smitty grinned around the mouth of the bulb. “If I told you that, I'd have to kill you.”

Gunderson knew there was more truth than humor in the old saw and simply nodded.

“I convinced them you'd be useful to us.” Smitty said after a few ticks passed in silence.

Gunderson sipped his beer. “Useful how?” he asked.

“The big risk we take is bein' out here.” Smitty made a sweeping gesture with his arm. “Sure, we meet off the beaten path but it's only a matter of time before somebody jumps wrong and sails right up to us.” 


Gunderson nodded. “We've seen you for weeks now.”

Smitty shot his friend a look. “Really? How?” 


“Occlusions. We were drifting slow and your ships kept blocking stars.” 


Smitty frowned. “I'll be damned. I never thought of that.” 


Gunderson shook his head. “Most people would never spot it. They're only here for a little while and they've got other things to do than look out at the Deep Dark. Only reason we saw it is because we didn't.” 


Smitty shrugged. “Still. It makes my point. Sooner or later somebody's gonna spot us and ask a buncha questions.” 


Gunderson nodded. “I can see that. Where do I come in?” 


“Well. As you pointed out, there's no place to get a decent beer out here...”

Gunderson turned to his friend and frowned. 


“Hear me out,” Smitty said. “That'll give us a chance to finish the rack.” 


Gunderson shrugged, upended his bulb and drained it. “You're fallin' behind.” He held out his hand for another and Smitty outlined the plan. 

















Chapter Twenty-One

Deep Dark: December 23, 2333
 

Mr. James Jordan, front and center.” The captain's voice sounded loud in the silence.

Jordan marched into the cabin and stood at attention in front of Gunderson. “Ordinary Spacer James Jordan reporting as ordered, sar.” 


“Mr. Jordan, you are here on charges that you assaulted the captain of this vessel, stole a life-pod, and left your place of duty. Do you understand the charges?”

“I do, Captain.”

“These are serious charges, Mr. Jordan, and you would be within your rights to demand a hearing in front of an admiralty court. Are you aware of that right?” 


“I am, Captain.”

“Are you also aware that, should you be found guilty in such a court, the penalty for these charges would be death by hanging?” 


Jordan paled. “I am now, Captain.” 


“You can, instead, submit yourself to a non-judicial hearing. That results of such a hearing are binding and not subject to appeal. I offer you that choice now, Mr. Jordan. Captain's mast or admiralty court when you return to Diurnia.”

“I choose the captain's mast, sar.” 


Gunderson nodded. “Very well. Let the record show that Mr. Jordan has volunteered for the captain's mast and will be bound by the outcome without appeal.” He paused and surveyed the officers present. Ralph looked suitably stern but Nancy's face held a blank expression. “As I am party to this action, I must recuse myself from the proceedings and have asked Captain Smith to sit in my place. He has agreed. Captain Smith?”

“As presiding officer, I hereby call this Mast to order,” Smitty said, stepping up beside Gunderson who, in turn, stepped back. “Who speaks for Mr. Jordan?” 


Nancy Gaston took one step forward. “I do, Captain.” 


“And who speaks for the prosecution?” 


Gunderson stepped forward. “I do.” 


Jordan's skin took on a slightly paler hue and Ralph frowned. “Sar...?” he said.

“Who knows what he did better than I do, Ralph?” Gunderson said.

“Gail Kravitz, but she's not allowed to prosecute,” Ralph said. 


“If you gentleman are through with your discussion...?” Smitty asked, exasperation obvious in his voice. “I've got someplace I'd rather be today.”

Ralph stepped back and resumed his vigil. 


“Thank you, Chief Winslow.” Smitty turned to Jordan. “Mr. Jordan, you have heard the gross charges. Assaulting the Captain while underway, Stealing ships property. Dereliction of duty.”

“Yes, sar.” 


“Do you have anything to say for yourself?” 


“I was scared, sar. Not in my right mind. We'd been out here for weeks and no end in sight...” His voice petered out as he saw his words bounce off Smitty's stoney face. 


“Ms. Gaston, what can you say on behalf of this man?”

“He's an exemplary crewman who was pushed over the edge by the unprecedented circumstances. I've sailed with Mr. Jordan for four stanyers and have had no cause to complain about his performance.”

“Thank you, Ms. Gaston. Captain Gunderson? What have you to say?” 


“Mr. Jordan took a broom and bashed me in the head hard enough that I lost an eye and nearly died. He then stole the life-pod and ejected from the ship after assaulting and restraining the remaining watch-stander on the bridge.” Gunderson paused and took a breath. “Each of these charges is answerable under the Articles.”

“Thank you, Captain.” Smitty turned back to Jordan. “How do you plead, Mr. Jordan?” 


“Guilty, sar. I am terribly sorry, but I was just so scared. I--” his voice choked off. “I just didn't know what else to do.” 


“Your recommendations, Ms. Gaston?” Smitty asked.

“Leniency, Captain. We were all under a great deal of stress—a stress that's unlikely to be repeated.”

“Captain Gunderson?”

Gunderson stood for nearly a full tick before speaking. “He endangered the ship and her crew. He assaulted the Captain. He stole safety equipment and abandoned his post. By most definitions, that's mutiny, Captain Smith. Common stress is no defense against mutiny.” 


“I agree, Captain,” Smith said and turned back to Jordan. “Having heard the charges against you and statements made for and against you, Mr. Jordan, I am ready to pronounce judgment on you as within my right as presiding officer in this hearing. Do you have anything else to say before I pass judgment?”

“No, sar.” 


“Very well. With all due respect to the first mate, I must dismiss Ms. Gaston's plea for clemency. The actions of this man might have been catastrophic for the ship and her crew. I find that I agree with Captain Gunderson that his actions constitute mutiny.” 


A sharp silence filled the room as Captain Smith finished speaking. The silence held for a half tick before he spoke again. 


“Mr. James Jordan, I hereby find you guilty as charged with mutiny. You are sentenced to death by whatever means Captain Gunderson deems appropriate to the circumstances.” 


Jordan's eyes went round and his mouth opened as if to speak, but he found no words to utter.

Ralph frowned and looked back and forth between the two captains. “Just a tick here...”

“Belay that, Mr. Winslow,” Gunderson said, his voice a whip crack in the fear filled room. 


“But, Captain--” 


“Mr. Winslow.” The words were cold and hard. 


Ralph shut his mouth and stepped back in line.

“Ms. Gaston, please escort the prisoner to the forward lock.” Gunderson said.

“Aye, aye, sar.” The first mate took Jordan by the upper arm and led him out of the cabin. He walked like a man in a dream, his head slowly shaking back and forth, his mouth shaping the words, “No, no, no,” over and over even as the only sound he uttered was a thin keening. 


Gunderson crossed to his desk and keyed the mic on his console. “Now here this. This is the Captain speaking. All hands not presently on duty are ordered to the forward lock to witness punishment detail. All hands to the forward lock, please. That is all.” 


Ralph Winslow looked at the captain with horror growing across his face. 


Gunderson stared back, his face cold and impassive. “That includes you, Mr. Winslow.” 


The party trouped to the lock where they found the only other member of the crew not on watch—Gail Kravitz—waiting. 


Gunderson crossed to the lock controls and closed the outer door. He nodded to the first mate who thrust Jordan into the interior of the lock, then he keyed the inner door closed.

“Captain, you can't seriously be thinking--” Ralph Winslow started to speak but Gunderson's head snapped around and the look on his face made the chief engineer's jaw click shut. 


Gunderson peered through the port at the young man inside. Jordan's face was slack in disbelief and he began looking around more and more frantically as the reality of his situation sank home. He ran to the port and pressed his hand against the armor glass. Everyone could see his face. Ralph looked away.

Gunderson keyed the mic. “Mr. Jordan, you have been sentenced to death and it is my duty to declare the means by which you will die. Are you ready to hear my judgment?” 


“No, please, Captain,” Jordan begged.“I'm sorry. I really am. I didn't mean to hurt you or anybody. I was just so scared...” His voice trailed off and his sobs filled the entry.

“Very well, Mr. Jordan.” Gunderson reached for the lever and gave it a tug. The mechanical sounds filled the room but didn't drown out Jordan's terrified screams.

Slowly the inner door opened and Jordan's screams faded to sobs and finally to silence as he stood in the middle of the lock, a dark stain spreading from the crotch of his shipsuit. 


“I sentence you to die of old age, Mr. Jordan,” the captain said, “And in the many long stanyers ahead of you, may you never, ever forget that your actions nearly took my life, and threatened the lives of those who trusted you as a shipmate.” He turned to Captain Smith. “Does that satisfy the court, Captain Smith?” 


“Perfectly, Captain Gunderson.”
















Chapter Twenty-Two

Deep Dark: December 25, 2333
 

Gunderson smiled as he watched his crew head through the main lock and board the Virginia Deere. Each one stopped to shake his hand on the way off the ship, even Jordan seemed to have recovered a bit from his ordeal.

“Thank you, Captain,” he said. “And I'm really sorry about ...” he looked the bandage over Gunderson's eye socket. “About everything,” he finished. 


“You've got a lot to recover from, lad. So do I. Try not to make the same mistakes again, okay?” 


“Aye, aye, sar,” Jordan said. He looked like he was about to say something else, but changed his mind and hefted his duffel onto his shoulder and walked through the locks. 


Ernest and Ralph dragged their grav trunks down the passageway next. 


“You gonna be okay with this power plant, Skipper?” Ralph asked. 


“Oh, sure. It's not like I'm gonna be doing a lot but laying about here and nudging the ship around a bit.” 


“You're not licensed for this class of power plant, Captain,” Ralph reminded him.

“Yeah, but I'm also outside of CPJCT jurisdiction. Long as I don't try to fly her home, I'm good." Gunderson smiled and shook his old friend's hand. "Now scoot. Go find a berth on Maloney's new line. I bet he needs a few good engineers." 


Ralph gave him a lopsided smile. "I really thought you were gonna space the kid." 


"So did he." Gunderson said. 


Ernest stepped up and shook the Captain's hand. "Better you than me, Skipper. I'm about out of reading material and another month on this boat, I'd go out of my mind!' 


Gunderson snickered. "Without all you lot driving me crazy and keeping me busy, I'm looking forward to a long vacation and some sleep. Now scoot. Captain Smith here needs to get moving." 


Ernest nodded. "Ok, Cap. Course is plotted and laid into the helm. Just keep an eye on it now and again." 


Vasily followed them out with a handshake and a nod. “Safe voyage, Captain, and best wishes on your new career.” 


“Thank you, Vasily. Happy landings to you, too.” 


The three of them followed the ratings through the locks. 


Gunderson turned to his friend. “Thanks, Smitty.”

“I couldn't leave you out here to die, Gunnie. Whatever else I may be, I'm no killer, and I didn't have to argue very hard to convince the others to go along with me.”

Gunderson smiled. “Well, I'm still grateful. And thanks for taking this unwholesome lot home for me.” He nodded at the open lock. 


“You got enough volatiles now? I can spare you a bit more.” 


Gunderson shook his head. “No, we're good now. Just don't be late with the next shipments and make sure you get that order filled in Dree for the stuff I'll need to get by out here.” 


“Oh, we’ll get it taken care of, don’t worry. Just remember, it's likely to be over a month before the next ship gets back here. I think you’ll find plenty to keep you busy in the mean time.” 


“Yeah, I suppose I will,” Gunderson said, running a hand over his face.

With that Smitty headed for the lock. “Well, in that case, I better get movin’. Sooner started, sooner finished.”

“Hey, wait,” Gunderson said. “You’re short one.” 


“No, he’s right,” Nancy Gaston's voice came from the passageway as she joined the two men. 


“Nance?” Gunderson said. “Where’s your gear?” 


She gave him a patient look. “In my stateroom, where else would it be?”

“But you can’t stay here!” 


She crossed to stand very close to him. “Why? Don’t you want me to stay?” 


“We’re in the middle of nowhere. We’re going to be stuck here for a very long time. It’s dangerous...” Gunderson started with a full head of steam but the longer he talked, the more she smiled. Eventually he found himself lost in that smile.

“And your point would be what?” she asked, her voice soft and low, her breath warm against his face.

Gunderson stared at her for several long moments without saying a word. 


She smiled at him. “I'm staying.” 


“You sure, Nancy? There’s plenty of room,” Smitty said.

“Thanks, Smitty, but somebody has to stay and keep this grumble puss in line.” 


Gunderson’s brain clicked into gear at that point and he rounded on his friend. “Wait! You knew she was staying?” He turned back to Nancy. “But don't you want to go home?” he asked, his brow furrowed in confusion.

Nancy leaned against him and cocked her head to look at his bandaged eye. She reached out with her right hand and stroked his brow and cheek. “I am home, you great galoot. Where else would I be?” 


“But--”

“Hush. Somebody has to be here to stuff you into the auto-doc when you screw up again.” 


Smitty cleared his throat loudly. “Okay, then. I think I hear my bridge calling. I'll just get out of the way here.”

Gunderson turned and clasped hands with his friend one last time. “Safe voyage, Smitty. Come back and see me--” 


Nancy coughed. 


“That is, come back and see us soon.” 


Smitty chuckled and looked at Nancy then back at Gunderson. “Good luck, old man. I think you're gonna need it.” He turned and walked briskly across the locks and reached for the mechanism on his side. 


“Hey? What are you gonna call the place?” He called back while the big doors began to close.

“What am I gonna call what?” Gunderson shouted back.

“The place! When you get set up, what'll you call it?” 


Gunderson shrugged. “No idea. We’ll think of something by the time you get back.” 


Nancy laughed and leaned down to shout around the slow moving door. “We're gonna call it Odin's Outpost!” 


Smitty grinned and gave them a thumb’s up as the locks clamped down. 


Gunderson stood there for a moment, then pulled the docking clamp override clear and watched out the port as Virginia Deere slipped backwards into the Deep Dark. He turned to find Nancy leaning against the bulkhead, arms crossed in front of her. Her mouth curled in a smile that warmed Gunderson in a way he hadn’t been expecting. 


“Well, now what?” he asked her.

She snickered. “You’re the captain, Captain, but I’d suggest kicking that autopilot into gear so we can get on station. It’s going to be a slow trip as it is.” 


He nodded but made no move toward the passageway. “We should have plenty of food, water, and air for two of us.”

“Yeah. I made sure of that. I even traded Smitty some of those beefalo steaks for some fresh stores and a few cases of that horrible beer.” 


Gunderson laughed. “The food, I understand, but what’d you want the beer for? Planning on gettin’ me drunk and takin’ advantage of me?” He continued chuckling until he saw the look on her face. 


“Well,” she said, “kinda.” A flush of red crept up her neck, but she didn’t look away. 


Something in Gunderson melted at that moment, revealing a truth that he hadn’t dared admit, even to himself. 


“You won’t need the beer,” he said.
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