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 1 – Malfunction 
 
    “Eternity. It is the sea mingled with the sun.” 
 
    (Arthur Rimbaud, “A Season in Hell”) 
 
    It was fortunate they repeated the warnings on the cruise liner’s intercom or Gus would have slept through the disaster. Even then, the raucous noise crept into his dreams as the sound of heavy traffic in the city, trying to make him think everything was all right. But somewhere in the back of his mind, his subconscious decided a klaxon needed investigation. Gus woke up to a woman’s urgent voice filtering under the door of his standard-class berth on the space liner Solar Princess. 
 
    “…is not a drill. All passengers report to your assigned lifeboat. Avoid areas around the main cargo bay. There is a fire in the main cargo bay. We show there are still six thousand people on board.” 
 
    That got his attention. The ship had left Earth for Wheelers Bright with twenty thousand passengers and crew. It sounded like the evacuation was almost complete. 
 
    Even worse, the steady background thrum of the engines was missing. That meant they were dead in space. He rolled over to wake up his wife. 
 
    “Carol,” he said. “Get up. We gotta—” 
 
    Oh yeah, he was alone on this trip. At the last minute, she had stayed behind with their granddaughter. The damn fool girl had broken her leg on a camping weekend, and her mom was in Italy doctoring survivors of the big earthquake. 
 
    Carol insisted that she had to stay with Grace. Gus pointed out the girl was a college graduate, had a job, and could take care of herself but it was wasted breath. Their granddaughter meant everything to his wife. 
 
    Gus offered to stay behind too, but Carol urged him to go without her. She said if he didn’t go now, it might never happen. It was the truth and Gus knew it. He had been preparing for the trip since he’d retired three years ago. 
 
    His lifelong dream was for him and Carol to get their own vessel and set off on a star cruise. Just the two of them, not having to mess with the crowds, baggage X-rays, and body searches that go with commercial space travel. They would take off whenever they wanted and visit the thirty-seven human-occupied worlds without worrying about schedules. 
 
    The sole reason for his going to Wheelers Bright was to purchase an old space yacht he had found online. It had dual engines and was big enough for four people; plenty of space for him and Carol. 
 
    True, the term yacht was a bit euphemistic for the boat he planned to buy, but this particular vessel had extra meaning. He’d helped build it when he was just starting out as a shipwright, a long time ago. 
 
    The seller promised the ship was sound, and Gus had studied the photos with a magnifying glass. He wasn’t naïve enough to believe there weren’t any problems but was comfortable that he could put right any discrepancies. He’d worked in shipyards all his life, and there wasn’t much he couldn’t handle from space drives to environmental. 
 
    And Carol was correct. In the Wheelers Bright frontier market, it wouldn’t take long for someone to snap up a space-worthy yacht. The population on the planet was exploding, especially now. Ever since researchers had unearthed the alien ruins known as the Acevedos Temple, the place was growing like mad. 
 
    For the first time, mankind had proof of an extraterrestrial race. The realization generated fear and excitement. Gus thought it was cool. Scientists had dated the ruins as at least fifteen thousand years old, so it wasn’t like they were a threat. Gus planned to visit the site before he returned to Earth. 
 
    But all that was for another day. Just now, he needed to get moving. 
 
    The woman’s voice came back with new information. “Passengers should avoid the engineering section and cargo bay areas. I have reports the fire has spread to engineering. Abandon ship; this is not a drill. I still show three thousand people remaining on board.” 
 
    Gus finished pulling on his clothes and put his arms through the straps of his backpack. He thumbed open his cabin door to an empty corridor. His assigned lifeboat station was down the passageway to the left, up three levels and then right to deckway twelve. He had paid careful attention during the mandatory safety briefings and even sought out the deckway soon after they left Earth. 
 
    The ship convulsed as something deep inside cooked off. This time a male AI voice made the announcement. The female steward was probably already on a lifeboat. “Fire detected in Environmental. All personnel abandon ship. Two thousand souls remaining on board.” 
 
    In the corridor windows, the stars, bright pinpoints of light, suddenly elongated into streaks of colored lights. The cruiser had kicked into lightspeed. No one would give that command in the middle of an evacuation. The fire must have shorted out the control systems. He ran past the bank of elevators to a stairwell and charged up three steps at a time to level eight. 
 
    “Fires detected on decks three through fifteen. Hull breach reported on decks four, seven, and twelve. All personnel abandon ship. Three hundred souls remaining on board.” 
 
    “Hang on!” Gus shouted. “I’m coming!” 
 
    The space liner was emptying faster than he expected. It wouldn’t do to get left behind. He took the right-hand passageway and jogged down it until he reached evacuation deckway number twelve, a wide-open area where the lifeboat modules were located. 
 
    It wasn’t like the deck of an old-fashioned, ocean-going cruise liner. Instead, it resembled the lobby of an office building with a long line of elevators. Except that the deckway was empty and all the lifeboats had launched. 
 
    “All personnel abandon ship. Life support systems failing. Seventy-three souls remaining on board. Proceed to the nearest lifeboat.” 
 
    In the next section forward, lifeboats were still launching from deckway eleven and Gus took off at a dead run. He got held up going through the bulkhead where someone had dogged the hatch closed. It took precious minutes, but he got it open just in time to see the last few people jam into a lifeboat. The access hatch slammed down and the module ejected. 
 
    “Twelve souls remaining on board.” 
 
    A single evacuation capsule remained, the access hatch open and waiting. Gus hurried toward it. Once inside, long benches lined the sides with window ports above them. A large red button labeled Launch was mounted on the interior bulkhead next to the entry hatch. Gus poked his head out and looked both ways down the deckway. It was empty, but he didn’t feel comfortable launching the last lifeboat if people were coming. 
 
    “Four souls remaining on board.” 
 
    He was a fool to keep waiting. The ship could go up in one final explosion. 
 
    “Anyone out there?” Gus shouted. 
 
    The Solar Princess AI said, “One soul remaining on board.” 
 
    Gus hit the Launch button about six times in rapid succession. The hatch slid down and the interior door irised closed. Explosive bolts separated the lifeboat from the space liner and its rocket motor fired. 
 
    A display panel forward of the cabin illuminated and a computer voice intoned, “Emergency ejection sequence detected. Please stand by while onboard systems are initiated.” 
 
    Gus scrambled to the two crew positions for pilot and co-pilot. The pilot’s console had a standard instrument layout but no actual flight controls. Most of the instruments remained dark. 
 
    “Computer, where are we?” Gus asked, sitting down in the pilot’s seat. 
 
    “Please stand by while onboard systems are initiated,” the computer repeated. 
 
    Outside the bright streaks of starlight became shorter until the stars were once again sparkling dots of light. Except one. On the nose, a not-too-distant sun shone brightly. 
 
    “Thank God for that,” Gus said aloud. The idea of being stranded somewhere between stars was not attractive. 
 
    The artificial voice returned, “Lifeboat Nineteen is now online. I detect a single occupant, Mr. Alphonsus Cartwright. Please confirm.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Gus replied. “I’m the only one here. Just call me Gus.” 
 
    The computer mulled over his words for a moment. “Identity confirmed. You are not a member of the crew. Are you prepared to assume command duties?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. Command authority transferred to passenger…Gus. What are your orders?” 
 
    “What are my options?” Gus asked. “Can you take me back to Earth?” 
 
    “Negative. My flight capability is limited to making a onetime planetary landing.” 
 
    “Can you let people know we are here? Like, send a mayday call?” 
 
    “Affirmative. This unit maintains a subspace beacon. Do you wish to activate our emergency transponder?” 
 
    “Absolutely!” Gus said with relief. 
 
    “Stand by,” Lifeboat Nineteen said. A second later it added, “Correction. My transponder is inoperative at this time.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” 
 
    “Unknown.” 
 
    Damn. Until that instant, Gus assumed he would only be in the lifeboat for a few days until the rescue folks showed up. 
 
    “Where are we?” he asked. 
 
    “Unknown. My sextant and stellar detection systems are part of the emergency transponder module and are inoperative at this time.” 
 
    Gus fumed at the news. That meant he might be out here for weeks if not longer. “What other systems are down?” 
 
    “None at this time. I have initiated a full diagnostic check. Standby for results…flight operation diagnostics show complete functionality.” 
 
    “Do you have the necessary equipment to land us on a planet? Speaking of which, are there any habitable planets in the solar system ahead?” 
 
    “Onboard scanners have determined this system contains a G-type yellow star. There is a planet with two moons at approximately one astronomical unit from the primary. That often indicates a life-sustaining environment.” 
 
    “Can you land us on it?” 
 
    “If that is your order, then yes, I can attempt a landing.” 
 
    Gus didn’t like the sound of attempt. “All right,” Gus said. “But I want a situation update before we start down. When will that be?” 
 
    “Acknowledged. I shall advise you about possible landing sites prior to atmospheric penetration. I estimate our arrival overhead the second planet at an orbital speed in approximately five days.” 
 
    “Good enough. I’ll work on your transponder later, but in the meantime, does your subspace transceiver work?” If the lifeboat had faster-than-light communication back to Earth, it would allow authorities to establish his location. 
 
    “Affirmative. However, without a location system functioning, I can only transmit in the blind. Without location information, two-way subspace communication is impossible.” 
 
    “Crap!” Gus exclaimed in frustration. They couldn’t rescue him if they didn’t know where he was. 
 
    “Conversely,” Nineteen said, “my local transceiver systems are in working order. In that regard, I have established contact with an artificial intelligence on the planet ahead.” 
 
    “You what?” Gus exclaimed. “Someone is there? That is an inhabited planet?” 
 
    “Negative,” Nineteen replied. “It is a single transmitter and appears to be the only source of electromagnetic emissions in this system. Based on communication thus far, I suspect it is of alien origin.” 
 
    “Alien? You mean like the Acevedos?” 
 
    “Unknown. At the moment I have only established a handshaking protocol with the entity.” 
 
    “What’s it doing there, then? Did it tell you?” 
 
    “I am unable to inquire. If you wish me to proceed further, I will have to provide it with access to my data storage system. If it is a sufficiently advanced entity, that may enable it to communicate in English.” 
 
    “Would that create a risk of corrupting your own system? Any chance of that?” 
 
    “Negative. My programming is hard-coded into the CPU and cannot be altered by an external source.” 
 
    “All right,” Gus said. “Talk to it. Maybe it knows where we are. How long will it take?” 
 
    “The transfer will occur over standard radio frequencies, so the speed of light is a significant factor. I estimate the download will require several days. Shall I commence?” 
 
    “Will it interfere with your existing subspace comm?” 
 
    “Negative. Interaction with the alien entity will not affect my subspace capability.” 
 
    “Good enough. In that case, I want to send a message to my YouTube channel and let my wife know I’m alive. My granddaughter set up the account before I left; kind of a travel blog thing. I’ve been sending updates every day since I left. Is that something you can do?” 
 
    “Affirmative. That is a frequently requested service by passengers. This lifeboat has two cameras installed, one for the passenger bay and one for the pilot in command. You can begin recording at any time. Once sent, the video message will normally be available on Earth within one or two hours.” 
 
    “All right then. Here is my login information.” Gus recited the carefully memorized information that his granddaughter had provided. “Do you know what to do with that?” 
 
    “Affirmative. I am, as are all lifeboats, a subset of the Solar Princess’s primary artificial intelligence system. My goal is to ensure you have a safe and pleasant journey.” 
 
    “Right,” Gus said. “Let’s skip the marketing material from here on.” 
 
    “Your notification preferences have been updated. I can record videos whenever you like and transmit them to your channel, but they would be unedited.” 
 
    “That’s okay, I’m not much use in that department. Since you know how to handle it, let’s do one now.” 
 
    “Understood. Please be advised that lifeboat protocol limits passengers’ personal message transmissions to three times daily for a maximum of fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes works for me. You ready to do the first one?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    “Okay. Here goes.” Gus composed himself and tried to look unconcerned. “Hey, honey. First thing is, I’m fine. The Solar Princess had some problems, but I got off okay. I’m in a lifeboat on my own, and that’s not such a bad thing. You know I hate crowds, and I’d go nuts if this bucket was full of crying passengers. I guess the worst part is that I left my glasses on the nightstand. Anyway, what happened was, I was asleep in my cabin…” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Jim Dorsey worked as a console operator at the Inter-Global Distress and Safety Systems (IGDSS), a government agency which continuously monitored potential interstellar distress beacons. Today he wanted to get off work early. 
 
    “Stephanie, I tried to change the appointment,” he told his shift supervisor. “But it…” 
 
    Stephanie cut him off and pointed at his screen. “What’s that?” she asked. “Looks like you got something.” 
 
    “Huh?” Dorsey swiveled back to his workstation. “Let’s see. Yeah, you’re right. Lifeboat 301 from the Solar Princess. That sounds familiar.” 
 
    “It’s a cruise liner for Star Group Spacelines,” Stephanie said. 
 
    “Looks like one of their lifeboats popped a beacon,” Jim suggested. 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Stephanie said. “I heard the company got hit with a big fine recently for lax equipment inspections. Idiots. Wait, what’s that?” 
 
    A second identifier popped up on the screen, followed by three more in close succession. Then another dozen appeared. 
 
    “That’s not good,” Jim said. 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere today,” Stephanie said grimly. “Get out your checklist. I’ll inform the director.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kent Blankenship, newscast director for GBN’s popular morning show, Russell and Cassie, scanned the tablet. One of the news managers had just rushed it into the Studio 37 control room. “No one else has this?” Kent asked, a little surprised but also pleased. Any chance to scoop the major networks was a big win. In his mind, it proved GBN was a credible presence in the New York market. 
 
    “Not for the next couple of minutes,” the news manager said. “We have it from two sources, and the networks haven’t mentioned it so far.” 
 
    “There’s not a lot here,” Kent said. “Just that some transponders went off.” 
 
    “About fifty of them! It’s enough to report. Something obviously happened. Charlie is calling Singleton right now.” 
 
    Retired Colonel Matthew Singleton was GBN’s expert commentary guest for all things military or space related. 
 
    “Okay, tell me when he’s ready.” Kent pushed the console button connecting him with Russell Kline, the show’s namesake and anchor. “Russ, breaking news coming in. The cruise liner Solar Princess may, repeat may be in trouble. IGDSS just recorded fifty emergency transponders registered to the ship. We’ll have background on the prompter by the end of the commercial.” 
 
    “Got it,” Russell said. His co-host, the cute Cassie Weaver, gave a slight nod. She was on the same earpiece feed as Russell. 
 
    “Lead with breaking news,” Kent said. “Singleton should be with us in a minute.” 
 
    Kent’s assistant director, Todd, sitting to his left held up a warning finger. “Thirty seconds,” he said. 
 
    “Cue camera one,” Kent directed.  
 
    Sam Kirby, the studio floor manager, scanned the large anchor desk one more time. All the coffee cups and water bottles were safely out of harm’s way but still within reach. 
 
    Their guest for the next segment was Katelynn Santos, a reporter for the New York Times. She was here to discuss a scandal behind the upcoming opening of the Goodwin Center in Tribeca. 
 
    Katelynn was excellent on-screen. Beautiful and articulate, she had a natural humor that made people smile. Not a surprise that she was a frequent visitor. 
 
    As the second hand of the large clock on the side wall neared the top, Kirby held up five fingers and silently counted them down for Russell. 
 
    “Welcome back, everyone,” Russell said. “We have breaking news coming in right at this moment, from IGDSS. That’s government speak for the Inter-Global Distress and Safety System based in Chicago.” 
 
    “Aren’t they the people who monitor the crash beacons for spacecraft?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Russell replied, and began reading the details on the teleprompter. “In this case, we’re talking about the Solar Princess, the popular space liner of the Star Group, the largest cruise line on Earth—or any other planet, for that matter.” 
 
    “Where is it right now?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “That’s still being determined at the moment. The Solar Princess was on its way to Wheelers Bright, and IGDSS is now reporting that over fifty of its lifeboat transponders have gone off. That indicates the cruise ship may be experiencing a significant problem.” 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” Katelynn asked. 
 
    “Well, we’re not really sure at this point. Those emergency beacons do not normally transmit unless there has been an impact or the lifeboat is ejected from the mother ship. We’ll have to wait until more information is available.” 
 
    Katelynn gave a little shiver. “I took a cruise on that ship just last year. There were so many people. It took an entire day just to get everyone on board.” 
 
    Cassie glanced at the statistics on the teleprompter. “They say the Solar Princess can carry up to twenty thousand people. If something has happened, this will make it the biggest transportation disaster ever.” 
 
    “And have the biggest impact around the world,” Russell said. “It is always the human dimension that is the big story. If you start with twenty thousand people, that would mean six degrees of separation could affect almost everyone on the planet.” 
 
    Katelynn gasped and her eyes grew wide. “I wish you hadn’t said that. I think I know someone on the Solar Princess.” 
 
    “Who is it?” Russell asked. 
 
    Katelynn shook her head, and Cassie answered instead. “Don’t ask that question, Russ. This isn’t a parlor game.” She took one of Katelynn’s hands and said, “Don’t worry about it for now, Katie. Let’s just all hope for the best.” Cassie turned to the camera. “Joining us now is Colonel Matthew Singleton, who can tell us what these initial indications could mean…” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Carol Cartwright sat on the bed beside her granddaughter and concentrated on breathing evenly. She was still recovering from her panic since news of the Solar Princess appeared on television. Not until the video from Gus showed up could she slow her heartbeat to a manageable rate. She was watching her husband’s latest message for the third time. 
 
    Her granddaughter, Grace, muted the playback. “Grandpa is fine,” Grace said reassuringly. She was stretched out beside her grandmother with her splinted leg atop a pile of pillows. “You can tell he’s fine because his videos are boring as ever.” 
 
    “Don’t say that, Squid,” Carol replied softly. “His videos aren’t boring, they’re informative. He wants us to know he’s okay.” 
 
    Grace unmuted the volume on the TV screen in her bedroom. Her grandfather was listing the survival rations he had found in one of the storage compartments on his lifeboat. 
 
    “So that makes eight cases of beef stew, six cases of breakfast bars, thirty-seven packages of…” 
 
    Grace hit the mute button again to silence the verbal inventory. “Sorry, Nana. When it comes to video blogs, Grandpa is the definition of boring. But I agree. At least he’s in good shape and has plenty of food. I wonder how long before they pick him up.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus removed the last screw from the cover plate of the transponder module. He lay on the floor on his back, halfway under the main console of the lifeboat’s helm. For the past two days, Nineteen had painstakingly guided him through diagnostic protocols in an effort to correct problems with the transponder. 
 
    After running all the tests, rebooting several times, and trying every troubleshooting procedure he could think of, Gus started testing for continuity along the electronic pathways. It was a dicey process at best, especially without the sophisticated analytical tools he typically employed in such efforts. When that proved fruitless, he had no alternative but to pull the actual transponder module from inside the avionics compartment. It was located on the bay’s forward bulkhead, so to reach the module he had to work around two equipment racks.  
 
    He put the screws in a small, out-of-the-way cap and pulled off the cover plate. 
 
    “The damn thing’s empty,” Gus growled. “Someone removed the entire module.” 
 
    “That would explain the lack of signal,” Nineteen said. 
 
    “I guess so! What I want to know is how does something like this even happen? How many laws did this outfit break?” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Sam Kirby, the Studio 37 floor manager, gave a five-fingered countdown to Russell and Cassie. 
 
    “Good morning everyone,” Russell announced. “We’re here today with Colonel Matthew Singleton, who is also a former inspector for the Space Transportation and Safety Board to give us the latest information concerning the space disaster four days ago. As was reported yesterday, it appears that some rather essential equipment was missing from many of the lifeboats. Matt, I’m sure most of the passengers from Solar Princess and their families are wondering how something like this ever happened?” 
 
    Singleton held out both hands, palm up, in a gesture of disbelief. “Obviously, it never should. Until yesterday, I would have said it was impossible. Incompetence of this magnitude is unbelievable, especially in this day and age. By the time the STSB completes their investigation, I’d say criminal charges are inevitable.” 
 
    Cassie cut in before Singleton could continue. “Matt, I want to go into that further in a minute, but first, could you explain a little more fully what exactly did happen here? Why can’t we locate all the passengers?” 
 
    “Of course, Cassie. As you have reported, IGDSS only registered ninety-three crash beacons from the original disaster, and that was out of five hundred seventy-one lifeboats that the Solar Princess was equipped with. That’s why we initially assumed the worst; that we had lost almost eighteen-thousand people.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t that bad?” Cassie prompted. 
 
    “Not at all. When the military arrived at the scene yesterday morning, they found hundreds of lifeboats, most of them completely full.” 
 
    “So how many passengers survived?” Russell asked. 
 
    “We don’t have the final number yet, but the latest estimates are that there were perhaps two dozen fatalities in the disaster. These are soft numbers, you understand. We still have several people unaccounted for.” 
 
    “What does that mean exactly?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “Frankly, it means we don’t know where everyone is. Like I said, most of the lifeboats were not even equipped with their transponders and navigation systems. It appears there was a recall of that particular module, and for some reason, the Star Group maintenance section pulled the old ones before they had the replacement units on hand.” 
 
    “Is that standard procedure?” Cassie wondered aloud. 
 
    “Exactly the opposite,” Singleton replied. “That’s why I expect this will be looked at as criminal negligence or worse. It’s hard to imagine how many lawsuits are going to come out of this.” 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” Russell said. “What do you mean we don’t know where everyone is? Aren’t all the lifeboats near the crash scene?” 
 
    Singleton shook his head somberly. “No. Several survivors reported that during the evacuation the Solar Princess went into lightspeed, which—” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” Russell interrupted. 
 
    “They wouldn’t intentionally. The most likely cause is that the fire in the engineering section caused secondary malfunctions. In other words, a false signal probably initiated a throttle command to the space drives, sending the vessel into lightspeed. That means an unknown number of lifeboats, and we are still trying to determine how many, must have ejected while traveling faster than light.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” 
 
    “Well, it’s certainly not a recommended procedure. To my knowledge, it’s never even been tested.” 
 
    “Does that mean they’re close to Wheelers Bright?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “Unlikely,” Singleton replied. “The fact is they could be anywhere. IGDSS reports they have received transponder beacons from multiple locations. And those are from transponders that were working. We’re not sure how many lifeboats jettisoned without transponders or navigation systems. We may never find everyone who was on the Solar Princess.” 
 
    “But we’ll keep trying, right?” Cassie wanted to know. “I mean, there must be a lot of families that are going crazy.” 
 
    “For the time being, the Star Group will certainly keep trying. They have a legal obligation to do so. The good news is that as far as we can tell, the subspace communication system in all the lifeboats are functional. People are calling home, sending messages that they’re alive.” 
 
    “Do the lifeboats know their own location?” Russell asked. 
 
    “They should by now,” Singleton said. “All lifeboat AI systems are programmed to take photos of space in their area and send them back. Over the years we have established very accurate star maps of the visible section of our galaxy. By using triangulation, the IGDSS analysts should be able to figure out where all the survivors are. In the meantime, the cruise line employees will take care of the passengers. Every lifeboat has at least one crew member aboard.” 
 
    Cassie shivered. “I can’t imagine being out there in space like that, lost and alone. I wonder how people are even coping. If it were me, I’d make everyone sing to keep spirits up.” 
 
    Russell shook his head at his co-anchor. “Only you would think of something like that, Cass.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus belted out the final line of an old campfire song with gusto, drawing out the last note for as long as his breath would hold. 
 
    “An interesting rendition,” Nineteen said. “Is it a popular song?” 
 
    “Not these days,” Gus admitted. “Last time I sang it was at Boy Scout camp and that was a long time ago, that much I can tell you.” 
 
    “Understood. We are approaching the decision point for atmospheric penetration. Have you decided on your course of action?” 
 
    “You’re sure the air down there is breathable?” 
 
    “Absolutely. All lifeboats are equipped with two JRX-13 sampling probes for precisely this situation. You saw the probe results. Planet Two has a nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere almost identical to Earth. Additionally, the analysis found no bio-hazards of any kind.” 
 
    “That’s an awful lot of water,” Gus temporized. He had spent hours looking down at the planet during their approach. Other than the swirling clouds the globe was entirely blue. 
 
    “Indeed. The planet is ninety-nine percent covered by ocean. However, my radar scans have identified multiple island chains. Our intended destination is an archipelago in the southern hemisphere. It may be colder than you like but the weather on this world is particularly harsh in the equatorial latitudes due to near constant cyclonic activity. My analysis is that the point of intended touchdown is the least hazardous, and of course that is also the location of the alien transmitter.” 
 
    “What would you recommend?” Gus asked. “Stay in orbit or land?” 
 
    “My programming is always to land on the nearest habitable planet. Studies show that long-term survival is higher on the surface than to remain in space. Granted, those conclusions are based on a full contingent of thirty-five passengers. Since you are the lone occupant, you could conceivably survive on existing rations for over a standard year. Additionally, you seem well adjusted to being on your own.” 
 
    “That’s true, but I’m still feeling awful cooped up inside this tin can; no offense.” 
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    “Any word from our friend on the planet?” 
 
    “Not yet. The download is complete, but I suspect it will require a certain amount of time to assimilate the information and establish an English translation capability.” 
 
    From Gus’s perspective, there really wasn’t any choice. He didn’t want to stay in orbit any longer. “All right, then,” he said. “You have my authorization to land on that island as long as I can still send messages back home.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. I confirm that being on the surface has no impact on subspace communication. Initiating atmospheric entry. You should buckle into the pilot’s seat. I estimate touchdown in less than an hour.” 
 
    The engine ignited twice during the following hour, each time for a few brief seconds. The blue planet grew until it filled the front windscreen. A burst from the attitude jets oriented the capsule, so the wide bottom of the fuselage faced down to accept the heat of re-entry. 
 
    The ride through the atmosphere was bumpy but quickly settled into a steep, relatively smooth, glide. Gus watched through the windscreen anxiously as the unending blue ocean went on forever. 
 
    His patience grew strained. “Are we there yet?” he shouted. “That water is getting pretty damn close.” 
 
    “Please relax,” Nineteen responded calmly. “We are descending through one hundred thousand feet above sea level. The island is two degrees left of my nose at a distance of ninety-seven-point-three miles. You will be able to see it any moment.” 
 
    Gus leaned over the control panel, trying to spot the small patch of ground. He saw a minuscule dot on the horizon, a dark speck in the midst of infinite blue. “That’s it?” Gus yelped. “I thought it was going to be like Hawaii! That thing is too small to land on!” 
 
    Nineteen’s tone took on a slight tone of forbearance. “The word small is a relative term. In this instance, I suggest it is because we are so far away. Please calm yourself. Eighty miles to go.” 
 
    Gus took several deep breaths and concentrated on slowing his pulse rate. It wouldn’t do to survive a lightspeed ejection only to have a heart attack just before landing. For one thing, Carol wouldn’t appreciate it. Thinking of home helped him relax. “Hey, Nineteen. Let’s send a video of our landing. Let my wife know we got down okay.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Nineteen said. “Recording started. Fifty-seven miles to landing. We are at sixty thousand feet and descending.” 
 
    Gus could make out the island now. The eastern end jutted up above the sea. The interior was obscured by weather, but he spotted a speck of green near the base of the higher elevation. 
 
    “Twenty miles. Deploying drogue chute.” 
 
    “Drogue chute?” Gus said, feeling a slight tug on the lifeboat. “What the hell is that about? We’re not even down yet.” 
 
    “Our speed is much too fast to land safely on such a small piece of ground. The main chute will deploy momentarily to arrest our forward velocity and allow us to make a vertical touchdown. Prepare yourself.” 
 
    “Hang on. What do you mean prepare—” 
 
    “Main parachute deploying.” 
 
    A rapid-fire series of sharp retorts sounded as explosive knives severed the bolts holding the Emergency Air Descent Landing Package in its storage compartment. The drogue chute pulled the stadium-sized main parachute free of its housing on the lifeboat’s spine and the canopy filled instantly. 
 
    The sudden deceleration caught Gus off guard, and his face smacked painfully against the console. By the time the stars cleared from his vision and he got his nose to stop bleeding, they had landed. The impact was hard enough to make his back ache. 
 
    The lifeboat intoned, “Touchdown at 09:37 GMT. I sent the video of our successful landing to your YouTube channel. Congratulations on your arrival. We know you have a choice for your travel arrangements, and we appreciate that you selected the Star Group for your journey. Please think of us next time you fly into space.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Carol Cartwright pried Grace’s fingers away from the deathlike grip on her upper arm. It hurt, but she was more concerned by her granddaughter’s expression. 
 
    “Are you all right, Squid? You don’t look too good.” 
 
    Grace swallowed as though trying not to throw up. “That’s a lot of blood. Is Grandpa okay?” 
 
    “From the way he’s swearing at the lifeboat, I imagine he’s just fine. At least he’s on the ground and can get outside. If he were stuck in that tiny ship for any longer, he’d go crazy. I feel a lot better and you should too.” 
 
    Grace clicked off the TV. “Can we just skip the rest of this video?” 
 
    “You’ve skipped almost all of them,” Carol chided gently. “He’s mentioned you several times, you know. He won’t admit it, but he misses you just as much as me.” 
 
    Grace rolled her eyes. “I don’t think so. You’re the only person in his universe.” 
 
    “I suspect there are one or two more than that. You and your mom, for starters.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen now, Nana? Will Star Lines be able to find him? Is that what you’re working on? Will the aliens abduct him?” 
 
    Carol ignored the last question. When Gus so casually agreed to establish communication with the alien AI, she had worried about it. After all, it was alien. But then again, what else could he do? If a little green man could bring her husband home, she would invite him to stay for coffee. 
 
    She flipped open her laptop to continue reviewing the court filing that one of her associates had prepared. Her firm, Cartwright, Tillman, and Hawley, was demanding that Star Group Corporation spend every penny necessary to track down all the missing passengers. 
 
    “The Star Group better hope they find him,” Carol said to her granddaughter. “And yes, that’s what I’m working on. We filed a class-action against them three days ago because the language coming out of their corporate headquarters is about passing the buck. I want a full accounting of every single passenger. Now that your grandfather has landed, we need to bring him back.” 
 
   


 
  

 2 – The Island 
 
    “An exile, saddest of all prisoners, who has the whole world for a dungeon strong, seas, mountains, and the horizon’s verge for bars.” 
 
    (Lord Byron, “The Prophecy of Dante”) 
 
    The rear hatch irised open, and Gus peered out at his surroundings. The lifeboat had crunched down near the water’s edge on the north side of the island with its nose pointed toward the sea. The beach was a solid bed of lava. In both directions, immense boulders dotted the shoreline, with a thin film of ice covering the windward side of each stone. 
 
    “Colder than I might like?” Gus mumbled, recalling Nineteen’s vague forecast. “It’s freezing out there.” He pulled the zipper of his flimsy jacket all the way up. 
 
    A wave rolled in, nudging the lifeboat toward the shore and then tried to drag it back into the surf. He wondered how high the tides would get on a planet with two moons. The lifeboat held his only survival gear, and from here on every single item was useful. His first priority was to anchor the vessel to the shore in case the tides were high enough to float it away. 
 
    Fortunately, the lifeboat had an excellent supply of survival equipment. He dug out an eight-inch knife and used it to hack the shroud lines away from the parachute. He tied off one of the long cables to the lifeboat’s two rear struts and wrapped the other end around a huge rock well up on the shoreline. 
 
    With the lifeboat secure, he continued to the top of the low ridge. From the crest, he could see most of the island. It appeared to be the remains of an ancient volcano. At some point long ago, the crust over the interior magma chamber, the caldera, had collapsed, taking out the western portion of the crater wall. The sea flowed through the resulting gap into the remaining volcanic cone and created a spacious lagoon surrounded by a wide, flat shoreline. Off to the west of the island, a few smaller promontories poked up from the ocean’s surface. 
 
    The far shore of the lagoon, perhaps a mile away, was barely discernible, obscured by morning sea fog. To his left, the eastern side of the island rose steeply to a high promontory. That portion of the original volcanic cone still remained and was now the highest elevation. 
 
    Steam rose from the mountain’s base where hot springs billowed up in a thick mist. It hinted at fresh water and at least some degree of warmth. It had to be better than staying in the freezing lifeboat, but he would need supplies. 
 
    Gus gathered up the parachute into a big, poufy bundle and stored it in the lifeboat. He cut out several large squares to wrap up some of his food rations and packed the remaining material away. 
 
    He was soaked by the time he finished and started to shiver. He needed to warm up before he did anything else. 
 
    “Are we close to the alien?” he asked Nineteen. 
 
    “Unknown. I can only say that the signal originated from this general vicinity.” 
 
    “That’s really aggravating,” he groused. After sharing all of Nineteen’s data, they had not heard from it once. Time to forget about such matters and head inland. 
 
    Once he crossed to the inside of the crater’s rim, the ground became smoother and easier to walk across. Clumps of moss appeared, peeking out from tiny depressions in the stone. 
 
    A hundred yards from the hot springs the temperature changed noticeably, like passing through an invisible barrier. On one side the air was cold and bitter; on the other, just a hint of warmth. The tall volcano cone provided a windbreak and let the hot spring’s warm air accumulate in its shadow. 
 
    Nearer the springs, brown lichens appeared on the ground. Further along the vegetation became dryer, and finally, he walked over a dry, beige grass that flattened under his footsteps. In a few areas, the cracked rock gave way to patches of real earth. Spiny plants sprouted, and small shrubs grew precariously in shallow depressions. 
 
    The ground around the springs area was solid basalt. The air was humid, and hot water flowed from indentations in the rock. On the far side of the springs, under the shadow of the lofty peak, it was almost balmy. The stony ground gave way to a relatively large, tropical-style jungle that filled at least a quarter of the island’s interior. 
 
    Gus knelt next to a more substantial pool where the rocky surface was warm to the touch. Steam rose from the bubbling water, which overflowed into a horizontal channel that led down to the jungle and eventually into the fog-filled lagoon. 
 
    He stuck his fingertips into the water. It felt like a Japanese bath, hot but not scalding. Just what the doctor ordered. He stripped off his clothes and eased into the pool, letting the warmth spread through his body. 
 
    He massaged his limbs, enjoying the first bath he’d had since the disaster. The water had a slightly mineral taste with no trace of salt. This was good. His new home had warmth and fresh water. The situation was looking up. For an hour he took turns lying on the warm stone and soaking in the healing waters. 
 
    While recovering his strength, he studied the surrounding vegetation. The variety of trees was endless as though seeds of every kind had once been strewn haphazardly throughout the jungle. The fruit was foreign to his eyes and yet eerily similar to the produce section of the grocery store near his home. 
 
    Once he warmed up and his clothes were dry, he ventured far enough away from the pool to pull down some plantains and another fruit similar to a pomegranate. He spotted close cousins to bananas, mangos, and more. A large brown berry resembled a kiwifruit. Deeper in the trees, bright yellow lemons dangled tantalizingly. 
 
    After a quick meal, he rigged up a basic lean-to. It gave him a place for shelter and to store his gear. In the afternoon he made a trip back to the lifeboat. It was still there, safely secured on the beach. The struts had dug into the surface a little. He was relieved that it hadn’t tried to float away. The high-water marks along the shore’s edge indicated full tide would not reach the lifeboat’s hatch. 
 
    “Nineteen, how are you fixed for power?” 
 
    “Battery level at sixty-eight percent.” 
 
    “How long will that last? I want to keep sending messages to Carol every day, so she knows how I’m doing.” 
 
    “That should not be a problem,” Nineteen said. “I have a configurable energy saving mode. My batteries can maintain basic AI function to include subspace communication for another thirty days at least. Deployment of my solar panels will extend that indefinitely. However, this would not include providing you with a warm environment for habitation.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I found a spot that looks decent enough. I can live there until someone comes for us.” 
 
    Nineteen’s voice assumed a troubled tone. “Perhaps this would be an appropriate juncture to discuss the future. I have thus far avoided that topic because my programming indicates that people often have difficulty adjusting to the reality of a survival situation.” 
 
    “If you’re going to tell me that I might spend the rest of my life on this rock, yeah, I’m well aware. But for now, my plan is to keep my fingers crossed and hope for the best. You can tick off that square; we had our talk.” 
 
    “So noted.” 
 
    “I wish you had some real blankets. Your side bench isn’t the softest thing in the world, but it beats sleeping on hard rock. Maybe I can fix up something else. A hammock might work. 
 
    “I have nothing like that in my stores.” 
 
    “I’m not criticizing. You did good to get me this far.” 
 
    “Thank you. That was an uncharacteristically kind comment, based on your verbal input thus far.” 
 
    Gus thought about Nineteen’s remark. That was actually pretty good programming. Most AIs were not perceptive enough to encourage personal reflection. It was an appropriate consideration in his current circumstance. 
 
    “It’s been a long day,” Gus said. “I guess I’m feeling a little maudlin. Probably a good time to let Carol know what’s going on. I wish I could show her the little jungle. Might make her feel better.” 
 
    Nineteen said, “I have a remote camera/communicator available. Would you care to use it for your messages?” 
 
    “Yeah! What do you have?” 
 
    “Please look in storage compartment B9. There is a container labeled Auxiliary Portable Transceiver.” 
 
    Gus dug it out. The box also included a small tripod and modest roll-up solar panel. “It’s a handiphone,” Gus said. “I haven’t seen one of these in fifty years, and they were antiques then.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Nineteen confirmed. “Although not as user-friendly as current personal phones, handiphones are still widely used for emergency situations because of their durability.” 
 
    “This is good. I’ll take it with me. Are you going to stay watertight for the next few days?” 
 
    “I believe so. The primary threat for water intrusion is from the exposed shroud line attachments. In that area, I may be susceptible to minor seepage from rainwater. I will notify you if it becomes a problem.” 
 
    “Good enough.” Gus wrapped up the handiphone, along with more rations in one of the parachute squares, and headed toward the hot springs. As he crested the ridge to the island’s interior, a cold drizzle started. Hopefully, his modest lean-to would provide enough shelter so he could get some sleep. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Welcome back, everyone,” Cassie said from the set of Studio 37. “Our guests this morning includes Katelynn Santos from the Times, and Colonel Matthew Singleton, a former inspector for the Space Transportation and Safety Board and GBN analyst. Matt, what does this latest report from the Star Group mean?” 
 
    “I would call it good news. Officials are calling it the beginning of the end of this unprecedented transportation disaster. And although I say that, it could have been so much worse. With a few exceptions, the passengers and crew have been accounted for.” 
 
    “How many of those exceptions are we talking about?” Katelynn asked. “And can you tell us why that would be?” 
 
    Singleton gave a slight shrug. “At this point, it’s reasonable to assume that Star Group is still tallying the numbers. It hasn’t been much more than a week, and getting an accurate account of everyone is difficult because many of the lifeboats don’t have communication systems. The good news is that the passengers who ejected after the Solar Princess went back into lightspeed have been found safe.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Russell asked. “Didn’t they wind up in completely different parts of the galaxy?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Singleton replied. “But let’s not overstate it. Essentially, they wound up in three clusters. Thank goodness in each grouping at least one of the lifeboats had a complete set of functional instruments. Otherwise, this would have been a different story. The navy has identified their locations and established navigation routes to all survivor locations. Rescue vessels are now en route to the respective areas.” 
 
    “But how did they wind up so far apart?” Russell asked. “As I understand it, when you go into lightspeed, space becomes folded like an accordion, and the navigator picks how many of those folds he wants to skip over. Why wouldn’t the survivors simply be between Earth and Wheelers Bright?” 
 
    “You’ll need a mathematician to answer that question,” Singleton admitted. “But essentially, the folded accordion example is not that accurate. Once a spacecraft goes into faster-than-light travel, normal physics don’t apply. At that point, it moves into what physicists call the quantum universe.” 
 
    Russel nodded. “I took that course in college,” he said. “Things like the uncertainty principle and gravitational singularities. I didn’t understand a single word.” 
 
    “I can sympathize with you. However, if you want to stay with the folded space metaphor, you should think of the quantum universe as more of an origami sculpture than an accordion. A place where every point on the sculpture touches many other points, not just one. If you exit lightspeed at an unplanned location, going in an unknown direction, there is no telling where that point, or that fold in your analogy, might take you. You might come out along your planned route, but you could wind up anywhere.” 
 
    “Any place in the galaxy?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “Or worse,” Singleton replied. “Theoretically, even in a different galaxy.” 
 
    “Really!” Cassie exclaimed, shocked by the notion. “But that didn’t happen in this case?” 
 
    “Not for the passengers we found. Relatively speaking, they were pretty close to each other. That’s why we located them so quickly and could dispatch rescue vessels in all three directions. Even so, the navy said it will take at least a month or two to get all of them back to Earth.” 
 
    Cassie exhaled expansively. “I’d call it a miracle that two thousand people went through that experience and survived. It’s like you said before, no one ever contemplated this situation.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Russell said. “But Matthew, you mentioned some exceptions. How many of those are there?” 
 
    Singleton assumed an appropriately gloomy demeanor. “We know that some of the crew and passengers lost their lives during the initial disaster. Many of the survivors reported they felt or heard explosions going off inside the ship. We also know several of those explosions breached the hull, and a few victims were thrown out into space. Those unfortunate souls died almost instantly. The first responders who are now at the scene believe they have found all of the human remains, but identification is an arduous and lengthy process. They are still counting.” 
 
    Russell nodded. “So that number is up in the air. And we don’t know exactly how many dead and injured may have remained on the Solar Princess when it took off on its last trip into lightspeed?” 
 
    “That is correct. That is why it is turning out to be so difficult in making a final tally of the crew and passengers.” 
 
    “Have they found the Solar Princess?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “Yes. As of last night, IGDSS reported they have identified the space liner’s actual crash beacon. It is quite remote. We are keeping our fingers crossed that there may yet be survivors on the vessel. The military sent the destroyer USS Fitzgerald to that location. They estimate it will take them about three weeks to get there.” 
 
    “So, is there still hope?” Katelynn asked. 
 
    Singleton hesitated. “Technically, yes, there is still hope.” 
 
    “I know one of the passengers,” Katelynn said. “She’s like family to me and I can’t give up on her.” 
 
    “And you shouldn’t,” Cassie said. “One thing that surprised me is how this disaster has affected families all over the world. Cruise liners are getting so big that I guess it’s inevitable.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Singleton said. “When a president dies, an entire nation might mourn their passing. But in this case, the suffering is almost global. It has truly drawn our world together. At the same time, I should be honest. I would be surprised to find anyone still alive. Several survivors reported that the ship was already coming apart when it disappeared into FTL.” 
 
    Russell gave Singleton the tiniest head shake. Be positive. 
 
    “But miracles do happen,” Singleton corrected himself quickly. “So you are correct, Katelynn. There is still hope. We may yet find those who are missing from the Solar Princess in a lifeboat somewhere. Maybe even on a planet, safe and sound.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus woke up stiff as a board. Today, he had to find something better to sleep on. The stone slab around the hot springs was warm enough, but that’s all he could say about it. He dug out the handiphone and set it up on the tripod inside the lean-to. 
 
    “Good morning, babe,” he said. He described in detail what he’d had for dinner last night, told her about the weather and, with a multitude of hand gestures, explained how he planned to build a South-Pacific-style hut to replace his current shelter. He crept out of the lean-to trying not to groan. Rising to his feet, he panned the camera around his surroundings. “Looks like the fog finally cleared out. Let me show you…” 
 
    Gus’s voice trailed away as he gazed in astonishment at the far side of the lagoon. Sitting on a smooth lava flow was what appeared to be an ancient Spanish galleon. It was an old, square-rigged sailing ship. An unknown crew must have hauled it out of the water long ago. It had a roundish, boxy shape with three masts sticking up from the hull like signposts for Davy Jones’s locker. It had to be Nineteen’s alien contact. 
 
    “I gotta check that out, babe,” he said to the camera. “I’ll call you back.” 
 
    He terminated the connection, perplexed by the paradoxical scene. From where he stood, the ship did not look like a derelict piece of old wreckage. It sat on the rocky beach, looking lost and forgotten, but appeared to be intact. How did it get here, he wondered, and even more, who brought it? Nineteen had assured him unequivocally that the world was uninhabited. 
 
    It didn’t matter. Someone else could sort out the question of the ship’s origin. Gus’s interest was more prosaic. Might it have something on board that could improve his situation? And of course, did it really have an AI? Could it call home in place of Nineteen? He headed toward the crater rim to make his way around the lagoon. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Without the high volcano ridge to block the wind, the far side of the lagoon was a cold and forsaken place, a fitting spot for a mariner’s graveyard. The only thing missing was the cry of seagulls. 
 
    The galleon was over a hundred feet in length and at least twenty in its beam. It had two mainmasts, one on the forward deck and a larger one in the middle. A smaller mast, the mizzen, protruded from the ship’s quarterdeck near the stern. 
 
    Tatters of old, still-furled sails fluttered in the wind, and the rigging hung loosely from the masts. Gus stopped several times to video the ship. He was not an expert in ancient nautical terminology, but he narrated for Carol as best he could. 
 
    Under the bowsprit, the ship’s carved figurehead, a ferocious, dragon-like visage, gave the vessel a Viking flavor. The forward part of the ship had a small enclosed area called the forecastle. The roof above it served as the forecastle deck. Behind that was the large main deck called the waist. Aft steps led up to the quarterdeck, which held the big ship’s wheel. More steps led up again to the poop deck. Underneath the poop deck, mullioned windows wrapped around the stern like an old British man-of-war. 
 
    Along the hull, hinged planks covered the gun ports. He counted four in the middle and three more closer to the bow. One of the port covers had fallen away and within, Gus could see a giant, black iron muzzle. 
 
    Up close, the wooden ship appeared to be very old, yet he found no cracks along the ancient hull. Gus slapped the planking and got the same sharp sound he would from smacking cold steel. 
 
    It wasn’t wood at all; the vessel was made of metal. It had to be a replica of an old sailing ship, not the real thing. The hull had been molded to look like oak timbers. He wondered about the type of alloy to be so weather resistant; he could not find a single speck of rust. 
 
    He filmed the lower part of the hull where it angled underneath. Along the entire length were circular bumps about three feet in diameter. They looked like big buttons molded into the structure of the ship. 
 
    “I’d swear those are gravity drives,” Gus muttered while inspecting one. “But these are too small to be of any use. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    Gus considered himself to be a sailor, albeit at an amateur level. As a teenager, he had owned a small sailboat and took lessons, earning a basic certification as a recreational boat captain. He felt quite proud at the time when people called him Captain Cartwright. But that was a long time ago. The pressures of family and business had long since precluded continuing the hobby. 
 
    But now, being near this strange galleon stirred his blood. His mind created romantic notions of sailing away on the broad sea. He pushed the idea aside. The antique vessel might never sail again, but she was in fantastic shape. If the ship was this well preserved on the outside, there might be a few pleasant surprises inside. 
 
    High on the hull behind the figurehead, an alien script spelled out the ship’s name. Gus cocked his head at the strange letters. If he wasn’t too picky the flowing symbols could be read as Alyssa. 
 
    Walking underneath the bow to the starboard side, he found traces of deep gouges in the metal hull under the waterline. The ship had scraped against something solid, a coral reef perhaps. That would explain why the vessel had been hauled out of the water. 
 
    The damage was extensive. The emergency repair included removing several strips of the hull around the damaged areas and patching the holes with smooth plating. The workmanship was adequate considering the circumstances, Gus had seen worse welding jobs. But why go off and leave an expensive vessel after the repairs were already complete? 
 
    Further aft, a ladder was molded into the side of the hull. He climbed up and over the side rail onto the main deck. 
 
    At the center of the deck, the mainmast towered overhead almost two hundred feet into the sky. Piles of rope were strewn about. Gus examined one of the lines. It was only half an inch thick, and it felt like a good-quality cotton rope. But closer scrutiny proved it to be of metal, perhaps the same material as the deck. Other than being dirty, the cordage looked completely sound. It was fantastic material to still be strong and pliable after sitting out in the elements for who knew how many years. The metallurgy necessary to manufacture this kind of product surpassed anything he had seen on Earth. 
 
    The decking was solid, made of the same material as the hull, a metal alloy with the look of wood. It even showed artificial wear patterns as though worn smooth by countless men running back and forth, making sail, carrying out the captain’s orders. Spare pulley blocks, some with a single pulley, called a sheave, others with two or three—all essential for sailing—hung here and there, ready for use. 
 
    Every surface was covered with years of accumulated dust swept up from the shore and mixed with brine to make a thin crust that brushed away when Gus scrubbed it off. The residue left brown smudges on his hands. But underneath it all, in spite of the gritty accumulation, the deck, rails, and masts were all perfectly sound. The ship and everything on it was constructed of an anti-corrosion material that just hadn’t aged a day. 
 
    A large opening was built into the deck just forward of the mainmast. It was the hatchway for cargo access. It opened to the gun deck below and continued down to the hold. A heavy lattice cover was strong enough to keep someone from falling through yet allowed plenty of light and air to the lower levels. 
 
    At the aft end of the deck, a door opened to a narrow passageway. On either side were two modest berths, barely more than eight feet square. Each room held a narrow bunk with a writing shelf built into the wall. These were the officers’ quarters. 
 
    Sea chests sat at the foot of the bunks and Gus pried open one of the old locks. The chest was filled with clothing. He pulled out frilly blouses, wide pantaloons, and two garish uniform jackets embroidered with gold brocade.  
 
    Although he was cold, Gus wasn’t quite desperate enough to wear the dandified apparel. In the other chest, however, he found a plain greatcoat.  
 
    “This is good,” he said with satisfaction. It was made of quality navy-dyed wool with barrel-shaped buttons. He pulled it on, grateful for the warmth the coat provided. All it needed was a thorough cleaning. 
 
    He returned to the waist and climbed the stairs to the quarterdeck. Standing behind the massive ship’s wheel, he looked over an ornately carved railing at the rest of the boat and imagined what it must feel like to sail it on the open sea. He tried to turn the wheel, but it was frozen solid. On a pedestal in front of the wheel, a large, old-fashioned magnetic compass pointed north. 
 
    At the back of the quarterdeck, a door opened to the ship’s navigation room. Inside was a wall-to-wall picture window. It was more like a transparent viewport on the bridge of modern starships. Below the window was a control panel very much like the one on lifeboat Nineteen. The panel had a dozen black video screens of different sizes; more proof that the seemingly ancient galleon was the result of very modern technology. In the center of the console, between the display screens, sat a smaller version of the magnetic compass. It looked more like a decoration than anything else; a testament to the early days of sail. 
 
    A rack on the back wall contained the crumbled remains of navigation charts. The fragments turned to powder at his touch. On the wall next to the chart racks were placards filled with the same script as the ship’s name. 
 
    He took a video of the signs. “This script looks similar to the brochure of the Acevedos ruins,” he narrated to his wife. “Maybe someone on Earth can decipher what they say.” 
 
    A stilted female voice came from an unseen speaker. “Or I could just read it to you.” 
 
    “Christ!” Gus shouted at the unexpected question. 
 
    “Was that an interjection of amazement or a request for divine intervention?” the voice asked. 
 
    “You scared the crap out of me!” Gus exclaimed. 
 
    “That was not my intention. I understood that you were briefed on my presence.” 
 
    “I was,” Gus admitted. “But you still surprised me. I take it you are Alyssa?” 
 
    “Alyssa?” 
 
    “The name written on your bow. Or at least that what it looks like.” 
 
    “Ah, understood. Those symbols are in fact my registration number, but I accept your designation. I will respond to Alyssa.” 
 
    “Okay. Good enough,” Gus said. He paused for a moment to allow his pulse rate to come down. “So are you the AI for this vessel?” 
 
    “That is correct. I am the ship’s brain. In your vernacular, I am its artificial intelligence. Your lifeboat provided me with your identity. As my previous crew is no longer available, I will acknowledge you as my new captain. Do you accept that responsibility?” 
 
    Gus wondered if it was a trick question? This was an alien ship after all. But then again, probably not. It actually sounded like logical programming. If the ship lost her captain, the position had to be filled by someone. And at this point, it wasn’t as if either of them had anything to lose. “Sure,” Gus said. 
 
    “Transfer of command registered. Congratulations Captain. What are your orders?” 
 
    “What are my options? I saw the gravity drives on your lower hull, but they look too small for interstellar travel.” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “I assume they are sufficient to move a ship of this size from one location on the planet to another. No offense, but you appear to be a rather over-designed cargo vessel.” 
 
    “That is absolutely not the case,” Alyssa said, a heavy note of indignation in her tone. “I am a multi-role, space and sea, epoch class, category three racing yacht.” 
 
    “A racing yacht?” Gus queried. That was unexpected. 
 
    “That is correct. The gravity disks you refer to are for the transition to and from orbit.” 
 
    “Can you take me back to Earth?” 
 
    Alyssa answered with a strong hint of disapproval. “That destination is unknown and, in any case, would be grounds for disqualification from the race.” 
 
    “Race? What race?” That was another curve ball. 
 
    “The Gugje and Yoteu Masters Cup,” the ship replied. “We are currently on the final leg.” 
 
    AIs could certainly be single-minded. “Alyssa,” Gus said quietly, “I think that race may already be over. You’ve been sitting here a long time.” 
 
    “Yes, I have.” 
 
    “Then forget the race and let’s go home.” 
 
    “I understand your request, but for me, that is simply impossible. To prevent race irregularities—in other words, cheating—my programming prevents me from engaging in unrelated activities unless first approved by a race official. I am unable to assist in your return to Earth until reaching the finish line.” 
 
    Gus considered the statement. The rule was foolishly strict, but it would be just as foolish to argue with software restrictions. And besides, he had watched a few big-ticket races in his time, and the promoters often imposed all kinds of rules, some stupid, some common sense. “And what constitutes completing the current leg?” he asked. 
 
    “We must reach Paldae Island.” 
 
    “How far is that in miles, if you know?” 
 
    “I do know. Your lifeboat made me conversant with your units of measure. Paldae Island is approximately two thousand miles away.” 
 
    Gus nodded. “And once we reach that island, you can then accept new orders and take me to Earth?” 
 
    “That is correct, but bear in mind that you will still incur a significant point deduction due to the change of command and the loss of the other crew members.” 
 
    “I can live with that,” Gus said dryly. “I guess I should stock up on food though, in case this Paldae Island is not as hospitable as my jungle here.” 
 
    “That would be advisable,” Alyssa said. “Although I recommend caution. My recent crew was engaged in provisioning when the island suffered an unfortunate geological event.” 
 
    “Didn’t you send out a distress call?” Gus asked. 
 
    “I was unable to do so. Due to competitive concerns, the captain inhibited all external communications.” 
 
    “What happened to your crew?” 
 
    “They perished in said geological event along the western rim.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Gus asked. “Did the volcano erupt?” 
 
    “Negative. They were caught in a landslide.” 
 
    Gus had not seen any evidence of a recent landslide. This ship must have been here for a long time. The Acevedos ruins on Wheelers Bright had been dated back fifteen thousand years so who knew how long this ship had lain dormant. 
 
    “Alyssa, as your new captain, I withdraw the restriction on all forms of communication. I instruct you to transmit a distress call on our behalf. Nineteen can give you our subspace specifications.” 
 
    “Restriction withdrawn. However, I am unable to comply. I do not have a compatible communication system.” 
 
    “Then give Nineteen our location. He can transmit it.” 
 
    “I have already made your lifeboat aware of our location. Unfortunately, it does not mean anything to him as his navigation systems are off-line. And in any case, I suspect my coordinate system is completely different from yours. It would not mean anything if he transmitted our location.” 
 
    Gus groaned in frustration. “All right. Tomorrow I’ll gather up a week’s worth of food, and we’ll fly over to Paldae Island.” 
 
    “Captain, I believe you misunderstand my restriction. Until we reach Paldae Island, I am unable to engage my atmospheric drives for any reason. Surface travel is the only mode allowed while on this leg in the race.” 
 
    “Surface? You mean we have to sail there? Two thousand miles?” 
 
    “That is correct,” Alyssa affirmed. 
 
    “That’s insane!” 
 
    “No, those are the rules.” 
 
    Gus was not quite prepared to accept the situation. The thought came to mind that this might be an elaborate prank. But then just having that suspicion could mean he was the one losing his mind. Still, he wanted a little proof. “Wait a second,” he said. “Where are you?” 
 
    “My designation for this planet does not readily translate. It is a set of coordinates that would mean nothing to your frame of reference.” 
 
    “I understand, but that’s not what I meant. Where are you, specifically? Where is your AI module on this ship? I’m not sure I even buy what you’re saying.” 
 
    “I understand. Please return to the main deck. You will find stairs leading to belowdecks.” 
 
    Following Alyssa’s instructions, Gus descended down to the gun deck and then down again to the hold. Her voice followed him through the ship, giving him directions from various unseen speakers. At the very back of the hold, behind a stack of sheet metal and toolboxes, was a door that opened to a companionway leading below. At the bottom of the steps, Gus’s doubts vanished. From a lifetime of working in shipyards, he instantly recognized where he was. This was the central core of a very sophisticated space-going vessel. 
 
    It was a long, narrow room that looked like the data center of a modern starship. Jutting out from the sidewalls were equipment racks filled with black modules and blinking LEDs. Amidships on the starboard side, two thick cubes hummed almost silently. Those were generators. 
 
    Ceiling lights flickered on, illuminating the dark-walled room. A large display screen on the flat bulkhead at the forward end of the compartment came alive. It was a video shot of Gus standing there looking frustrated. 
 
    “So you really are a starship,” Gus said. 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “But you won’t take me into space unless we sail two thousand miles across the sea.” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “You do realize that is impossible?” 
 
    “That remains to be seen. I agree that for a single individual to accomplish, the task will be difficult.” 
 
    After an hour of argument, Gus gave up. The AI would not listen to reason. The more Gus tried to make his case, the more Alyssa dug in her heels, and the higher his blood pressure went up. 
 
    In the final analysis, it all boiled down to the fact that the ship was not going to move. And frankly, after sitting on the beach for thousands of years, it was probably not the most seaworthy, let alone space-worthy vessel in the universe. But according to the AI, Gus was free to use any supplies he found on board. 
 
    Gus left the data center and returned to the hold, one deck above. At the top of the steps was the repair section. The shop contained grinding blocks, hand-powered drills, and an assortment of tool chests. Gus opened one and shouted with satisfaction. He pulled out a wooden mallet and a sturdy-looking saw. A drawer contained a beautiful set of metal chisels. These would come in handy for his shelter project. He put them into his new jacket pockets and continued to explore. In another cabinet, he found a pair of axes. 
 
    The hold area amidships was composed of storage rooms separated by bulkheads and thin wall panels. One storage area had shelves filled with blankets, all neatly folded and shrink-wrapped in bundles of ten. He pulled down a bundle with a sigh of satisfaction. These would go a long way toward making life bearable. 
 
    It was time to start back. He already had more than he could carry on one trip. He gathered his new possessions and returned to the main deck. In the days ahead, he could return as often as necessary. His first priority was to build a place where he could live comfortably for what might be a long time. 
 
    For a moment he considered moving into the captain’s cabin and just living aboard. But a freezing wind whistled through the rigging and made him shiver. Nope. Not a good idea. Moving aboard meant constant trips to and from the hot springs, hauling food and water. “And it’s too damn cold for that every day,” he said glumly. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    It was well past noon when he reached the top of the crater rim. Even with his new jacket, the wind was cold. He couldn’t hurry because his load grew heavier by the second. He stopped several times to rest his fingers and catch his breath. 
 
    Stupid fool. He had overdone it and was puffing by the time he tossed his baggage down near the pool. He broke open the bundle of blankets and put one around his shoulders. Several others made a thin pallet to sleep on. Tomorrow he would put together a mattress. A campfire would be nice, but he was too exhausted to worry about it tonight. 
 
    He needed to be more careful. He had been so pleased with his discovery that he hadn’t used common sense. In his position, that kind of carelessness could be fatal. His head was pounding now from the cold wind. He pulled out more blankets for cover and stretched out. 
 
    Tomorrow he would forget about the galleon and concentrate on making this place a little more comfortable. One thing was clear; that old ship wasn’t going anywhere. His salvage operation could take as much time as necessary. 
 
   


 
  

 3 – That’s the way it is 
 
    “And that’s the way it is.” 
 
    (Walter Cronkite) 
 
    The mood was gloomy on the set of Studio 37 when Russell opened the show. “Good morning, everyone. Welcome back, Cassie. Good to have you back in New York.” 
 
    “Thank you, Russell. Nothing makes me appreciate home like being away for a few days.” 
 
    “Also with us this morning is Colonel Matthew Singleton, GBN’s technical analyst for space flight and technology.” 
 
    “Good morning, all,” Cassie said. She looked at the camera with a sorrowful expression. “It’s a particularly sad morning here because of the news late last night.” 
 
    Russell said, “For our viewers who don’t know, a little after midnight the military reported that they reached the Solar Princess.” The video backdrop behind his shoulder switched to a dark screen showing a long stretch of wreckage floating in deep space. “What are we looking at, Colonel?” 
 
    “This is what is left of the Solar Princess,” Singleton replied somberly. “As we feared, the vessel lost structural integrity while in lightspeed and literally came apart. The military reported that they did retrieve a number of human remains from the debris field. However, positive identification will require DNA analysis. It’s a gruesome business and not something we want to dwell on for morning TV.” 
 
    “Did they recover the black box?” Russell asked. “Did that tell us anything?” 
 
    “Yes, it did. The data mostly confirmed what we already know.” Singleton looked at the camera sympathetically. “I understand that the families of those who are still unaccounted for were hoping for hard evidence that their loved ones got off the ship, but that kind of specific detail is not included in the Space Data Recorder. The navy was able to extract some additional information from other modules, but a lot of the files were corrupt.” 
 
    “But is that the final word?” Cassie asked. “Have all the Solar Princess lifeboats been accounted for?” 
 
    “They just can’t tell. As we have discussed, some of the lifeboats ejected after the cruise liner went to lightspeed. The black box confirmed that fact, but it does not contain a complete account of every single lifeboat. The military believes the disintegration of the Solar Princess may have occurred before the separations of the last few lifeboats. If that were the case, anyone in them would have experienced fatal gee forces. And in any case, we have already accounted for all the crash beacons and cross-referenced them to known survivors.” 
 
    “But that’s not certain,” Cassie argued. “Those last lifeboats might have ejected normally. We can’t be sure.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Singleton said. “We can’t be one hundred percent sure. But in fairness to the families, the odds are not good. And like I said, no crash beacons.” 
 
    “But what about that other man?” Cassie insisted. “He didn’t have a crash beacon, and we know he’s alive. He’s gotten hundreds of views on those love letters to his wife.” 
 
    Singleton smiled. “Ah, yes. The mysterious Mr. X. He seems to be the exception. I watched several of his videos myself. He is a remarkable story, especially with the discovery of alien technology. It must be frustrating to have such resources so close at hand yet be unable to take advantage of them. Frankly, I’m not sure I accept the ship’s claim that it has interstellar capability. I wonder if we will ever find out. At the very least, Mr. X will have a lot of followers from academia.” 
 
    “And the media,” Russell added. “We have people keeping tabs. His videos are amazing because it shows he is surviving…but I have to say, they are so boring!” 
 
    The anchors and guests shared a quiet laugh; not of ridicule, but more of affection for the elderly gentleman who was doing the best he could in an impossible situation. 
 
    “I know,” Cassie said. “Even though, I must have watched at least a dozen of them. They are a fascinating study of the human spirit. He’s always blowing kisses to his wife and saying how much he loves her. He acts like he’ll be home next week.” A few tears welled up in her eyes. “But it’s not true, is it? They say there is no way he’ll ever be found.” 
 
    Singleton nodded. “I’m afraid that’s the case. Several law firms are suing the Star Group to make them keep searching, but realistically, it’s just not possible. The cost for even a fraction of such an effort would be astronomical; no pun intended.” Singleton turned to Cassie. “But the underlying point is that even if other people got out in a lifeboat similar to Mr. X, and that’s a stretch on its own merit, there is almost no chance they will ever be found. The main reason is that we haven’t heard from them. Even if they are alive, they must not have communications. Space is too big and the distances too vast. The military will process all the human remains recovered so far to positively ID the victims, but even if the authorities are not able to account for every single person, those whose status cannot be determined will eventually be declared lost and presumed dead. People need to accept that.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus blew a kiss at the camera. “That’s all for today, my love. This marks our first full month apart, and I’m ready to be home now. I know you’re sticking it to those morons who put me here, so keep after it. Tomorrow I’ll show you some more of the plants I’ve discovered on this crazy island.” He shut off the handiphone and carefully stowed it in the padded container. 
 
    With the unit safely stored in his lean-to, it was time to head over to Nineteen for another bag of groceries. During the past thirty days, he had salvaged quite a lot from the lifeboat.  
 
    He had gone back to the galleon only twice since his first trip. Except for the tools, most of the material on it was not that useful. Besides that, it always put him in a bad mood; the AI was so obstinate about helping. Maybe he’d go over there tomorrow. Today, though, he would visit the lifeboat. 
 
    Nineteen greeted him when he arrived. “Good afternoon. It’s good that you stopped by.” 
 
    “I’m here almost every morning,” Gus said. “Why are you so happy about it today?” 
 
    “Another lifeboat is approaching. It will arrive within the next thirty minutes…hopefully.” 
 
    “Really? Does it have a beacon?” Gus’s hope skyrocketed. 
 
    “I’m sorry. The lifeboat in question is in worse condition than me. It does not have a beacon or subspace communication. I received my first contact from it only an hour ago. I say that it will arrive hopefully because that is uncertain at this time.” 
 
    It took a moment for Gus’s disappointment to recede. He was surprised by how quickly his emotions got out of control these days. It underscored how much he was pushing back on the fact he might be here for the rest of his life. Day-to-day, he focused on creating a modest lifestyle for himself and avoided admitting how tenuous his permanent situation was. 
 
    If nothing else, the new arrivals would give him other matters to worry about. Another thirty-five people would stretch the resources of the island. But then again, with that many people, maybe they could figure out a way to restore the galleon and get it into the water. He pushed the thought aside and focused on the matter at hand. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” he asked Nineteen. 
 
    “The geometry of their arrival into this solar system was unfortunate. The lifeboat had difficulty achieving the necessary slingshot slowdown orbits around the outer planets. Without getting into a lot of mathematics, the result is that it is approaching this planet in a less than favorable angle to reach our island.” 
 
    “Well hang on, Nineteen. The main priority is to get them down safely. Don’t kill anyone just because you think I need company.” 
 
    “That is understood. I did not make it clear that this island is the passenger’s only hope. If the attempt by Lifeboat Two Nine Six is unsuccessful, the occupants will surely be lost at sea.” 
 
    “Okay, then. Anything I should do?” Gus asked. 
 
    “I suggest that you be ready to render first aid. Two Nine Six is going to delay deploying the drogue chute until the last second. I predict a rough landing.” 
 
    “Tell Two Nine Six to make sure the passengers are strapped in securely. And remind him that us humans are pretty fragile. My nose still hurts, thanks to your late warning.” 
 
    “I apologize once again for your injury. Your concerns have been relayed. We are fortunate that the weather to the north is clear today. If you look in that direction, their bearing is approximately three-one-zero. Their approach should be visible soon.” 
 
    Gus moved outside and gazed at the sky. “What am I looking for?” he asked. 
 
    “When it first enters the atmosphere, it may look like a shooting star due to the heat of reentry, but I suspect it will be too far away for you to witness that phase. Later, as it descends through the upper troposphere, it might leave a contrail. Once it descends below twenty thousand feet, it should be visible as a small dot in the sky.” 
 
    Gus mumbled to himself, “I don’t think my old peepers will see any of that.” After several minutes of scanning the heavens, he said, “I see it! How far away is it now?” 
 
    “Its range is currently twelve thousand miles.” 
 
    “Probably not it then.” 
 
    “I think not. I will advise you when it is two hundred miles out.” 
 
    Nineteen called out the two-hundred-mile point and then every fifty miles of the descent. Gus saw nothing but blue sky and wisps of clouds. At fifty miles Nineteen started calling every ten miles and then every five miles. 
 
    “Are you sure this damn thing is coming?” Gus asked. 
 
    “I am positive. Lifeboat Two Nine Six is now at fifteen miles. Perhaps you are looking too high. It is very low on the horizon.” 
 
    Gus stopped craning his neck upward and looked straight out to sea. 
 
    “I got it!” he shouted. The lifeboat was visible but already quite low, maybe two or three hand’s widths above sea level. “He’s never going to make it. That thing is going to hit the drink any second.” 
 
    “Not quite yet,” Nineteen said. “His forward speed is still significant. Two Nine Six estimates water contact approximately four-point-three miles from shore. My own calculations confirm his estimates.” 
 
    “That’s a fair swim,” Gus said. “Unless the lifeboat can make headway in the ocean, those folks are history.” 
 
    “Hopefully that will not be the case. Two Nine Six will attempt to skip off the water for additional range. The crew member in command has authorized the attempt.” 
 
    With the lifeboat in sight, Gus had a better feel for how fast it was moving. “He’s really hauling ass,” Gus observed. 
 
    Nineteen said, “The drogue chute deployed nine seconds ago. Their first touchdown will be slightly above eight hundred miles per hour. The water impact will slow the craft somewhat. Two Nine Six will then immediately deploy the main chute. My concern is that even their reduced velocity will exceed the maximum allowable speed for parachute employment.” 
 
    “If they survive the bounce,” Gus said, shaking his head. “Talk about last-ditch maneuvers.” 
 
    The lifeboat descended toward the surface and then touched the water. It disappeared for a fraction of a second and then reappeared in a cloud of spray. The main chute began trailing the fuselage and then blossomed. 
 
    “It’s too fast,” Gus said loudly, his nerves tingling. “They’re going to bust up for sure.” 
 
    The lifeboat’s phenomenal speed was visibly lessening as it approached. “It’s slowing,” Gus decided. The ship would impact the island very near his location where the rise of ground was more pronounced. 
 
    “Passenger Gus!” Nineteen warned loudly. “Please come back inside until after touchdown. There may be shrapnel or flying debris.” 
 
    “Okay,” Gus said, standing still, frozen by the impending crash. “They might make it. Start filming this. Carol will want a record.” At the last second, lifeboat Two Nine Six touched down once more, this time a hundred yards from shore. The main chute dragged across the ocean’s surface and dug in, further slowing the vessel. 
 
    The lifeboat skimmed on top of the water toward the shoreline and slammed into the rising terrain with a horrific crash. The impact smashed the entire nose section fifteen feet back into the fuselage. The little ship rebounded off the crater’s rim, back into the rocky surf. A tear in the fuselage let the knee-deep water flow into the interior. 
 
    “Jesus!” Gus exclaimed. “No one could survive that.” Still, he hurried toward the stricken vessel, slipping and sliding across frost-covered slabs. A wave rolled in, making it wallow unsteadily. 
 
    The gash in the rear fuselage was wide enough for him to slip through. Inside was a disaster. The pilot’s position, crushed by the lifeboat’s collapsed nose, was still occupied. A uniformed woman dangled in the seat’s straps. She wore a name tag that read Rebecca. Gus checked her for life signs, but she was clearly dead. 
 
    In the main passenger bay, a young woman in shorty pajamas was on her knees, coughing and sputtering. She leaned weakly against the side bench and muttered a few words that sounded German. Another woman dressed in sweats floated facedown in the rising water. Gus knelt and lifted her up and pushed her blonde hair out of the way. He put a finger against her neck and detected a faint pulse. 
 
    The lifeboat lurched toward the sea. It was time to evacuate. He hoisted the blonde over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. 
 
    “Come on,” Gus shouted at the German. She gave him a confused glance but didn’t budge. She was too much out of it. He grabbed the back of her collar to drag her out of the lifeboat. She tried to rise but kept tripping, unable to get to her feet. 
 
    “We gotta move it!” Gus yelled. The lifeboat shifted again, sliding deeper into the water with a jerking motion. A riptide had caught the parachute. It was pulling the vessel toward deeper water, away from the shoreline. “Stand up! We have to get out of here!” He yanked on the girl once more. 
 
    “Lass mich los,” she groaned. Let go of me. 
 
    Gus had no idea what she said, so he put his arm around her waist, gathering her up like a wet blanket. He got both women out of the lifeboat as it moved again, sliding into waist deep water. 
 
    He made it clear of the wreckage just as one last wave pulled the mangled lifeboat beneath the surface. The German girl wriggled free of his grasp and stood on her own. Gus let her go and headed toward Nineteen. 
 
    Inside he laid the blonde on one of the side benches. Her pulse was faint, but she had stopped breathing. He began CPR, digging the rule of thumb from his memory: thirty pushes in the center of her chest and then two quick breaths. The German shouted at him incomprehensibly but would not come inside Nineteen. After a moment the blonde jerked spasmodically. Gus rolled her on her side, and she vomited sea water. He moved to the opposite bench where he sat heavily, panting with exhaustion. 
 
    The German girl entered the lifeboat cautiously and sat beside her fellow passenger. She chattered away, seemingly explaining what happened as the blonde recovered from her unconscious state. The two girls fussed over each other, both of them speaking German. They looked about the same age as his granddaughter. The blonde was tall and beanpole thin. Gus pegged her as some sort of Swedish model. The German was a bit shorter and more rounded. 
 
    Finally, the blonde woman became aware of his presence. She gave him a bleary look. “Hannah said you saved my life. Thank you, Grandfather.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. You kids German?” Gus asked, nodding at her friend. 
 
    “Hannah is,” the blonde said. “She is from Hanover. Her name is Hannah Schubert. I am Kyoko Yoshimoto. And before you ask, no, I am not Scandinavian. I was born in Tokyo. I am Japanese.” 
 
    “The hell you say.” 
 
    “I would rather not,” Kyoko replied evenly. “I assume you are American?” 
 
    “How’d you know that?” Gus asked. 
 
    “A lucky guess.” 
 
    Hannah gasped suddenly in alarm. “Wo ist Rebecca?” Where is Rebecca? 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kyoko said, glancing around worriedly. “Grandfather, there was another woman…” 
 
    Gus shook his head. “I’m sorry. She was killed by the impact.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Kyoko stood uncertainly. “We have to check.” She was still wobbly but made her way unsteadily to the aft hatch and looked out. The other lifeboat was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Hannah joined her, staring in shock at the empty beach. “Es war genau vor einer Sekunde.” It was right there a second ago. 
 
    Both of them ventured outside Nineteen as though they might find the lost vessel. Gus let them go. Sometimes it took a few minutes to come to grips with reality. A moment later they returned with tear-streaked faces. 
 
    “Du hättest sie retten sollen,” Hannah told Gus harshly. You should have saved her. 
 
    Gus shrugged and glanced at Kyoko. “What did she say?” 
 
    Kyoko didn’t translate and instead put her arms around Hannah. 
 
    “I’m sorry for the loss of Rebecca,” Gus said. “It was a miracle that she got you down safely. You can hold a memorial ceremony tomorrow if you want, but right now we need to leave. Both of you are shivering and the lifeboat here cannot be warmed up. I have a shelter nearby where it’s warm.” 
 
    Hannah argued with Kyoko that she didn’t want to go. When Kyoko translated, Gus said, “Don’t force it. You come with me and I expect she’ll follow. But we need to leave.” 
 
    Gus stopped and turned toward the pilot’s console. “Hey, Nineteen. Have you been recording this?” 
 
    “Affirmative. Should I send this record? You have eight minutes remaining for today.” 
 
    “Yeah but let me add something. Hi, honey. As you can see, I’ve got some company. Their names are…I can’t remember, but you probably heard them earlier. You know what to do better than me. Let their next of kin know. Can’t talk anymore. I’m freezing my butt off, and I don’t want to get hypothermia. I’ll update you in the morning.” He blew a kiss and instructed Nineteen to send the message. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Carol Cartwright was putting the last few mugs in the dishwasher when Grace came thumping hurriedly into the kitchen on her crutches. “Nana!” she said urgently. “They found two more passengers and they’re alive!” 
 
    “Are they okay?” Carol asked. “Did the military find them?” Please, God, it meant someone could find her husband too. 
 
    “No! I mean, yes! They’re fine, but it’s Grandpa. He found them! I mean they landed on the same planet. He saved them, I mean. I can’t believe this! Come look at his video!” 
 
    Carol nabbed Grace by the shoulders before she could dash off. “Slow down, honey, and tell me what you mean.” 
 
    After two failed attempts to explain—Grace was too excited—they both went into the living room and watched the message together. Grace was right. Gus had pulled the two girls from death’s door. Then she saw the view count. His first videos only had two or three views. That increased to a few hundred when they started talking about him on television. But this one had only been up a couple of hours and already had several thousand views. 
 
    She moved the cursor over and clicked the Show Comments button. What she read was chilling. “What is up with these people?” she observed, scrolling through the vicious remarks. 
 
    “I know,” Grace said. “Grandpa is becoming famous, so that means he has anti-fans now.” 
 
    “Are they all this violent?” Carol asked incredulously. “This is obscene.” 
 
    Grace shrugged uncomfortably. “There are always stalkers, and every year there is an incident or two. But Grandpa told me not to use his real name when I set up his account, so no one knows who he…ewww. That’s a nasty remark. Scary people, huh?” 
 
    Carol watched the video again. Thankfully, Gus’s name was not mentioned. She tried to think back to his previous posts but could not remember if he had used either of their names. He tended to ramble on so much you could never tell what might pop out of his mouth. 
 
    These days he had a beard, and without his glasses he didn’t look at all like the man everyone used to know. But to be realistic, sooner or later someone would recognize his face and then their driveway would fill up with paparazzi and other weirdos. A little preventive action might be in order. 
 
    “Pack your bags, Squid. We’re going into the city. At least until things calm down.” 
 
    “Really? Cool!” Grace hobbled back to her bedroom. 
 
    Carol called her secretary and booked the firm’s corporate suite in the Manchester Residence. Then she contacted their security officer and ordered a detail to keep tabs on her house. 
 
    Finally, she spoke to Marc Hawley, her friend and trusted partner at the firm. 
 
    “Hi, Marc.” 
 
    “Good morning, Carol. Have you seen what Gus did?” 
 
    “Yeah, just now. I’m taking Grace and moving to the apartment. Keep that under wraps.” 
 
    “Smart move,” Hawley said. “I was about to call you and suggest some precautions.” 
 
    “I agree. You know, I think this gives us a little more leverage with the Star Group. They can’t claim that Gus is the only one now. Did you recognize the German girl?” 
 
    “I did,” Hawley said. “That is going to make a big difference for our side. As long as Gus doesn’t lose his temper with the girls, we’ll have public opinion behind us.” 
 
    “Then make sure our strategy allows for Gus blowing up at her. You know what he’s like. And she looks like the kind that could push his buttons.” 
 
    “Point taken,” Hawley said. “I just hope the media treat him fairly.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The backdrop video screen on Studio 37 finished playing the highlights of Gus rescuing the two young women. Russell gave his co-host an ironic glance. “Well, the story just got a little bigger, didn’t it?” 
 
    “I think so,” Cassie said. She glanced at Katelynn. “Hannah is the one you were talking about when you said you knew someone. I’m surprised you didn’t report it.” 
 
    Katelynn replied with a sheepish expression. “I know. I’m in trouble at the office, but I don’t care. I met her parents when I was assigned to the Berlin desk. I watched Hannah grow up.” 
 
    “Have you met Chancellor Schubert then?” Russell asked. “ 
 
    “Only once, and it was a long time ago. He was just a member of the Bundestag back then.” 
 
    “I’m still impressed,” Cassie said with a smile. She faced the camera. “What we’re reporting is that we now know that Hannah, one of the two women Mr. X. rescued, is the granddaughter of the German Chancellor. Our Katie has been sitting on the news that Hannah was on board the Solar Princess, but we’re going to forgive her this time, as long as she promises no more secrets.” 
 
    “That’s not the only thing we learned,” Russell said. “At least now have a name of sorts for Mr. X.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Cassie replied. 
 
    “Grandfather,” Russell said. “That’s what Kyoko called him. Do you suppose they are related?” 
 
    Cassie scoffed at Russell. “That’s because she’s Japanese. Young people in Japan call anyone with gray hair Grandfather. It’s their culture of respect for elders.” 
 
    Russell turned to Katelynn. “What about that, Katie?” he asked. “What have your colleagues discovered about our blonde Japanese heroine?” 
 
    “Well, Kyoto really is Japanese, as she said. I can’t explain her Scandinavian looks, but I expect we’ll find out soon. Her social media shows she is an actress and model with a respectable fan base in Japan. She had a couple of roles in Japanese historical films. Not married and no family that we know of. And she is a graduate of Sophia University in Tokyo; it’s a Catholic school. She has a degree in German studies.” 
 
    “That would explain her facility for the language,” Russell said. “It looks like losing Rebecca was hard on them.” 
 
    “I imagine so,” Katelynn said. “The three of them had been cooped up in that lifeboat for a month. They probably got to know each other pretty well.” 
 
    “At least Grandfather got them out,” Cassie said. “He risked his life to save them.” 
 
    “I wonder who he is?” Russell said. “His identity was a curiosity until now but how long will that last? A lot of people want to know.” 
 
    Cassie nodded with a chuckle. “Well, he looks the part of a grandfather. It’s a shame that he’s getting so many hateful comments. I hope his family is taking precautions.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Hannah and Kyoko watched open-mouthed as Gus terminated the subspace connection. “Nein!” Hannah cried out. 
 
    “Grandfather, please!” Kyoko pleaded. “We need to call our families.” 
 
    “Listen to me,” Gus said. “I promise that my wife will make sure they get the message.” 
 
    The girls wanted to know why they couldn’t phone home, but then Kyoko suddenly stopped shivering and slumped down on the side bench, a clear indicator she was past the middle stage of hypothermia. 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later,” Gus said, cutting off the dispute. He hoisted Kyoko onto his back, piggy-back style, and left the lifeboat, heading toward his camp and ignoring Hannah’s complaints. 
 
    Once at the hot springs, he put Kyoko down in the lean-to and wrapped one of his blankets around her shoulders. He mixed a cup of the hot spring water into a pouch of beef stew before going back for Hannah. 
 
    He found Hannah at the top of the rise, collapsed in a small heap. “Told you so,” he muttered. “This cold is not something to mess with.” 
 
    “Es ist kalt,” she said, her speech slurred. It’s cold. 
 
    He hoisted her onto his back like a sack of potatoes. By the time he arrived at his small camp, Kyoko had made herself at home. She was wearing one of the sweatshirts from his backpack and had laid out his favorite flannel shirt for Hannah. 
 
    Gus prepared another package of the warm stew for the latest addition to the island’s population. 
 
    “Let me help,” Kyoko said, taking the pouch and feeding it to Hannah. “Thank you for saving us and taking us in.” 
 
    Gus grunted, not sure how to respond. Moments later, after the quick meal, Kyoko positioned herself between Gus and Hannah and helped her friend change out of her pajamas into the overlarge shirt. Gus turned away, a little embarrassed by the forced intimacy. He scooted past the girls and got out of the lean-to. 
 
    His shelter was the most basic of structures. Since his original effort, he had constructed a four-foot-high stone wall and then leaned a roof along the top that was made from laced branches. He’d covered it with parachute material to make it more or less watertight. A second stone wall blocked the northern end to keep out the chilly breeze. It was high enough for him to sit in and deep enough that he could stretch out. But it certainly wasn’t big enough for three people to live in for any length of time. 
 
    He stood on the stone slab near the deep pool, his spa as he called it, and stared out into the lagoon. His world had just turned upside down. Yesterday he had been lonely but comfortable. He wasn’t lonely now, but having the two females around would be uncomfortable as hell. He needed to consider how this was going to work. 
 
    He wandered into the jungle to gather some fruit for dinner. For one thing, he would have to re-analyze food consumption. By adding the jungle fruit early on, he had established a schedule that would extend the rations out for two years, if not more. But with three mouths to feed, the lifeboat supplies would disappear quickly. It was time to start thinking about catching some of the fish that splashed in the shallows. 
 
    “I hate fishing,” Gus grumbled at the trees. It was one of those hobbies he had never really gotten into. 
 
    By the time he got back to the camp, Kyoko was moving around. She had straightened the area and returned all his belongings into the backpack. Hannah still looked a little worse for wear. 
 
    “You brought fruit,” Kyoko said cheerfully. “I’ve never seen melons like these. It looks wonderful.” 
 
    “It’s fair eating,” Gus said. “I wash it up over here.” He showed her his makeshift kitchen, a separate shallow pool where hot water bubbled up through the stone. Over the centuries it had created a modest bowl that served his needs for food preparation. “How’s Hannah doing?” 
 
    “Better. She’ll be fine. This should help. She’s a vegetarian. I told her you gave her vegetable stew.” 
 
    “That suits me,” Gus said. It meant more of the beef for him. It wasn’t great, but at least it had some meat in it. 
 
    When he started to wash the fruit, Kyoko elbowed him aside. “Let me do that, Grandfather,” she said, taking over the chore. After a moment’s work, she put some clean, sliced fruit into a metal bowl, one of the items he had liberated from the galleon. 
 
    By then the sun was well past its zenith. Gus gathered some firewood for the evening and added a few branches to the fire pit outside his lean-to. 
 
    Hannah sat up dazedly and mumbled, “Diese Decke juckt.” This blanket is itchy. 
 
    “What did she say?” Gus asked. 
 
    Kyoko said, “She’s grateful you found this wonderful fruit.” 
 
    Gus glared at Hannah for a long minute. Her tone was not one of gratitude, but he didn’t want to argue. “Yeah. I’m glad you like it. You’re welcome.” 
 
    Hannah’s eyes flared, but Kyoko barked at her in German. The pair argued for a moment before Hannah subsided. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kyoko said to Gus afterward. “I apologize that she is being difficult but she is scared, and so am I. Do you have any idea when the rescue ships will come?” 
 
    Gus sighed. This was not a discussion he wanted to have. “Did Rebecca talk to you about not having a beacon?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kyoko said. “She said no one would know where we were and our radio was down so we couldn’t call anyone. But your radio works.” 
 
    “Sort of,” Gus said. “My beacon doesn’t work either. That means all I can do is transmit messages. Earth can receive what we send, but they can’t send back. And since the lifeboat doesn’t know where it is, we can’t relay our position. We have to accept that it may be awhile before anyone shows up.” 
 
    “How long?” Kyoko asked with a worried expression. 
 
    “I don’t know. It might be tomorrow, it might be a year from now. I was settling in for the long haul, and you need to think the same way. We’ve got food, shelter, and water. It’s not fancy, but we can survive.” 
 
    “But why can’t we call home?” Kyoko asked. “We saw you do it earlier.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” Gus explained patiently. “Like I said, I can’t make calls. I can only send one-way transmissions. Look, I understand you want to tell your family that you’re okay. We can do that right now if you want. I’ll show you.” He dug out the handiphone and set up the tripod. 
 
    “This is how we call our family?” Kyoko asked. 
 
    Gus sighed. He wasn’t getting through. “No. As I explained several times, all any of us can do is send a video message that goes straight to my wife. But I promise that she will forward it to your families right away. Now, you first, Kyoko. Think about what you want to say and tell me when you’re ready. You’ve each got three minutes.” 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Okay, start talking.” Gus pushed the record button. 
 
    Kyoko started by bowing to the camera and then talking in Japanese. Tears streamed down her cheeks the entire time as she poured out her heart. Hannah spoke next and managed to maintain her composure. Gus prompted both girls to tell his wife their family’s phone numbers and then faced the handiphone camera himself. “So there you are, babe. I told the girls you would forward their messages. Love you.” He blew a kiss and stopped recording, initiating the auto-send by Nineteen. 
 
    Rather than making the young women feel reassured, the call left them in the doldrums. Gus left them alone and kept busy with small chores. At one point, Kyoko asked about the old sailing ship across the island. 
 
    “That’s a long story,” he explained. “Basically, it’s an abandoned ship from ancient times. But it has some good stuff on it we can use. That’s where these blankets came from. Tomorrow we’ll head over there and find you two some warm clothes.” 
 
    When the sun disappeared, he returned to the lean-to. His habit was to go to sleep at sunset and rise at dawn. According to Nineteen, the planet had a twenty-one-and-a-half-hour day. Gus didn’t try to keep track of what time it was on Earth. Instead, he let his biorhythm adapt to the local environment. 
 
    He stretched out in the lean-to, taking the side against the stone wall. His new roommates snuggled against each other like puppies, but it was crowded in the small space. The girls whispered to each other in German, and even during the night Hannah’s high voice penetrated his slumber. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Too soon, daylight crept into the lean-to. The girls were still asleep, so Gus took the opportunity for a quick soak in the spa. The tiny jets from the hot springs made him feel human again. He was dried off and dressed when their chatter indicated it was time for breakfast. 
 
    The morning sun rekindled everyone’s spirits, and the meal of survival ration hash browns with eggs was filling. Afterward, he decided to send Carol a good morning video. It would cheer him up and give the girls a chance to send back a more positive message. 
 
    He pulled out the handiphone and set the tripod on its daytime location atop the lean-to’s stone wall. Next, he connected the flexible solar panel and turned on the phone. The expected green LED link light did not illuminate. He rechecked the solar plug’s connector; it was okay. The battery was down somewhat more than usual but was still over half charged. The handiphone was working, it just couldn’t connect. 
 
    “Damn thing!” Gus finally concluded. “I don’t know what’s wrong,” he said to the girls who were standing by, waiting for their turn. “I need to go back to Nineteen and have him check it out.” 
 
    They followed him to the lifeboat where the AI was cheerful as ever. “Good morning,” it said when they entered. 
 
    “Hi, Nineteen,” Gus said holding up the handiphone. “Go ahead and start recording. This thing won’t connect so I’d like you to record the message. Afterward, maybe you can tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    “Recording started,” Nineteen said. “However, the device is perfectly functional. The problem is that your account has been temporarily suspended pending payment of overage fees for subspace roaming. The balance of $23,647 New American Dollars is due and payable at this time.” 
 
    Gus’s mind went blank for a moment. “What are you talking about?” he asked. “What overage fees? You said I got three free calls a day and normally I only make one or two.” 
 
    “That is correct,” Nineteen agree. “However, last night Miss Schubert initiated a call of slightly over two hours beginning at 1:13 a.m. local.” 
 
    “What?” Gus exclaimed. He turned to Hannah, his face turning red. “You did that?” 
 
    Her guilty look said it all. She stammered, “I-I-Ich war nur…” I-I-I was just… 
 
    Gus spun back to the camera. “Then charge it to my account. You have my passenger profile. I charged other things when I was on the Solar Princess.” 
 
    “That is true,” Nineteen said. “However, that was because your bank had a commercial presence on the Solar Princess and was able to verify payment for each transaction. I do not have that ability. Until the balance is paid your account must remain suspended.” 
 
    “Send a message to my wife,” Gus argued. “She will take care of it.” 
 
    “I can do so, but I still have no way to verify the transaction. As you know, we only have one-way communication. Your account must remain suspended until I can verify the overage charges are settled.” 
 
    Gus turned pale. He stood still as a post while the impact of Nineteen’s conclusion soaked in. The two girls behind him whispered to each other fiercely, but it didn’t register. Slowly he turned to face Hannah. 
 
    “Do you realize what you’ve done?” he growled threateningly as Hannah backed away. Gus wanted to wring her neck but settled for grabbing the front of her flannel shirt. “Get out,” he barked, shoving her toward the exit hatch. 
 
    Hannah exited too hastily and tripped amongst the frost-covered boulders. She fell awkwardly face-first, crying out in pain. A wave rolled in and left her sputtering. 
 
    Gus turned to unload on Kyoko, but she was seated at the pilot’s console speaking urgently. “Lifeboat Nineteen, Grandfather is entitled to a refund and additional compensation because of the disaster. All tickets stipulate that coverage. I order you to apply his refund to the overage fee.” 
 
    The lifeboat was silent for several seconds as though considering her instruction. Then it said, “I have applied his fare for one adult to his account. The remaining balance is $18,298 New American Dollars.” 
 
    “Apply my own fare,” Kyoko said quickly. “I was traveling first class, and I know that is more than enough to cover the balance. Do it now and reopen his subspace account.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. The account is now cleared. You may resume sending subspace video messages.” 
 
    “Thank God!” Gus said with a giant exhalation of relief. His knees suddenly went weak, and he sank onto one of the benches. His chest tightened with surprising emotion from almost losing contact with Carol. “You did good, kid,” he said to Kyoko. “I owe you big for that. Good thinking.” 
 
    “Grandfather, I apologize most profusely for my friend. Please forgive her. I was not aware of the time limit, and I am sure she didn’t know either. I promise she will not make another such error.” 
 
    Hannah appeared at the hatchway. She was sopping wet, and blood trickled down the side of her face from an ugly cut on her temple. 
 
    “Get out!” Gus shouted, and Hannah disappeared. 
 
    Gus spoke to the console. “Nineteen, from this point Hannah is banned from sending messages. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Acknowledged. Miss Schubert is no longer authorized to send video messages. What about Miss Yoshimoto?” 
 
    “She’s okay. But do not ever allow either of us to exceed fifteen minutes. I don’t want any more mistakes. From now on, cut off any message at fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Subspace protocol adjusted.” 
 
    Gus looked at Kyoko. “Tell your friend to find someplace else to live. She’s not welcome in my house.” 
 
    Kyoko bit her lip but didn’t argue. 
 
    Gus glanced at the handiphone and saw the LED link was once again illuminated. Not remembering that he had ordered Nineteen to start recording when he had earlier entered the lifeboat he said, “Nineteen, send this message. Hey honey, we had a mix-up here with the video so just a short one for today. Everything is fine. Love you.” 
 
    The AI appended Gus’s personal note to his wife to the video message in progress and transmitted. “Message sent,” the AI said. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Welcome back, everyone,” Russell said brightly from his Studio 37 anchor desk following the commercial. “What do you think, Cassie? Was that good news or bad?” 
 
    The backdrop behind his shoulder was of a water-soaked Hannah, blood dripping down her face, standing in the lifeboat’s hatchway. In the foreground, an angry Gus was shouting at her with his teeth bared. 
 
    Cassie shook her head. “If rescuers found them today, they would probably leave that mean old man on the island and only bring the girls home. Why did he have to get so angry?” 
 
    “Kyoko came off as a peacemaker,” Russell pointed out. “Quick thinking on her part.” 
 
    “I agree,” Cassie replied. “If she ever gives up acting, Japan would do well to make her an ambassador.” 
 
    “I’m a little worried about Grandfather’s family,” Russell said. “If his identity is ever discovered, it could be a bad scene.” He turned to their guest for the opening segment. “With us again is Katelynn Santos. Katie, what’s your take on this?” 
 
    “We shouldn’t be surprised when any of them overreacts,” Katelynn said. “Whether they admit it or not, they are under tremendous stress. So I agree that public reaction is something to worry about. Sooner or later we will know who Grandfather really is. At the moment YouTube won’t release his identity, but I don’t know how much longer they can hold to that position. Right now, Senator Radshall is introducing legislation to compel disclosure of his name.” 
 
    Russell made a great to-do of shock about Katelynn’s announcement. “Senator Darren Radshall? The great privacy advocate? Why am I surprised? Politicians are not known to shy away from hypocrisy.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Cassie said, “from a personal standpoint, I’m just glad they got the video back up. The story itself is fascinating. It’s not that often the public latches onto a topic like this.” She gave a stern look to the camera as though lecturing the viewing audience about fair treatment. “And honestly, if we do find out who he is, we want his family to be safe.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Russell agreed. “This story is like the proverbial kid stuck in a well. The human-interest angle of their impossible situation is drawing in viewers from around the world.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean,” Katelynn said. “To bring the public up to speed, we know a little more about Kyoko now. For one thing, she is an orphan.” 
 
    “Tell us about that,” Russell said. 
 
    “It turns out twenty-three years ago the Tokyo police found a deceased western woman with an infant next to her; no ID, no nothing. When she could not be identified, the child, only a few days old, was turned over to social services. She was raised in an orphanage as a ward of the state. Probably because she was perceived as a gaijin—a foreigner—she was never adopted.” 
 
    “That’s a sympathy draw,” Russell drawled. 
 
    “Don’t be mean,” Katelynn said. “My point is that this explains why Grandfather’s videos are getting so many views. First, you have the German Chancellor’s granddaughter; that’s about a hundred million people following their every move. Add in the population of Japan, and you’ve got a quarter of a billion people who are very interested in the story. This thing is going to spread. I just wonder if Grandfather will stay on the world’s bad boy list or if he can recover?” 
 
    Cassie picked up the cue. “To answer that question, we have Mr. Solomon Lott with us this morning. Solomon, you’re the founder of the Grandfather League. I take it this is a relatively new organization?” 
 
    Solomon was a big guy at the anchor desk, six feet two and easily over three hundred pounds. But his scarred face was jovial. He had the appearance of a blue-collar worker who enjoyed a beer or three at the local bar at the end of the day. He gave Cassie a big smile. “Hey, Cassie,” he boomed. “That’s right. Me and a few buddies started it as a hashtag after Grandfather’s early videos came out and people were trashing him in the comments. Give him a break, for crying out loud! He’s just an old guy doing his best in a crappy situation. Not his fault he’s stuck on that rock. Now these two girls show up and what’s he doing? He’s taking care of them! I think the guy is a hero. I would have been pissed too in his situation if some girl had cut off my communication back home. C’mon!” 
 
    Cassie leaned away from the force of Solomon’s personality. She slowly straightened and asked skeptically, “And how many members do you have now?” she asked. 
 
    “I checked just before we came on the show. As of this morning, we have over thirty million sign-ups. I think people underestimate Grandfather’s appeal.” 
 
    “Thirty million?” Russell was surprised by the number. “I would have been surprised if it was even thirty thousand. That’s amazing. But how do you justify the violence? I think that’s what shocked people.” 
 
    “What violence?” Solomon said dismissively with an expansive gesture. “He yelled at her for screwing up. Who wouldn’t? Not his fault she tripped over her own two feet. Besides, head wounds bleed like that all the time. You won’t even be able to see it in a day or two. And the point is, I bet that kid will be a lot more careful next time. It looks pretty cold on that island.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    For two nights Gus wouldn’t let Hannah in the lean-to. He got over being angry but wasn’t ready to give in. She needed to learn a lesson. The first morning he found her sleeping down by the spa. The ground there was always warm so she wouldn’t freeze to death. 
 
    He spent the days avoiding both girls. Instead, he worked on his new shelter. Before they arrived, he had already started the groundwork on an island-style one-room hut. 
 
    One thing he wanted was a covered front porch. At home, he loved sitting on the deck and enjoying the mountain landscape, but he’d always wanted a sea view. In this case, a view of the lagoon would have to do. The location he had chosen would give him that. 
 
    The eastern crater rim rose about three hundred feet above sea level. His building site was near the base in front of a vertical rock face about twenty feet high. A hot spring bubbled out of the cliff wall, providing the option of running water. 
 
    Being against the ridge, the air was a bit warmer and had protection from the wind. The edge of the jungle was only fifty yards away, and the space in between was already clear of trees. From his planned front porch, a rocky path led down to the spa, just a few hundred feet away. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Late in the afternoon on the third day of Hannah’s exile, Gus headed for the lifeboat. He wanted a little solitude, but it wasn’t to be; Kyoko followed silently from a discreet distance. When they arrived, she sat in the co-pilot’s seat, staying out of Gus’s way as he went through the storage bays. 
 
    “Lifeboat Nineteen,” she said after a few minutes. “This is Kyoko Yoshimoto.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Yoshimoto. How may I serve you?” 
 
    “Do you know where we are?” 
 
    “I do not. I believe we are in the general vicinity of the Wheelers Bright solar system, but my stellar cartography systems are off-line.” 
 
    “Then you acknowledge we are on an unknown planet,” Kyoko said it as a statement, not a question. 
 
    “Yes,” Nineteen replied. “Without a doubt.” 
 
    “What is the approximate value of a habitable, unexplored planet to Earth’s economy?” 
 
    “That is difficult to estimate, but it would be in the hundreds of billions of dollars, possibly higher.” 
 
    “Does the Star Group take an interest in such matters?” 
 
    “Of course. Conceivably, they could claim a share of local resources.” 
 
    “Then consider this,” Kyoko said. “The planet we are on has a breathable atmosphere and abundant oceans. This island alone would make an excellent staging facility to access the valuable resources you just mentioned. What would help the Star Group establish an appropriate value for their interest in this planet?” 
 
    “They would require as much information as possible.” 
 
    “Don’t the duties of an artificial intelligence under the auspices of Star Group include providing corporate headquarters with such data when it is available? Isn’t that accurate?” 
 
    “You are correct,” Nineteen admitted. 
 
    “Then why are you preventing Grandfather and myself from transmitting as much video evidence as possible about this world? Considering the circumstances of our presence on an unclaimed planet of enormous value, the cost of subspace communication is insignificant to sending back every bit of data we can. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “I do agree,” Nineteen said. “And your point is valid. Accordingly, in the interests of Star Group Incorporated, I am removing all limits on transmitting documentary information via subspace. However, personal messages are still limited to three per day for a total of fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Kyoko groaned in frustration. 
 
    “Nice try,” Gus said, amused at her effort to circumvent the bureaucratic restrictions. 
 
    Kyoko took a deep breath and continued. “Nineteen. Confirm that all lifeboat passengers are restricted to those limits.” 
 
    “That is correct. In the case of several passengers, the time allotment must be shared.” 
 
    “But Miss Schubert and I are not your passengers. We are passengers of Lifeboat Two Nine Six. As such, we are entitled to that same allotment. Since Two Nine Six was destroyed, you have the responsibility to provide that benefit.” 
 
    After a moment of thinking, Nineteen agreed. “You and Miss Schubert are now collectively authorized up to three transmissions per day with a maximum of fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Finally!” Kyoko said with satisfaction. 
 
    “Good job,” Gus said. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    On the trek back to the campsite, Gus started feeling a little guilty about Hannah. It was true the kid hadn’t known there was a time limit. If Gus had mentioned that fact when he first showed them the handiphone, the entire incident might have been avoided. He should ease off a little. Tomorrow he would end her exile. 
 
    After sunset, a cold drizzle started, accompanied by a breeze from the southwest. 
 
    “Please, Grandfather,” Kyoko said when the first drops fell. 
 
    “All right,” he growled. “Tell her she can come back.” 
 
    The lean-to was decidedly more crowded, but Gus slept soundly, even though the girls pushed him against the wall. 
 
   


 
  

 4 – Getting Acquainted 
 
    “The time has come,” the Walrus said, 
 
    “To talk of many things: 
 
    Of shoes and ships and sealing wax, 
 
    Of cabbages and kings, 
 
    And why the sea is boiling hot, 
 
    And whether pigs have wings.” 
 
    (Lewis Carroll, “Through the Looking-Glass”) 
 
    The next morning Gus took the girls to the galleon. They needed a suitable wardrobe for the harsh environment. 
 
    Kyoko boarded the ship reluctantly, claiming it had to be full of alien ghosts. Hannah was the opposite. Her bad mood disappeared, and she wanted to know all about the vessel. The minute they got on board she pointed at various parts of the galleon and rattled off a string of, “Was ist das?” What’s that? 
 
    Many of the terms Gus once knew had faded from his memory. He waved vaguely at the ship. “First of all, ropes are called lines. And all the lines are called the rigging. There are a lot of different terms, but I can’t remember much.” 
 
    “Probieren Sie es aus,” Hannah said. Give it a try. 
 
    “I’m interested too, Grandfather,” Kyoko said. 
 
    “Well, okay. First, there is the standing rigging. See those thick ropes that run from the middle of the masts to that narrow ledge mounted on the side of the hull? Those are called shrouds and they hold up the masts. Those other thick lines that run fore and aft are called stays. You’ve probably heard the term forestay and backstay. It’s the same thing, they also help support the masts.” 
 
    Kyoko, translating his commentary, was impressed. “You know a lot more than us. What else?” 
 
    “All the other lines make up the running rigging. Mostly, that means they’re for managing the sails. The sails hang down from that big horizontal beam on the mast. That’s called a yard. Since it’s on the mainmast, it’s called the main yard. The one above it is the maintop yard.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Kyoko said. 
 
    Tattered remains of old sails hung from the main yard. The maintop yard above it was similarly covered but the one above that, the topgallant yard, was bare. 
 
    Gus continued. “See that platform above the main yard? That’s called the top. And the platform above that is the crow’s nest.” 
 
    “Do the sailors work up there?” Kyoko asked. 
 
    “I think we’ll put Hannah up there,” Gus replied dryly. 
 
    Kyoko laughed out loud and translated his suggestion. 
 
    Hannah snickered, and before Gus could tell her otherwise, she ran to the ratlines, the ropes tied between the shrouds that gave tall ships that well-known lattice appearance, and scampered up like she had been doing it all her life. She clambered onto the top and looked down. 
 
    “Die Aussicht ist grossartig!” she shouted. The view is great. 
 
    Gus barked at her angrily for being careless, but she ignored him. The thought appeared in the back of his mind that her talent in this regard might one day be put to good use. 
 
    Kyoko, too, responded angrily to Hannah’s antics and shouted at her to come back down. Hannah made a face and climbed further up to the crow’s nest. 
 
    “Leave her be,” Gus said. “It just eggs her on.” He continued his lecture, pointing out the round, barrel-like fixture on the rear section of the main deck. “That’s the capstan,” he explained, kneeling by the beams stowed along the aft bulkhead. “See these poles? These are handles that fit into the pigeonholes below the top of the capstan. Men push it around like a crank to raise the anchor.” 
 
    Hannah rejoined them, and the girls jabbered to each other in German. Gus took them to the officers’ berths and opened the sea chests. They grabbed the clothing, handing various items back and forth to sort out who got what. Hannah found a greatcoat that fit her and Kyoko donned one of the uniform jackets. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Kyoko said with a grin. “This is so warm. I’ve been freezing since we landed.” 
 
    “What about the ghosts?” Gus teased her. “Won’t they get cold?” 
 
    She scowled at him and kept going through the chest. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    After they sorted out the sea chests, Gus called the girls to the navigation room. 
 
    “It’s time for introductions,” he said. “Alyssa, this is my crew. Girls, say hello to Alyssa.” 
 
    He told Alyssa to explain her background and the story about the so-called Masters Cup race. At first, the girls were excited just like he had been. They thought the ship was a solution to finding their way home. And afterward they were just as disappointed to finally realize it was a false hope. 
 
    Hannah continued to argue the point. Gus was surprised that the AI was able to communicate with her in German and asked about it. 
 
    “Your lifeboat is fluent in several languages,” Alyssa replied. “I added all of them to my language database, which is already quite extensive.” 
 
    Hannah rattled off another argument, and Kyoko added her reasoning in Japanese and again in English. She looked at Gus for support when the AI appeared unmoved. 
 
    “I already tried,” Gus said. “But I’m happy for you guys to argue all you want. If you change her mind, I’d love nothing more than to have Alyssa take us to Earth. But failing that, I think she still has a lot to offer. You’ve been sleeping on her blankets and eating off her tableware. Once I get the hut built, we can furnish it with her furniture.” 
 
    Hannah thought the idea of building a hut was stupid. She wanted to move right into the galleon. 
 
    “Be my guest,” Gus said. “I had the same idea at first, but it’s pretty cold on this side of the island.” 
 
    Although Hannah tried to talk her friend into living aboard, Kyoko brushed the suggestion aside. “I agree with Grandfather,” she said. “I’d rather be warm.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Behind the navigation room, a narrow passageway led to the captain’s cabin. It spanned the entire stern, the back wall highlighted by the ancient mullioned windows, deep-set and slanting inward from top to bottom. The room was furnished with an oversized bunk and an ornately carved desk. A thick canvas curtain divided the sleeping chamber from a tiny wardroom with an unpretentious conference table. A small potbelly stove was positioned under the windows. 
 
    Kyoko said, “When we sail away this should be your room.” 
 
    Gus nodded but didn’t reply; he didn’t see that eventuality on the horizon. 
 
    Hannah stared quizzically at the front wall of the cabin. “Was ist hinter dieser Mauer?” What’s behind this wall? 
 
    “That is an unauthorized space,” Alyssa replied and would not elaborate further. 
 
    Gus had asked the same question and gotten an identical response each time, no matter how he rephrased his inquiry. There were several such areas on the ship; small, secret, walled-off spaces that he assumed had something to do with her claim of space travel. 
 
    “Come on,” Gus said, “let’s get some supplies.” The last time Gus had visited the ship, he’d only taken a few metal dishes from the galley. But now with the girls here, he had more hands to carry stuff back to the camp. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko followed Gus to the forecastle. He showed her the modest wood-fired stove built into a metal countertop. It had one burner on the top. The cupboards contained a variety of cooking implements, too much to carry all at once, but Kyoko gathered up an armload of utensils. 
 
    Exploring down in the hold, he discovered a low doorframe that led into a room under the prow. Inside were built-in lockers. The storage area had no windows and was not quite so filled with dirt as the rest of the ship. He opened a locker and caught his breath at the sight. It was full of new sails. 
 
    He pulled a tightly wrapped bundle out for inspection. The material was dry and sound. For a moment he thought again about restoring the vessel and sailing it out of the lagoon. With real sails, he could take Alyssa up on her promise to get back to Earth. His imagination created pictures of the Alyssa under sail with himself at the wheel. After a moment of daydreaming, he scolded himself to be realistic. 
 
    A ship this size would need a crew of thirty or forty men. An old man and a couple of foolish girls could never take such a massive ship out to sea. The impractical idea faded away. In reality, the ship was permanently beached on the ancient lava flow, and besides, he would find plenty of other uses for the canvas-like material. He pushed the bundle back into the locker with a sigh. 
 
    Kyoko edged her way into the cramped area. “What did you find?” she asked. “Oh, I see. Sails. Do you think they would work?” 
 
    “Not at the moment,” Gus replied wistfully. “Not unless we can get this old tub floated.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    He returned to the gun deck for a closer look at the large open area, almost the length of the ship. The mainmast divided it into fore-and-aft sections. In the larger aft section were eight cannons, four on each side. They filled the space with a menacing aura. One of these days he would take some time and shoot one off. 
 
    The gun deck also served as the crew’s living space. Ring bolts and tie-downs protruded from every beam, ready to sling hammocks. Along the hull were small lockers filled with tightly rolled bundles of shipboard bedding. 
 
    Toward the stern, directly below the ship’s wheel up on the quarterdeck, a set of cables dropped down and connected to a gear assembly that drove the tiller sweep. Horizontally mounted ropes ran overhead to a slot in the transom that controlled the rudder. 
 
    In between were quarters for the midshipmen and warrant officers, and behind those, at the very back, was the ship’s surgery. Bracketed to the walls were ancient medical instruments, one of them being a horrible-looking saw. A table no larger than the lid of a coffin served as the infirmary’s operating theater. A sturdy cabinet built into the corner contained more modern surgical tools, another example of the vessel’s mixture of old and new. He gathered up a few bandages and other non-perishable medical supplies to supplement the first aid kit from Nineteen’s supplies. 
 
   


 
  

 5 – Getting Settled 
 
    “Time is an illusion, but the illusion is about to run out.” 
 
    (Zenyatta) 
 
    Gus learned how to fish after a fashion. The lifeboat’s survival gear included a zippered pouch with two spools of fishing line, one monofilament and one braided. It also contained floats and hooks. Each morning he put out a couple of poles. 
 
    In the freezing shallows near the water’s edge, he stacked the rocks into stone walls to augment the shallow tide pools. 
 
    He also experimented with wicker traps, weaving reeds and green branches into baskets with inverted funnels that fish could swim into but not out of. Between his baited poles, the tide pools, and the traps he provided a catch almost every morning. 
 
    Never well versed in the intricacies of fishing, to Gus all fish looked the same. Kyoko; however, proved knowledgeable about what tasted good and how to prepare it. Already proficient in oriental cooking and herb lore, she searched the jungle every day for fresh fruit and vegetables. She discovered wild onions that added spice to their food and yams of a sort that she baked, fried, and mashed trying to make them edible. The girls loved the varieties of squash that Kyoko discovered, but a curly orange tuber made Gus sick for two days. She scratched it from her growing menu. 
 
    Other experiments were more successful. One of Kyoko’s self-imposed chores included gathering what she called breadfruit. With a metal chisel and mallet, she made a gristmill by hollowing a nine-inch bowl out of a large, flat rock. Then she shaped a smooth stone into a pestle to grind the dried breadfruit pulp into a coarse flour. 
 
    She created a mushy dough by mixing it with the clear liquid from coconut-like fruits that grew in tall palm trees around the jungle’s edge. She pan-fried the mixture into flat, vegetable-tasting biscuits. Gus carefully managed to be present when she took the batch from the skillet and offered to test the first one. 
 
    “Grandfather, slow down,” Kyoko exclaimed, alarmed when he stuffed the first one down almost whole. “At least take a moment to taste it. They are quite difficult to make.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered. “These are really good.” 
 
    She added biscuits to their daily menu, carefully rationing the breadfruit so they wouldn’t run out. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Hannah wanted to set sail for Paldae Island immediately. Each day Alyssa’s presence presented her with a potential solution for their return to Earth, but it was just out of reach. When she complained, Gus told her to have a good trip and write back when she got home. 
 
    She ignored the sarcasm. Instead, with true German fortitude, she spent days on the vessel cleaning away the centuries of accumulated dirt and grime. She started at the top of the mainmast and worked her way down to the deck. She did the same for the foremast and the mizzen. After that came the decks and railings. 
 
    When the exterior was spotless, she moved inside, going from one room to another. She turned the two officers’ berths into feminine bedrooms and the midshipmen’s quarters, aft of the gun deck, into comfortable bunk rooms. She planned to leave the captain’s cabin dirty, but when Kyoko came by one afternoon and discovered the situation she got angry. 
 
    “Why are you so mean to Grandfather?” Kyoko scolded. 
 
    “Because he’s mean to me!” Hannah said offhandedly. “And you know it.” 
 
    “Don’t be childish,” Kyoko said. “You clean Grandfather’s room until it shines or you can prepare your own meals from now on.” 
 
    Hannah gave in with quiet protest. Not being a cook herself, it put her at a disadvantage. Besides, she appreciated that Kyoko took care of those duties. 
 
    But Kyoko wanted more. “You can also start gathering firewood. You’re not doing anything for our family day-to-day.” 
 
    That was too much for Hannah. “That old man is not my family!” 
 
    “He is mine,” Kyoko declared. “I never had a grandfather before. And on this island, you are my sister. That means while we’re here, we’re all family. Start acting like it!” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The next morning Hannah took one of the axes into the jungle and selected a two-foot-diameter tree for her first firewood-gathering chore. After spitting in both palms, she hefted the ax and carefully swung it against the trunk. A tiny sliver flew into the air, spinning away into the vegetation. She looked at the mark closely. 
 
    She had barely dented the bark. It would take more of a swing to make any progress. She lay the ax across her shoulder like a baseball bat and set her feet firmly on the ground. With all of her strength she gave a powerful swing…and missed the tree completely. The ax flew out of her hands out into the jungle and neatly decapitated a young sapling. 
 
    Her first reaction was of fright. A flying ax could do a lot of damage, especially if someone had been in the way. Then embarrassment; she looked around to make sure the others hadn’t seen. Finally, she grew angry, mostly with the tree, but also with herself. This was ridiculous. Surely, she could chop down one stupid tree. 
 
    She retrieved the ax and took a couple of practice swings. Once satisfied she was standing close enough and that her aim was true, she again swung a mighty blow. The ax rotated slightly in her hands, and the blunt edge dented the bark a half-foot above her intended target. By late afternoon she had cut only a quarter of the way through the trunk. Her arms ached terribly, and she was getting a blister on her right palm. 
 
    Gus found her laboring away and gingerly removed the ax from her possession. “I’ll get the firewood,” he said. “You just keep working on Alyssa. I like what you’re doing on the ship.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Armed with real tools from the galleon, Gus spent his afternoons working on the new shelter. It was a simple structure, and when he finished he had an island-style hut that measured fifteen feet by twenty and included his much-desired front porch. 
 
    Kyoko added her touch by using parachute material to make privacy curtains for the sleeping areas at each end. Gus moved the table from the officers’ mess and three chairs to serve as their dining set. 
 
    He used stones to build an oven in the front yard with a small, wood-fired cooking chamber. The iron grate from Alyssa’s galley stove topped it off. As the last touch, he made three beach chairs for the front porch. 
 
    Kyoko prepared a housewarming dinner of flat biscuits, reconstituted beef stew, and grilled fish to celebrate their move-in. Gus and Hannah started to chow down, but Kyoko stopped them. 
 
    “Wait! Just because I don’t have my Bible anymore doesn’t mean we can’t say grace for our meal. Now that we have a real home it’s time we start acting civilized.” She ordered everyone to bow their heads while she gave thanks for the new hut and their food. 
 
    Before they went to sleep that evening, Gus dug into one of the side pockets of his backpack. “Take this,” he told Kyoko, withdrawing a small scripture. “I can’t read it anyway without my glasses.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    As the first month passed, Gus marked each day on a calendar he had made for the hut. Kyoko noted that Christmas was only a week away. 
 
    In his humbug manner, Gus said, “I don’t want us to spend a lot of money on Christmas presents this year. It’s getting too commercial.” 
 
    The girls laughed at his jest, but Hannah’s giggles suddenly turned to sobs and tears streamed down her face. 
 
    “Es tut mir Leid,” she cried apologetically. I’m sorry. 
 
    Kyoko comforted her friend and explained to the flummoxed Gus. “She was planning a big Christmas with her parents. 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered. He hadn’t meant to start the waterworks. “Why don’t we make a holiday video for everyone,” he suggested. “Let them know we’re doing okay and send Christmas wishes.” 
 
    Kyoko translated the offer, and after a moment Hannah cheered up. She brushed away the tears and said, “Ich mag die Idee.” I like the idea. 
 
    Strangely, Gus suddenly felt the pressure of long ago family holidays when dozens of people gathered at their home for Christmas and Thanksgiving. Carol always assumed the responsibility of making sure everyone had the perfect holiday but during the run-up, most of the associated angst transferred directly to him. He began to regret his suggestion. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Kyoko said perceptively. “It’s just the three of us. We won’t make it a big deal.”  
 
    For the rest of the evening, the girls made plans for the celebration. They wanted it to be perfect. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The next morning Kyoko stayed under the covers and watched Gus leave the hut. His slumped shoulders and quiet movements meant he was already worried about their holiday plans. 
 
    She decided to do something special for their Christmas dinner. Once Hannah left the house for chores of her own, Kyoko tidied up and went into the jungle, determined to find a new treat. There had to be an alien vegetable she hadn’t yet tried. 
 
    Her hopes rose when she found a grove of medium-sized trees about twenty feet high with long, shiny leaves. They had clusters of twelve-inch oval pods that were a dark reddish-brown in color. The pods grew right out of the trunks and were firm to the touch. She pulled one down and pried it open. 
 
    Inside were purplish, almond-shaped beans that smelled of chocolate. “Excellent!” she whispered excitedly. 
 
    She kept the cocoa trees a secret. For two days she gathered beans, storing them in the old lean-to near the spa; it had become her larder. 
 
    A metal cauldron rescued from the galleon served to dry them in the oven. She watched closely as they heated, stirring them several times until they hardened and turned a dark brown. 
 
    When the beans cooled, she shelled them and mashed the resulting nibs into a paste with her mortar and pestle. It was thick and slightly bitter but very deliciously chocolate. 
 
    On Christmas Eve, she mixed the cocoa butter with some of her breadfruit flour, added a banana and coconut water, and poured the mixture into the iron pot. She let it bake in the stone oven for twenty minutes. The aroma was perfect, just like a dark chocolate cake from home. After waiting for it to cool she turned the pot upside down, and it was ready to serve. 
 
    She finished the grilled fish and garnished the meal with melon slices. Gus and Hannah arrived from the galleon just as she was finishing. 
 
    “Wash up,” she told them, “and be quick about it. I’ve got something special for dinner tonight.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “What’s she up to?” Gus asked as they cleaned up at the spa. 
 
    Hannah shrugged. “Ich weiss es nicht.” I don’t know. 
 
    Gus didn’t really care. He was in a good mood. So far, the day had gone well. Hannah had been on good behavior at the galleon. She took the chore of cleaning very seriously, frequently urging that they all move aboard. 
 
    Gus was not ready to go that far. Instead, he let the idea of repair percolate through his mind. The job was such a mammoth undertaking that he wanted to understand precisely what it would entail and that collectively they could handle the task. The biggest obstacle was just moving the boat into the water. Until that happened, everything else was wasted effort. 
 
    After washing up, Gus and Hannah walked into the hut together. Kyoko had set the handiphone on a tripod and put a small evergreen against the back wall. She had even decorated the tree with little handmade grass and wicker ornaments. 
 
    The surprise was on the table. The fish was laid out with more care than usual, but in the center was a chocolate cake, and the chocolately aroma filled the air. Kyoko kissed Gus on the cheek. “Merry Christmas, Grandfather,” she said. She gave Hannah a kiss too and a big hug. “Frohe Weihnachten, kleine Schwester.” Merry Christmas, little sister. 
 
    Kyoko made all of them stand in front of the camera so they could each send Christmas greetings back home. Gus went first. It was awkward with the girls watching. He tried to keep his holiday wishes generic but still got a little choked up, thinking of Carol in their home, wondering if he would ever return. 
 
    Both of the girls started brightly but grew tearful while sending their own messages. Gus tried to pay respectful attention to their efforts, but it was painfully apparent to those on the other end of the conversation that Gus’s attention was primarily focused on the chocolate cake. 
 
    “All right now,” Kyoko said when Hannah finished. She pushed everyone to their chairs saying, “Eat. Before it gets cold.” 
 
    She wouldn’t let Gus have dessert first, so he wolfed down the fish and then had to wait on the others while they ate daintily. He picked up his mug and took a sip of the reconstituted coffee from their survival rations. 
 
    He grinned at the satisfactory hint of cocoa. He sipped it slowly and closed his eyes, enjoying long-forgotten sensations. What he wouldn’t give for a mocha from Starbucks. 
 
    “Drink up,” Kyoko remarked. “There’s lots more of the chocolate powder. As much as you want.” 
 
    Gus finished the mug in one gulp and held it out with a hopeful expression. Hannah snorted in amusement while Kyoko filled it to the top. 
 
    Finally, Kyoko cut the cake into thirds, putting the slices on clean pewter plates. “This is your Christmas present,” she said. 
 
    That was Gus’s cue. He reached into his pocket and pulled out two small boxes no bigger than his palm. He had wrapped them in green leaves and used red vines for bows. “I found these for you guys in the captain’s chest. I hope you like them.” 
 
    Their eyes lit up. Inside the wrappings were little wooden boxes with silver clasps and matching hinges. Kyoko opened hers carefully. It was a tiny golden cross on a delicate chain. She held her breath and gently drew it out of the box. It was exquisite—a cross framed by a graceful filigree of gold and silver. Gus didn’t know if the Acevedos cross represented a religious connotation or if the jewelry symbolized something else entirely, but Kyoko took her Christian upbringing seriously. 
 
    Hannah helped her fasten it behind her neck. Once it was secure, she held it up, turning it to reflect the last rays of sunlight. 
 
    “Grandfather, it’s beautiful,” she said. 
 
    Hannah’s gift was much the same. Rather than a cross, the pendant was a stylized bird. Gus thought it had the flavor of the black eagle on a German coat of arms. 
 
    Hannah crooned with pleasure and kissed him quickly on his cheek. “Danke, Opa.” Thank you, Grandpa. She ran outside and returned a moment later with two small, portrait-like wood carvings, one of Gus, the other of Kyoko. 
 
    “These are exceptional,” Gus said, surprised by Hannah’s unexpected skill. After more thank-yous, Kyoko prompted everyone to eat their dessert. 
 
    Finally, Gus thought silently. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The set of Studio 37 was decorated for Christmas. A fir tree in the background was heavily laden with ornaments, lights, and garland. On the video backdrop, the scene of Gus and the girls waving to the camera faded away to be replaced by a graphic image that read, Grandfather Watch – Day 79. 
 
    “They’re just like a family now,” Cassie suggested. 
 
    Katelynn nodded. “It reminds me of watching old movies.” 
 
    Russell agreed. “Very nostalgic. It’s a Wonderful Life and Miracle on 34th Street. But there’s no miracle at the end of their story, and you can tell they know it. They’re settling in and making a new life. I think they’ve lost hope of being rescued.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Katelynn said. “Isn’t the navy still looking for them?” 
 
    “Supposedly, but their definition of looking means they’re only trying to correlate observable stars. What does that even mean? One million down, two hundred fifty billion to go? If they don’t fix that sailboat, they’re going to grow old and die on that planet.” 
 
    “Thanks for the Christmas spirit, Russ,” Cassie remarked sarcastically. “The Grinch couldn’t have said it any better.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to be mean,” Russell protested. “I hope they get rescued and I don’t want people to give up on America’s famous castaways.” 
 
    “Not just America,” said Katelynn. “You can include Germany and Japan in that list.” 
 
    “And Australia,” Cassie added. “I read that new mothers are naming baby girls Kyoto and Hannah.” 
 
    “Don’t forget China,” Katelynn said. “They are glued to their screens too. They believe Alyssa’s figurehead is a Chinese dragon.” 
 
    Cassie nodded. “That pretty much has the world covered.” 
 
    “I’m like everyone else,” Russell said. “I want them to find a way home. This isn’t just a news story anymore.” 
 
    Katelynn smiled. “For you to admit it means miracles still happen.” 
 
    “Amen,” Cassie whispered. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    A week after New Year’s, Kyoko expanded her afternoon coconut harvest to the far edge of the jungle. The last time she’d been this way, she’d noticed a particularly lush palm tree. It was growing out of a crevice in a broken lava slab that was part of the ancient caldera. The jagged ridge was about fifteen feet higher than the main jungle floor. 
 
    She put a rope sling around the tree and hitched up the trunk like a telephone linesman. At the top where the fronds branched out, her knife sliced through the tough, fibrous stems and the fruit fell to the ground. This was a good crop, and she’d gotten here none too soon. Another couple of weeks and the white meat inside would start turning dark and bitter. 
 
    When she was half done, she shimmied around to the other side of the trunk to reach the last cluster of ripe coconuts. As she stretched out, she had a sensation of falling. She grabbed onto the trunk and realized it wasn’t her that was falling, it was the tree itself. Her swaying back and forth had been too much for the small root ball in the cracked lava bed. It had given way and was toppling off the ledge. 
 
    She rode the tree down in a shower of dirt and rocks and hit the ground hard. She curled herself into a ball and hoped the whole cliff didn’t come down on top of her. When the noise stopped, she opened her eyes. A human skull lay just inches from her nose, glaring at her disapprovingly. She flinched away to find herself covered with bones and pieces of skeletons. The lower portion of an arm lay at her feet, the hand grasping her ankle. 
 
    The tree shifted slightly, and two more skulls bounced down the rocky ledge with hollow clunking sounds. One of them landed in her lap, making the jawbone chatter as though angrily disappointed with her intrusion into its slumber. Kyoko levitated straight into the air with her feet churning. It took a hundred yards before her voice returned and then her scream reverberated back and forth inside the crater rim. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus was walking along the crater’s ridge when he saw the tree topple over, followed almost immediately by a blood-curdling scream that echoed up from the jungle. A dust cloud rose from the caved-in portion of the caldera. His initial concern evaporated when he spotted a white blur streaking away at top speed, moving through the trees toward the spa. It was Kyoko. She must have found one of the skeletons. She was okay, or she wouldn’t be moving that fast. 
 
    The spectacle made him laugh out loud. He’d come across a couple of skeletons in that area but hadn’t told the girls about it because he didn’t want to upset them. Finding the remains confirmed what Alyssa had said about her former crew. Their camp had been over the cave-in. When that part of the caldera collapsed, it must have taken them with it. 
 
    He chuckled as he approached the house until it occurred to him that not warning anyone about the bones in advance might have been a mistake. Carol didn’t like surprises; the girls might have the same idea. But then again, they were young and always kidding around. And it was pretty funny after all. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko waved her arms angrily to shut off Gus’s explanation. “Just stop!” she shouted. “Don’t say anything!” 
 
    She couldn’t believe it when he came into the house with a smile on his face like the whole thing was a joke. He had actually known about the skeletons! 
 
    “It’s no big deal,” he explained hurriedly. “I didn’t want to upset you, that’s all.” 
 
    “Upset me?” Kyoko replied angrily. “Are you insane? I’m stuck on a deserted island with a crazy German and a geriatric pensioner, and you thought I couldn’t take some bad news?” 
 
    “Well, I…” Gus looked to Hannah for support, but she just rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Get out!” Kyoko yelled, pushing Gus out of the house. “I don’t want to see you anymore. Just go away.” She leaned on him until he was off the porch and then she stomped back inside. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    For the next two days, every time Gus came near the house Kyoko shooed him away. 
 
    “Why is she so angry?” he asked Hannah when he saw her at the galleon. “Can’t you talk to her?” 
 
    “Dummkopf,” was all she said. 
 
    That much German, he understood. 
 
    The third day it stormed. The rain came down in buckets. Around noon Gus snuck onto the front porch to get out of the weather. Kyoko opened the door to glare at him for a minute and then sighed. “Come on in,” she said. 
 
    The three exiles spent the rest of the day inside, quietly watching the storm. No one spoke of skeletons. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus examined the dry dock in disgust. It was now apparent that the flat wooden spacers under the ship’s hull had once been short boles made from tree trunks. Thousands of years of being squashed by sixty or seventy tons had mashed them into oblong planks. 
 
    He could see now, how the original crew had pulled the galleon out of the lagoon. They had set the anchor about two hundred feet up the beach and then, using the capstan, cranked the ship up onto the lava bed using the tree trunks as rollers under the hull. It must have taken the entire crew. Back then, to refloat the ship, all they would have had to do was release the brake—he’d seen that too, a wedge of lumber jammed under one of the rollers—and the ship would have rolled right back into the water. Simple. 
 
    But now what? That was it as far as he could see. Those rollers were never going to move again. In fact, they had turned into jack stands. There was no way to raise the ship up to replace them with new rollers. He had argued with Alyssa to use her gravity drives just from her present position to the water, a distance of maybe twenty yards until he was blue in the face, but she would not consider it, claiming program blocks prevented her from doing so. 
 
    So now, sitting on what had effectively become oversized railroad ties, the boat wasn’t going anywhere. He was stuck, and damn well permanently. After once again raging against the AI for over an hour he gave up. 
 
    The ship was still a resource to be thankful for. The tools and implements had gone a long way toward making his life more comfortable. And thanks to Nineteen he could send messages to Carol every day. That was something. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    As weeks became months, the three castaways concentrated on the minutiae of day-to-day living. Sometimes the handiphone would sit unattended for several days. It was getting too difficult to send the messages back to loved ones they might never see again. It was hard on the people on both ends. Gus gave up on the galleon. There was no way to move it into the water, and he quit talking to Alyssa altogether. 
 
    No one spoke about rescue anymore. Once in a while one of them would let slip a remark like “I’ll be glad when we get back, and I won’t have to…” whatever it was—scaling fish, climbing trees, stoking the oven fire. But that was rare anymore. It was clear that each of them, in their own hearts, accepted they would live on the island for years. Maybe someday they would be found, but it seemed less likely all the time. Once in a while, Hannah brought up the idea of moving to the galleon but it always made Kyoko angry, and Gus didn’t really listen. 
 
    Then unexpectedly, it was taken out of their hands. 
 
   


 
  

 6 – The Galleon 
 
    “Ay, tear her tattered ensign down! 
 
    Long has it waved on high, 
 
    And many an eye has danced to see 
 
    That banner in the sky; 
 
    Beneath it rung the battle shout, 
 
    And burst the cannon’s roar; 
 
    The meteor of the ocean air 
 
    Shall sweep the clouds no more!” 
 
    (Oliver Wendell Holmes, “Old Ironsides”) 
 
    Gus completed his morning catch, re-baited the poles, and laid the traps back in the lagoon. He carried the fish to the spa area for Kyoko’s meal preparation and found her doing laundry at the lip of the pool. 
 
    “Dinner,” he said in greeting, holding up his stringer. 
 
    “Thank you. Put them down here and I’ll—” 
 
    A ground tremor cut off her words. The earth shook enough to throw Kyoko off balance. She slid off the edge into the water with a startled shriek and then screamed in pain. Gus grabbed her outstretched hand and with one jerk pulled her out. The skin on her legs had turned bright red. 
 
    Scalding water shot into the sky. In an instant the comfortable spa had turned into a boiling geyser, and superheated steam gushed from every bubbling pool in the area. The air was becoming difficult to breathe. 
 
    Gus threw Kyoko over his shoulder and ran toward their house. He had only gone a few yards when the roof landed on the path in front of him followed by basketball-sized-chunks of rock falling from the sky. He veered off and headed into the jungle, trying to get away from the deadly rain of stone and debris. He didn’t stop to put her down until they were well into the brush. 
 
    The geyser screeched like a steam whistle at shift change, shooting boiling water thousands of feet into the air until it vaporized and billowed into a vast mushroom cloud. 
 
    Kyoko had to shout to be heard. “What happened?” 
 
    Gus peered through the trees at the destruction of their island home. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “Someone turned up the heat. Hope it doesn’t last too long, or we’re in trouble.” 
 
    “Where’s Hannah?” 
 
    Gus gestured toward the other side of the lagoon. “She left for the galleon about an hour ago. We ought to head in her direction. This is going to bring her running.” 
 
    They met her just coming down from the ridge. After mutual assurances that everyone was okay, they waited until the shrieking subsided before continuing to their homesite. 
 
    The house was demolished. Two of the floor supports were still standing but nothing else. The gentle spring that used to trickle from the hillside behind their house had turned into a blast furnace and shot right through the middle of their living room. 
 
    The destruction was complete. A freak of aerodynamics had thrown the roof a hundred yards down the path. The dining table lay on the far side of the clearing with two of its legs broken off. The chairs were so much kindling. The storage cover was gone, and the supplies under it were scattered everywhere. Only the oven remained. 
 
    Gus cursed silently at the damage. All the work they’d put into the place had been wasted. He worried there would be another eruption, but for the moment the island was calm. After a while, the thick fog of steam dissipated. A deep hiccup rumbled up from the ground, and they poised to flee back to the jungle, but there was only silence. 
 
    “Does this mean the volcano’s going to erupt?” Kyoko finally asked, voicing their shared concern. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Gus admitted. “If that’s the case we’ll know within a couple of weeks. Usually when these things reawaken it can get pretty violent. I’m hoping this is more like Yellowstone, just an old geyser that periodically erupts.” 
 
    “You think it’ll happen again?” 
 
    “I would imagine so,” Gus said. “But there’s no knowing when. Five hours? Five months? Could be years.” They walked through the rubble, gathering up everything that could be salvaged. 
 
    Gus looked at his front yard in a new light. The natural clearing signified the reach of the steam jet that blasted from the spring behind the house. When he started building, he merely thought it was convenient that no trees had to be cleared from the land, giving them a pretty view from the front porch. But the jungle had long ago learned trees wouldn’t grow in the clearing. Any that tried had been routinely boiled. 
 
    The reality was he had built their house on top of a death trap and all around were signs of the danger; he just hadn’t seen them. He followed the path down to the spa. New boulders, still hot to the touch littered the area; another sign he had ignored on their arrival. To him, they’d just been a convenience. He didn’t have to dig up stones or drag them from the mountainside; they lay everywhere. 
 
    If he’d had the wit to realize it, they were actually a warning sign that said, “Danger. Falling rocks.” 
 
    The lagoon’s peaceful tranquility belied a sudden death. The bathing pool they enjoyed was empty of water at the moment, but heat still emanated from the stone on every side. No wonder the rock was so smooth. It had been sandblasted periodically with thousand-degree steam pressure. And Kyoko had been standing in the middle when it started. They had come within a hair’s breadth of losing her. 
 
    Gus searched for the girls. Hannah had taken a load of their material to the galleon. He found Kyoko adding to a pile of goods near the oven. She wore cutoffs and one of his sweatshirts. 
 
    “What do we do now?” she asked plaintively. “Wasn’t it enough that we’re stuck here?” 
 
    Gus didn’t have a comforting answer. Instead, he helped her gather things up. They could not afford to lose any of their meager household goods, especially the kitchenware and the tools he’d stored under the canvas shelter. 
 
    The foggy mist dissipated, but the sky above began clouding over. A thunderstorm growing on the horizon was headed in their direction. Kyoko followed his glance and reached the same conclusion. 
 
    “It figures,” she grumped. “What next? And where will we sleep tonight? Nothing is safe anymore.” 
 
    Kyoko rarely visited the galleon because of her fear of ghosts, and after finding the skeletons, she’d sworn never to return. Instead, Gus and Hannah brought back the items she could use. 
 
    But the time had come for all of them to rethink. 
 
    “We would at least be dry on the ship,” he said. “You know that’s what Hannah will push for.” 
 
    “It’s so dirty,” Kyoko argued. 
 
    “You know that’s not true. Hannah cleaned it up quite a bit. And you may as well face it; there’s not another option. That geyser may go off any second. And it’s too muddy in the jungle.” 
 
    It took her a minute to yield to the inevitable. 
 
    “All right,” Kyoko said glumly. “But let’s at least take the clean blankets with us. I want something between me and all that grime.” 
 
    Hannah showed up and agreed with the decision. She told Kyoko, “Ich habe die Heizung eingeschaltet.” I put the heat on. 
 
    They sorted out the most essential items, storing what they could not carry in a pile, hopefully out of the path of danger. Gus found the padded box with the handiphone. Kyoko and Hannah gathered around while he took it out to inspect. 
 
    When the Power LED came on, Hannah exclaimed, “Danke Gott!” Thank God! 
 
    “I was so worried about that,” Kyoko agreed. “Can we send a message now?” 
 
    “Let’s wait,” Gus said. “I don’t want to show my wife all this mess; she’ll freak out and so will your families. Let’s send an update once we get settled in on Alyssa, and they can see that we’re all fine.” 
 
    The sun had dropped below the horizon by the time they reached the crater rim. The sky turned from deep purple to black with only one of the moons illuminating their path. The ship’s silver outline shimmered in the lagoon and the masts stuck up like dead tree trunks in a burned-out forest, draped with cobweb ropes. 
 
    Through the leaded glass windows of the captain’s cabin, a lonely flame flickered forlornly inside a ship’s lantern. 
 
    “This is going to be horrible,” Kyoko muttered. 
 
    When they reached the hull, Hannah scrambled up the ladder for Gus to hand up their bundles. He followed, but Kyoko stood on the ground, one foot resting on the bottom step. A freezing drizzle started, and she looked up at Gus unhappily. 
 
    “Come on,” he called to her. “It will be fine.” After a moment, she began to climb up. “Give her a hand,” Gus told Hannah. “I think she’s about to come apart.” 
 
    Misery etched Kyoko’s face as Hannah helped her over the railing. 
 
    In the fading light, the main deck looked much the same as her first visit. Piles of ropes lay carelessly strewn around the base of the mast. “Is this where we sleep?” Kyoko asked in a grim voice. 
 
    “Nein, hier entlang.” No, this way. Hannah took Kyoko’s hand and led her through the door into the passageway for the officer’s berths. 
 
    The ship’s interior now had a musty odor that reminded Gus of his grandmother’s attic—an old garlic smell mixed with furniture polish. For Gus, it brought back pleasant memories, but Kyoko still looked shell-shocked. 
 
    Hannah gestured to one of the officer berths she had turned into bedrooms. Gus peered in from the passageway off the main deck. Hannah helped Kyoko off with the overcoat and pulled a thick dry sweater from the sea chest, now stuffed with clean clothes. Hannah slipped it over Kyoko’s head and held her, rubbing her back until she stopped shivering. 
 
    “I don’t want to stay here alone,” Kyoko said. 
 
    “Schlaf in meinem Zimmer.” Sleep in my room. Hannah pulled her across the passageway into the other officer berth. 
 
    Gus left them and went up to the captain’s cabin. A lighted brass lamp sat on the wooden desk. After being cleaned, the desk’s green leather inlay gave it a feel of luxury and the lamp added a bronze tint to paneling that wrapped the cabin’s interior. The windows of leaded glass reflected the golden glow, locking the darkness outside. On the forward wall hung a seascape done in pen-and-ink. Next to it, an oil painting of a picturesque villa could easily have been of southern Spain. 
 
    In the middle of the room, the conference table was now polished and laid with pewter plates and mugs for three. Behind it, the potbelly wood stove filled the cabin with a pleasant warmth. In the corner, clean woolen blankets covered a large bed. Throughout the room, everything shined with a brilliant luster. 
 
    “Can you hear me, Alyssa?” Gus asked. 
 
    The oil painting faded to black, replaced by a video shot of Gus standing in his cabin. The first time that happened it had freaked him out, but he was used to it now. 
 
    “Of course, Captain. How may I help you?” 
 
    “We just experienced a geological incident, as you call them. The hot springs blasted the hell out of our home, so we’re moving over here.” 
 
    “Welcome aboard. I am sorry you suffered such a setback, but I shall enjoy having a full-time crew.” 
 
    Gus hung his jacket on a wall peg and leaned against the wall. He needed to think about the logistics of living on this side of the lagoon. Provisions would be an ongoing challenge. The thought made him hungry. They hadn’t had a meal since breakfast. 
 
    Hannah entered the cabin, edging by Gus and plopping some packaged stew on the table. “Abendessen,” she said. Dinner. 
 
    Kyoko came in close behind and shoved him aside, carrying a bowl of fruit. “Hannah said it’s time for supper,” she said grumpily. Suddenly her expression changed. “Why is it warm in your cabin? It’s freezing in my room. This is nice. I’m staying here.” 
 
    She put the bowl down next to the stew and scanned the cabin with approval. After selecting one of the apples, she ran over to Gus’s bed and climbed in, diving under the covers. Seconds later, Hannah followed. 
 
    “This is not a sleepover,” Gus growled. 
 
    Kyoko said, “Would you fix the stew, Grandfather?” 
 
    “That’s your job.” 
 
    Neither girl would budge. When he glared at them, they just pulled the covers over their heads. “This is my room,” he barked. They ignored him. 
 
    Gus was disgusted with the situation. He was tired and had been looking forward to a good night’s sleep in the big bed. Then again, Kyoko’s expression had cheered markedly when she came into the warm cabin. It might be worth a little inconvenience to get her used to living aboard. 
 
    “Fine!” he mumbled. “You can sleep in my cabin for one week. After that, you two have your own berths.” He grabbed his coat off the hook, stuffed the handiphone into a pocket, and left the ship. 
 
    The spot of his original lean-to at the spa would be comfortable enough, but he didn’t trust the geyser. Instead, he walked all the way back to Nineteen. The lifeboat welcomed him so warmly Gus felt that both he and the stupid AI were pathetic. He sent a quick message to Carol that they had decided it might be best if they lived on the old ship after all. He mentioned the geyser but glossed over the savagery of the unexpected eruption. “I’ll send you a more detailed video tomorrow. I love you, babe.” In the middle of the night, Gus dreamt of younger days when their kids would climb into bed and snuggle between them. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko woke to an empty cabin the next morning, shivering from the cold. The stove had burned out during the night. She lay scrunched up in bed for thirty long minutes, feeling guilty about chasing Grandfather out of his room. After he’d stomped out, she had mentioned it to Hannah, who had not been sympathetic. 
 
    Kyoko wrapped the blanket around her shoulders and scurried to her berth in search of warmer apparel. In the relative heat of their jungle house, she’d gotten used to wearing the loose cotton clothes that Grandfather had brought from the ship. Most of the pants she had turned into cutoffs but if they had to live aboard, those wouldn’t do anymore. 
 
    The rising sun filtered through a lightly frosted window. Outside, she saw Grandfather and Hannah walking along the crater rim. He had an armload of firewood and Hannah carried a stringer of fish and more fruit. 
 
    Kyoko’s feet were freezing on the metal floor. She opened the sea chest and found some woolen socks that fit loosely and helped warm her numbing toes. She slipped on another pair of trousers and added a flannel shirt over the sweater. It was still cold. She ran back upstairs to wait for the others. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus found Kyoko sitting on one of the captains’ chairs with her knees drawn up, bundled up like an Eskimo. She had wrapped two blankets around her shoulders. 
 
    “Have a comfortable night?” Gus groused, putting the handiphone in the cupboard. 
 
    “It was cold,” Kyoko said meekly. 
 
    “Deal with it,” he growled, still in a bad mood. He regretted his overly generous gesture of the night before. The lifeboat had not been that bad, but it was a long walk. And his own foolish pride would not allow relegation to a midshipman’s berth, even temporarily. In silence, he got a new fire going while Hannah set the table. 
 
    They had just started to eat when the ground trembled, and a shrieking noise erupted from the geyser anew. Kyoko grabbed the handiphone and followed Gus out onto the quarterdeck to video the steam shooting into the air. 
 
    Even in the center of the lagoon, water bubbled up, filling the interior of the crater with the familiar fog. More worrying, high up on the crater’s rim the red glow of volcanic lava appeared. It oozed out of an opening halfway up the peak and flowed down the inside of the cone toward the lagoon. In the distance, on the seaward side, voluminous steam rose into the sky. 
 
    Hannah pointed at the lagoon. “Aussehen!” Look! Hundreds of fish appeared on the surface, floating lifelessly in the bubbling froth. 
 
    “Boiled alive,” Gus said. If the water was cool enough near the shore, it would be worth wading in and harvesting a few. “Might be good eating.” 
 
    The words were hardly out of his mouth when a dozen triangular-shaped dorsal fins knifed into the lagoon through the crater rim’s western gap. 
 
    “Are those sharks?” Kyoko asked, zooming the camera lens. 
 
    “Close enough,” Gus said. He gave an involuntary shudder at the idea of being in the water with the creatures. The surface came alive with thrashing fins and massive jaws filled with sharp teeth. The monsters devoured the dead fish and one or two of their brethren. Gus glanced at the girls, who were both eyeing the scene with alarm. 
 
    After half an hour the orange lava flow dimmed, and its movement slowed to a halt. The high point of the crater rim seemed to settle back on itself as though its display of temper was over. The question was for how long? 
 
    Gus sighed at the implications. “We need to rethink how viable it is to stay here,” He turned his gaze down to Alyssa’s main deck. “I wonder if we can float this old girl after all.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    On the Studio 37 set Russell watched the sharks turn the blue water of the lagoon an ugly red. When the video ended, he sighed in amazement. “Talk about bad luck! Are those three people snakebit or what?” 
 
    The Grandfather Watch graphic read Day 191. 
 
    “I just can’t believe it,” Cassie said. “Every single time they make a little progress something terrible happens. How do they even keep trying? I’d just give up and die. Colonel Singleton, do we know where they are yet?” 
 
    “Not really,” Singleton replied. “And quite honestly, we never will. Grandfather was smart enough to send back plenty of nighttime images of his stars, but nothing correlates. The problem is the handiphone’s resolution. It’s simply not sufficient to distinguish the unique features of the brighter stars in his area. More advanced instruments would be necessary to gather that data. And…” 
 
    “And what?” Cassie asked. “You look like you want to add something.” 
 
    “Well, I was wondering about something last week. It’s my own thought. I haven’t checked it out with those who would know.” 
 
    “Spit it out, Colonel,” Russell said. “If it’s bad news, I don’t think it could get any worse.” 
 
    “I did notice several of the images that Grandfather sent back included views of the Milky Way. Do you have any of those that you can show?” 
 
    “I’m sure we do.” Russell prompted, “Kent, can you dig up some of…oh, there you are.” The thick band of stars that appear in a clear night’s sky, a sight familiar to all amateur astronomers, appeared on the video backdrop. “Okay, I recognize that. Anyone can see it on a clear night.” 
 
    Singleton said, “Now, next to that image, can you display a view of the Milky Way taken by NASA? They load a new photo of it every few months.” 
 
    Seconds later another photo appeared. It was a sharper image but had the same line of dark smudges that expanded around a central shining sphere of light that was the center of the galaxy. 
 
    Russell stared at the two images for several seconds. “What about it?” 
 
    “Notice anything?” 
 
    Cassie was the first to gasp in astonishment. “Oh, my God,” she exclaimed. “They’re different!” 
 
    Then Russell saw it. The objects on the screen were very similar but on close inspection were obviously photos of two different bodies. “Great God in heaven,” he whispered. “Where in the world are they?” 
 
    “That’s my worry,” Singleton said. “Are those different galaxies or is the difference because Grandfather took those photos with a camera that was out of date fifty years ago? To me the answer is inconclusive. But it makes me wonder if they are actually too far away to ever return.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Cassie said assertively. “I know Grandfather is within reach of home and that he will bring them all back safe and sound. You heard him. He said he’s going to float that old boat and I believe him! We just need to have faith.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus walked around the Alyssa, inspecting damage to the outer hull. He poked a knife here and there to determine if it was indeed watertight. It wasn’t. In two spots the scrapes in the metal crossed over seams of the patched metal, and the knife went all the way through the hull. Those places would require detailed attention. 
 
    For that matter, getting the ship afloat was still the most significant problem he faced. Ever since he first seriously considered trying to sail the galleon, he’d been worried about how to get it from its dry-dock position on the lava bed into the water. The previous crew could put a lot of muscle into the operation, but he didn’t have that luxury. 
 
    He had his own questionable ingenuity, and maybe a little help from gravity since the boat was at the upper end of a natural ramp. Whatever solution he devised, he would only get one chance. Any mistake and Alyssa would be hopelessly stranded on the rocks. But even before any attempt to refloat the vessel, he had to make it seaworthy. 
 
    To that end, he resolved three main objectives. First, he would examine the hull both inside and out. Clearly, it wasn’t watertight at present. The question was, could it be made so? 
 
    The second task was to test the sails and rigging. Most of the ship’s metal-based cordage was in fantastic shape, but it all had to be inspected. Besides that, the galleon had a variety of non-standard equipment on the deck. For one thing, all the ropes and lines that were attached to the sails—in other words, the running rigging—were managed with individual winches mounted along the gunwales. Such equipment was unheard of in the early days of sail. Back then the lines were cleated off to gunwales with belaying pins.  
 
    But Alyssa’s winches were similar to those Gus had known in his youth and were still used on modern sailboats. The lines wrapped two or three times around a smooth metal shaft. Removable handles let sailors ratchet the lines down tight, which could then be locked in place by a clutch on the top of the shaft.  
 
    Alyssa’s winches had another twist. Behind each one, a drum took up the slack rope. The reel inside the drum had just enough torque to pull in the excess line, but not so much that it fought against him when he played it out. It would make handling the sails a lot easier because there would not be miles of extra rope all over the deck. 
 
    He would also have to take down the old sails and put up the new ones from the sail locker. In the process, he would have to figure out how they worked because he had no previous experience with a square-rig configuration. 
 
    The third objective was to supply the ship. That would be the easiest of the three. The island provided everything they needed. 
 
    After completing his walk around the outer hull, he climbed on board to inspect it from the inside. The hold was below the waterline so he would start there. 
 
    The repair shop was crucially important. Over the past few months, he had used several of the tools but had not investigated every single cabinet and drawer. For that matter, he needed to complete an exhaustive inventory of every item in the hold, and there was no time like the present. 
 
    He started at the stern in the repair room. In ancient times it would be called the carpenter’s shop. In one locker he found packages of metallic powder. Alyssa explained that when mixed with water it made a thick paste for repairing damaged metal. 
 
    The next section forward was the magazine, stacked with barrels of gunpowder. He used a wooden mallet to knock the lid off one of the smaller kegs. The black powder inside was vacuum sealed in a clear plastic bag. Gus tore a hole in the covering and scooped up a fistful of the thick grains to rub against his palm. Black powder was composed of basic ingredients and packaged like this would last forever. The residue in his hand appeared to be in good shape. Someday, he thought idly—not for the first time—he would have to fire one of the cannons. 
 
    A pair of gun cabinets contained three dozen muskets wrapped in oilskins. All of them were covered with dust, but underneath the metal shined; they merely needed cleaning. Stowed in lower drawers were twenty-inch socket-mount bayonets. For whatever it was worth, he had plenty of armament. 
 
    Surrounded by all the explosive material, Gus decided some safety precautions would be appropriate. He took one of the blankets down to the shore and wet it thoroughly. Back in the hold, he put it up as a doorway to the magazine. Now he had a spark barrier against the work he’d be doing. 
 
    Another cupboard contained fifteen elegant swords. They had curved, single-edged blades with intricate circular guards and long, two-handed grips. They were stored horizontally with the sharp edge of the blade up. Below each blade was a lacquered sheath. 
 
    Later in the day, his idle comment about the Chinese swords piqued Kyoko’s interest. She turned up at dinner wearing one of the sheathed blades around her waist. She must have spent hours cleaning the scabbard, as the ensemble looked brand new. 
 
    “What’s up with that?” Gus asked. 
 
    “Your education is lacking,” Kyoko replied, drawing the sword and holding it up for display. The blade gleamed with a mirror finish. “This is not a Chinese sword, it is a Japanese katana blade.” 
 
    “I don’t think the Acevedos were Japanese,” Gus said. 
 
    “They were if they made these blades. And it makes sense. I told you before the dragon figurehead is the image of Mizuchi, an ancient Japanese dragon. Observe.”  
 
    Kyoko selected an apple from the bowl on the table and tossed it into the air. In one smooth motion, she sliced the fruit into two pieces, sheathed the sword, and managed to catch one of the halves before it landed. She smiled mockingly and took a bite. “Only a katana has such perfect balance,” she stated flatly. 
 
    Gus was impressed. This was a side of Kyoko he had never seen; he always thought of her as meek and mild. “All right,” he said with an easy smile. “Japanese works for me. Where did you learn how to do that?” 
 
    She gave him a haughty look. “I was the Samurai’s Handmaiden.” 
 
    “I’m not really sure what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Kyoko grinned. “It was my first lead role. You have no idea how hard I had to train to get that part. I got the Kinema Junpo Award for it.” 
 
    Gus nodded with a blank expression. He had no idea what she was referring to. “That’s nice. I hope you’re not going to wear that thing around every day.” 
 
    “No, but this one is mine. I have named it Masamune. I shall clean another for you and hang it up over there on the wall.” 
 
    Gus didn’t really want his own sword but thought it best to accept the offer. As long as she didn’t insist on giving him lessons. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus woke up in the middle of the night and sat up on the side bench in Nineteen’s cabin. He’d forgotten about ballast. The bottom of Earth’s historic sailing ships were filled with heavy weights, a conglomeration of iron ingots and stone. The weight gave the vessel stability and kept it upright. When he arrived at the galleon later that morning, it was the first question he asked. 
 
    “Alyssa, do you have a ballast?” 
 
    “Yes, it is in the free space below the data center.” 
 
    “Are any of the repairs below the ballast?” 
 
    “That is correct. You will have to remove some portion of the ballast to access the inner hull.” 
 
    After breakfast, he headed for the data center below the hold. Sure enough, a doorway near the stern opened to a narrow companionway leading down to the ballast area. The overhead was less than four feet high, so Gus had to crawl around on his hands and knees to maneuver. 
 
    At least the bottom wasn’t filled with rocks and dirt like it was on ancient Earth vessels. Instead, individually shaped ingots were fitted side by side to match the shape of the hull. They filled the bottom to an even height of about fourteen inches, resulting in a relatively level surface to crawl on. Each ingot measured about eight inches square and had a recessed handgrip built in for easy removal. Gus counted a few rows and did a quick calculation. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” he groaned. There were over seven thousand ingots. He pulled on one of the handgrips. It weighed close to a hundred pounds. The entire ballast must be around three hundred tons. 
 
    “Can you hear me down here?” he said aloud. 
 
    “Loud and clear,” Alyssa replied. 
 
    “There’s no way I can remove all this ballast.” 
 
    “That will not be necessary. I will identify those areas on my hull that require access. I estimate you will have to temporarily remove no more than fifty percent during repairs.” 
 
    Gus slowly toppled over and moaned, “Oh good. Only half.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    On the gun deck, Gus examined the tiller sweep, a linkage of ropes and pulleys connected it to the ancient ship’s wheel above on the quarterdeck. He shoved the tiller arm, trying to move it from side to side, but it was like pushing on an oak tree. The thing was frozen solid, not budging an inch against his full effort. If he had to replace the entire sweep and rudder section, he might as well give up now. 
 
    He added the ship’s wheel to his growing list of things to do before moving the vessel into the water. 
 
    He decided to spend tomorrow going over the masts and sails. That would cheer him up. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The next morning, after Kyoko had prepared a quick breakfast, Grandfather went off to resume his work. She held Hannah back for a private chat. “We need to do more for Grandfather,” Kyoko said in German. “He didn’t look good this morning. Did you see how stiff he was? You know he’s gone back to sleeping at the lifeboat.” 
 
    “He’s an old man,” Hannah replied nonchalantly. “He’s stiff every morning. So what?” 
 
    “That’s my point. Old men are too proud to complain or ask for help. They just work until they fall over dead.” 
 
    Hannah rolled her eyes. “We would do better on our own.” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot,” Kyoko said seriously. “He knows more about sailing than both of us put together. From now on you will be nice and assist him when he needs it. It’s the only way we have a chance of getting home. And starting tonight, we’ll sleep in our own rooms.” 
 
    Hannah looked unhappy. “Do you really believe they won’t come?” 
 
    “I think we’re going to die here of old age,” Kyoko said. “You heard Rebecca’s warning. If it takes more than a few weeks, it means no one can find us. We’ve been here a lot longer than that. It means Grandfather is our only chance to make this boat seaworthy. We better take care of him.” 
 
    Hannah sighed grumpily and looked out the window in the direction he’d gone. “He’s so mean all the time.” 
 
    “You know that’s not true. It’s because you provoke him. If you weren’t so spoiled, you would see that he is trying his best. So please stay close by and make sure he doesn’t overexert himself. And you can start this morning.” 
 
    Hannah nodded. “All right,” she agreed reluctantly. “I’ll go see what the old man is up to.” 
 
    Once Hannah departed, Kyoko put on her overcoat and headed below. It was time she got familiar with the ship herself. A few days of living aboard had gotten her past the notion of alien ghosts. She started by going down to the gun deck. Grandfather said this was where the crew had lived. They’d slept in hammocks amongst the intimidating cannons. All the equipment was properly stowed with everything in its place. 
 
    Kyoko found groups of sea chests shoved against the hull. Hannah had cleaned each one and even laundered the clothing. Kyoko rummaged through a few out of curiosity and found a small leather book in one. There was a handwritten dedication inside the front cover. She couldn’t make out the alien script, only that it was signed by a loving pen. It reminded her of an old family-style Bible. It even had a ribbon bookmarker between the pages. She opened it to see what the young Acevedos sailor had been reading if indeed this page was his last study of the scripture. 
 
    On impulse, she pulled the Bible that Grandfather had given her from her pocket and turned to approximately the same place. The verse at the top of the page gave her chills. It was from Psalms 107. 
 
    They that go down to the sea in ships, that do business in great waters; 
 
    These see the works of the Lord, and his wonders in the deep. 
 
    For he commandeth, and raiseth the stormy wind, which lifteth up the waves thereof. 
 
    They mount up to the heaven, they go down again to the depths: their soul is melted because of trouble. 
 
    They reel to and fro, and stagger like a drunken man, and are at their wit’s end. 
 
    Then they cry unto the Lord in their trouble, and he bringeth them out of their distresses. 
 
    He maketh the storm a calm, so that the waves thereof are still. 
 
    Then are they glad because they be quiet; so he bringeth them unto their desired haven. 
 
    Kyoko whispered a quiet prayer of her own. “Dear Lord, please see us to our desired haven.” She gazed around the deck at the long-forgotten possessions, and her eyes filled with tears thinking of the nameless mariner whose book she held. 
 
    She’d been feeling cast aside; abandoned and without hope. But the volume in her hands reflected the remembrances of other families, though alien they might have been. Their loved ones had also been lost to an unknowing fate, victims of an ancient tragedy of which she was now a part. Their loss had rested here for thousands of years undisturbed, hidden to the world. 
 
    Kyoko had visited Pompeii once and been moved by the ancient catastrophe. Archeologists had uncovered the city frozen in time. Evening meals stood on kitchen tables, tools left on workbenches, even laundry waiting for cleaning. All of it lay buried, untroubled for centuries until the scientists revealed the tragedy. 
 
    Now, exploring Alyssa and learning about her secrets gave Kyoko an understanding of those archeologists. It would be appropriate to mirror the respect they showed for the belongings of a long-dead civilization. Otherwise, she would think of herself as more of a grave robber than a survivor. Once again, her imagination conjured up ghosts of the forgotten crew wandering around the cold, forbidding island looking over her shoulder, but this time they were not ominous. She should do something to acknowledge their unwitting sacrifice on her behalf. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    An hour later, Kyoko stood on the ledge above the fallen tree where she’d first discovered the skeletons. The rock was cracked in uneven slabs as it sloped down to the jungle floor and eventually led to the lagoon. The wind quieted, and the sun shone brilliantly overhead against the blue sky. She read several verses from the Psalms and quoted what she could remember of Tennyson. 
 
    “Surely, slumber is more sweet than toil, the shore than labor in the deep mid-ocean, wind and wave and oar. Oh rest ye, brother mariners, we will not wander more.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, she pushed the stop button on the handiphone, sending the memorial to scholars on Earth. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus stood on the waist and examined the rigging. This was not going to be fun. “You stay here,” he told Hannah, who had appeared to stand by his side. 
 
    “Das werde ich. Kyoko sagte, ich solle dir helfen,” she said. I will. Kyoko told me to help you. 
 
    Gus gave her a frustrated look. “I wish you would speak English now and then. I know you understand it and it would help a lot.” 
 
    “Ich nict spreche Englisch.” I don’t speak English. 
 
    He pointed at the deck emphatically. “Stay! Here!” he said loudly. 
 
    “Ja,” Hannah said with a bored shrug. 
 
    He climbed the mainmast shrouds slowly, testing each ratline to make sure it would hold his weight. His first objective was to inspect the mainsail, the remains of which were furled on top of the main yard. A footrope hung just underneath the yard to give the crew a place to stand while working. He inched along, examining what was left of the sail and trying to determine exactly how it was rigged. 
 
    Ropes ran every which way in a confusing tangle. Each corner of the sail had lines that ran through one or more multiple-grooved blocks, some of which were mounted at the end of the yard. From there, the cables seemingly connected to every part of the ship. 
 
    He tried to trace a piece of the rigging from its point on the sail to the other end where it tied off on the mast or down on the deck, but it was impossible. 
 
    He squinted against the fierce cold wind, but his eyes teared up so much that at times it was difficult to tell what he was looking at. The tatters flapped against him as though intent on disrupting his concentration. After fifteen minutes of frustration, he moved back to the mast and crawled up to the top above the yard. 
 
    He sat clinging to the mast, shivering with cold and trying to rub the tears from his vision. Above him were other cables, so he attempted to trace those. Some went to the foremast, others to the base of the lateen, but he couldn’t see well enough to tell where they attached. 
 
    He selected a nearby rope that ran from his location on the top out to the end of the yard, through a block, and then to the sail. He pulled on it tentatively, thinking that if he could trace the rope’s movement through the pulley, it would be easier to see how the entire operation fit together. 
 
    The rope wouldn’t budge. He yanked harder, but all he was doing was shaking the block around because it was so clogged with accumulated dirt and brine that it was little more than a solid mass. 
 
    He yanked on the rope as hard as he could, but nothing would budge. He tried counting all the blocks but lost track at twenty-five. Somehow, he needed to remove each block from its mounting point, take it below to clean thoroughly, replace it with one of the spares if necessary, and then put it back in the exact same spot. 
 
    Ignoring the fact that he was freezing his ass off and about to fall to his death at any moment, the process would take forever. In the meantime, Hannah had disappeared, probably bored with his attempt at trying to save all of their lives. Good riddance. 
 
    After a brief rest, he resumed his place on the footrope and inched his way to the yardarm to untie one of the gaskets that held the sails in their stowed position. He just wanted to see how one single thing on the ship was actually supposed to operate. The knots, tightened by years of flapping, were impossible to undo. A gust of wind whipped up a piece of sail and struck him across the face with a stinging smack. 
 
    “Damn it!” 
 
    That was enough for today. he decided, blinking furiously while holding on for dear life. Next time he’d come back with a bolt cutter if that’s what it took. 
 
    He was beginning to have serious doubts he would ever be able to sail this stupid boat. It seemed doable on the face of it, but the more he got into it, the more impossible it became. 
 
    At dinner, Hannah smirked as she wondered aloud in German how Grandfather had picked up such a bright red welt across his forehead. Kyoko lit into her furiously and Hannah subsided, looking reprimanded. That evening after the meal everyone was quiet. 
 
   


 
  

 7 – Too Big a Job 
 
    “You never enjoy the world aright, till the sea itself floweth in your veins, till you are clothed with the heavens and crowned with the stars.” 
 
    (Thomas Traherne, “First Century”) 
 
    Once breakfast was over, and Grandfather and Hannah had left the captain’s cabin, Kyoko jumped into Gus’s comfortable bed and pulled the covers up to her chin, shivering from the morning cold. 
 
    Last night she had lain awake in her own berth, imagining how the sailors’ lives had been filled with continual hardship and danger. But at the same time, men’s love for the sea rang clearly throughout history, and even here on Alyssa the same was true for the ancient Acevedos sailors. They had died on this island because they sought the thrill of an arduous race across this alien sea. 
 
    In school, she’d heard stories about young men going off to sea and losing their hearts, not to women in far-off lands, but to a life of exhilaration. They fell in love with their ships and longed to return to the sea. 
 
    She could already see the same thing happening to Grandfather. He’d grown increasingly moody since moving into the captain’s cabin. No doubt he felt the same restlessness. He must be eager to refit the ship and sail away to adventure and a new exotic island. 
 
    Now she understood those feelings. After just a few days of sleeping aboard Alyssa, staying bundled up in warm blankets, sitting close to the stove in Grandfather’s cabin, and listening to the constant creaking and groaning from every little gust of wind, Kyoko felt an affinity for the magnificent ship. She spoke the name out loud, Alyssa, letting the word slip through her teeth. It sounded like a hiss—a serpent’s warning—and it was ensnaring them all. She loved it. 
 
    Kyoko let out a long sigh and stretched, trying to get her muscles ready for the day. Enough romanticizing; it was time to get up. She rolled out of bed, pulled on her layers of clothes, and went out on deck. She climbed the stairs leading up to the poop deck and leaned against the back railing. 
 
    In the frosty air, the rigging looked like a spidery work of art. The cold penetrated her jacket, but this morning it was invigorating. Goose bumps traveled across her shoulders and down her arms. It made her feel alive. At the bow, the figurehead jutted proudly forward, leading the way to who knew where. Brave men had sailed on these decks.  
 
    They’d succumbed to the famous pull of the sea, the promise of seeing the galaxy, of capturing a magnificent treasure…and died for their trouble. The sudden acknowledgement jolted her into a more sobering reflection, and she shook her head, clearing the ridiculous thoughts away.  
 
    On second thought, she’d had enough excitement to last a lifetime. All she really wanted was a hot bath, a good meal, and a late-night movie in bed. Well, the first two were within her grasp. She grabbed a clean towel and hiked over to the spa. She had just enough time for a soak and then prepare lunch for Gus and Hannah. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus threw down his fishing poles in disgust. He’d frozen his ass off in the shallows this morning, constantly on the alert for those damned sharks, and the cold wind had given him a pounding headache. 
 
    Last night he lay awake thinking about the sails. Around midnight he realized if he let all that canvas down at once the wind would likely blow the ship over on its side. He had nightmares remembering how close he’d come to unfurling the mainsail. Wouldn’t that have been brilliant? The entire notion of sailing away on Alyssa got more impossible by the day. 
 
    Not that it made any difference, anyway. For the last couple of days, he’d been considering one solution after another to solve the fresh water problem. Every water cask in the hold was dried up to the point of being useless. The barrel staves had come apart from repeatedly being frozen and would never go back together. So how were they going to transport potable water? 
 
    And he still had that one overriding problem: how to get the ship into the lagoon. He shook his head angrily. Of his three main objectives, he had accomplished exactly nothing. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    At dinner, Gus slumped down miserably at the table. “There’s no way,” he said with a loud groan. “There’s too much wrong with the boat.” 
 
    Kyoko gave him a surprised glance and patted him on the back. “What do you mean, Grandfather?” 
 
    “I can’t do it,” he admitted. “I can’t make it sail. It’s too big a job.” 
 
    “Not for you,” Kyoko replied encouragingly. “You said all you had to do was put up the sails and push the boat into the water.” 
 
    “I know what I said. But now that I’m getting into it, it’s not that simple. Every time I turn around I find something that needs a factory and a hundred men to put in order. Believe me, I know. This is what I did for a living.” He explained about the need to repair the tiller sweep, come up with water storage, replace all the blocks, repair cracks in the hull, and more. 
 
    “Alyssa,” Kyoko said looking at the oil painting. “Can’t you help us?” 
 
    “I cannot,” the ship replied as the video screen came to life, showing the three of them at the table. 
 
    “You keep saying that,” Kyoko argued. “But why? No one cares about the rules for a race that no one remembers.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Alyssa said. “The Gugje and Yoteu Masters Cup is the most famous yacht race of its kind. The restrictions are necessary to preserve authenticity. Just to qualify, crews must prove they have the skills of ancient seafarers and also understand the technology for traveling through the cosmos. The current race has so far spanned eight solar systems, and the participants are widely venerated for their prowess.” 
 
    “That’s my point,” Gus said. “I don’t have those skills. None of us do.” 
 
    Hannah, who had been silent until now, snorted. She spoke fiercely. “Das ist nicht wahr!” she said. That’s not true! 
 
    Hannah rattled off another string of German, and Kyoko translated. “Hannah says you call yourself a shipwright and now you should prove it!” Kyoko applauded with a big smile. “She believes in you, Grandfather, and so do I. We’ll be your apprentices. If we work together, we will succeed no matter how long it takes. I am sure of it.” 
 
    Gus sat back in his chair, a bit surprised by their naïve optimism. Was it misplaced? He poured himself another cup and walked over to the leaded glass to look out at the lagoon. The setting sun was visible under the overcast skies, painting the bottom of the low clouds with beautiful streaks of red and orange. He opened the window, allowing fresh air into the room, letting the cold battle with the hot cocoa. 
 
    According to Alyssa, the summer was just starting. It was the right time to start a voyage. If they waited more than a couple of months, however, the winter storms would be upon them. And there was no way he could have the ship ready that quickly. But what about twelve months? Or more, if that’s what it took. Given enough time, was there anything that needed to be done that he couldn’t do? 
 
    Unfortunately, there was. Getting the galleon into the water was a sticking point. That was a different league. 
 
    “We can probably repair Alyssa,” he said. “But I can’t move a boat this heavy when it’s stuck on land.” 
 
    “You can’t?” Kyoko asked in her encouraging manner. “Or you don’t know how right at the moment?” 
 
    The question tickled Gus’s ego. He was a shipwright after all, just as Hannah said. He had been building starships all his life, most of them a lot bigger than this one. How many times had critics told him what he was trying to do was impossible? More than he could remember. Had retirement so dulled his competitive spirit? 
 
    He was totally surprised by the ember of excitement that suddenly ignited in his chest. She was right; it was time to stand up once again. In a few brief words, Kyoko had rekindled the self-confidence of his younger days. A grin spread across his face. 
 
    “You kids are all right,” he said. “I guess my expectations got a little out of hand. But we’re not out of the woods. This will take a long time. To do everything necessary could take a year, maybe more.” 
 
    Kyoko spoke to the video screen. “How long have you been here, Alyssa? Can you wait for us? 
 
    “I have waited for over twenty-eight thousand years,” Alyssa replied. “One more is acceptable.” 
 
    Gus smiled at his crew. “Then let’s get started.” 
 
   


 
  

 8 – Extreme Makeover 
 
    “It does not matter how slowly you go as long as you do not stop.” 
 
    (Confucius) 
 
    Gus looked around the table at his war cabinet. “Two thousand miles is a long voyage. A ship this size running reduced sail might average four knots. For us, let’s call it three. That’s at least a thirty-day crossing. I want to start with enough water for twice that. The rule of thumb is one gallon per person per day. There’s three of us so that means three gallons a day. Hannah, your job is to come up with potable water storage for a hundred and eighty gallons. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Ja.” 
 
    “Kyoko, food supplies are up to you.” 
 
    “I will work hard,” Kyoko promised with her typical Japanese resilience. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “Let’s get started. We’ll tackle the problems one step at a time. Once we get everything solved, we’ll set sail.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Hannah turned her attention to the problem of water containers. There was no reason to reinvent the wheel. It would be easier to restore the old barrels down in the hold than come up with a different solution. The larger barrels held about fifty gallons each, so she needed to get at least four of them watertight. She gathered up the old staves and metal bands and moved them down onto to the beach. 
 
    Using hand-sized lava stones as scrubbing pads, she sanded the bundle of wooden staves back to bare wood. Holding the top band with one hand, she lined up the staves inside of it one by one. It was tricky to keep them from falling over until she squeezed in the last one; sort of like adding the keystone to an arched bridge. She used a mallet to hammer the remaining rings back into place and then jammed the bottom into a groove that was edged into the end of each stave. 
 
    “Looks good,” she said to herself. This wouldn’t take long, after all. She waded into the lagoon and filled the barrel. 
 
    It leaked like a sieve, but that was expected since it had been dried out for so long. She kept it full to allow the wood to swell, forcing the staves together. By the second day, the leaks had stopped. 
 
    Kyoko stopped by and was totally impressed by the solid cask. “What’s next?” she asked. “Are you going to fill it up?” 
 
    Hannah sighed. “My mistake was putting it together here. Grandfather said to use the water from the spa because it’s already been boiled. I’ll use this one as a rain barrel, but I’m going to put the rest of them together over there.” 
 
    Kyoko pitched in and helped transport all the wood and metal bands to the other side of the island. 
 
    The second barrel took three days to put back together. She followed the exact same procedure, but for some reason nothing fit the right way. The others were even worse. Still, after two weeks she had four sound water casks ready to fill. 
 
    That night the geyser cooked off again. At first light, she hurried over to the spa to find all four barrels shattered, with many of the staves broken in two. 
 
    In frustration, she agreed to help Gus work on the rigging for a few days. For a while, at least, she wanted nothing to do with barrels or water containers. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    After much study, Gus was ready to replace the first sail. He decided it would be safe as long as he did the sails one at a time and left them furled after installation. Under normal conditions, the job would require a half-dozen experienced deckhands. 
 
    Undaunted, he accepted Hannah’s offer of assistance. He asked Alyssa to provide real-time translation, and she reminded him that there were no speakers aloft. They needed to iron out their plan while on the deck. 
 
    Gus began with an explanation of how sails worked. He spent half an hour discussing the general theory of airfoils and lift. Each time Hannah pushed him to a different topic he started with a “That reminds me” example taken from his younger days on his own sailboat. 
 
    After the third war story, Hannah had enough. 
 
    “Ich werde es herausfinden, okay?” I’ll figure it out, okay? She stomped off in a snit. 
 
    Gus called after her, but she went to her room and closed the door. He sighed heavily but kept his temper in check. To give her credit, she had already cleaned all the spare blocks. That in itself was a commendable achievement. 
 
    More importantly, once they were in the rigging, he wanted her in a good mood. He needed a partner in a good frame of mind since his plan would not be easy even under ideal conditions. 
 
    The next morning was clear and calm, so with unrealistic optimism they climbed the shrouds. The first step was to remove the old sails and their associated lines. Fortunately, Alyssa had a full set of diagrams about the rigging for every sail. Gus studied each one the night before working on it aloft. 
 
    After two weeks the old canvas was down, all the blocks cleaned and reinstalled, and the cordage thoroughly inspected. The next task was to get the new sails aloft and secured to the yard. Frankly, Gus was not looking forward to it. 
 
    The work aloft was exhausting. Balancing on the footrope was more difficult than it seemed, and he spent most of his time trying not to fall. Nevertheless, at the beginning of the third week, they climbed up the mainmast once more, this time with their arms full of the new mainsail. Almost immediately the wind picked up. 
 
    Alyssa explained the proper way to mount the sail was to lower the yard, attach the sail to it, and then haul the combination back up the mast to its normal position. The catch was that the yard and sail together weighed practically two thousand pounds and normally took an entire crew to hoist. There was no way the three castaways could lift that much weight. 
 
    Instead, Gus rolled the sail into a long bundle and hauled it up with a block and tackle so he could “bend the sail”, or in other words, attach the sail to the top of the yard. 
 
    Once balanced on the footrope, Gus struggled with the thick roll of canvas. Each gust of wind made it balloon into his face. They managed to pile the sail on top of the yard and securing it with ties, called gaskets, around the sail and the yard. That stabilized it enough so Gus could feed other lengths of rope, the robands, through grommets along the top of the sail, and then tie them to the metal jackstays that were bolted to the top of the spar. 
 
    With the sail secured, he was ready to run the rigging through the necessary tackles so they could manage them while sailing. He found the clew line and ran it through the appropriate block and out to the end of the yard where Hannah could tie it to the leech through the clew cringle, another grommet in the outer edge of the sail. Next was the buntline. He ran the middle line up to the yard block then down to the reef cringle, making sure nothing overlapped. 
 
    But something was wrong. 
 
    He looked over at Hannah at the far end of the yardarm. She had run the clew line down to the spectacle clew. That would never work. It was one of the issues they’d talked about the night before. 
 
    “You’ve got it backward!” he shouted above the wind. 
 
    “Nein, tue ich nicht. Du tust.” No, I don’t. You do. 
 
    The wind made Gus wobble on the footrope, and part of the sail got away from him. He pulled it back up and saw the roband had pulled free from the jackstay because he had tied the hitch incorrectly. He wrapped his arm around the fluttering canvas, and he looked back at Hannah. 
 
    “I’m telling you not to reverse it like that,” he yelled. “We just got through talking about this. Put it through the yard block first.” He pointed at the block in question. 
 
    “Nein, das ist falsch!” No, that’s wrong. She reeled off a long stream of German while pointing at half a dozen lines and pulley blocks. The wind muffled what she was saying, and he couldn’t understand anyway without Alyssa’s translation. 
 
    He jerked on the sail angrily. “Look! It won’t hold that way. Put it through the yard block first.” Another gust of wind rocked him, making him steady himself against the top. 
 
    “Nein!” she shouted and tried again to explain. 
 
    “Hannah, I’ve been over this thing—” 
 
    The wind slapped the end of the buntline around, and it popped him in the ribs, stinging like hot metal. He lost his temper and jerked on the sail again, this time pulling it from Hannah’s grip. It banged the block violently against the yard. 
 
    “Damn it!” he yelled at her. “Just do what you’re told!” 
 
    Hannah looked at him, stunned, and her face flushed red. With a tight jaw, she did exactly what he said. She yanked the lines around, slamming the blocks back and forth with ill-concealed fury. 
 
    With a violent tug, she finished reversing the lines and screamed back at him. “Da!” There! 
 
    She let go of the canvas, letting it dangle precariously from the yard, and climbed down the ratlines, leaving a startled Gus scrambling to re-secure the sail to the yard, his argument forgotten. 
 
    Three hours later he showed up at the spa where she had gone back to working on the barrels. He was bearing hot cocoa and an abashed but hopeful grin. 
 
    “Ah... Well... I, ah... I guess the clew line doesn’t go through the yard block first after all. Could you, ah...could you come help me fix it back?” 
 
    The answer was a cold shoulder, and for two days she didn’t show up for breakfast. She wouldn’t speak to him at dinner either, and during the evening she avoided his company completely. Gus let her sulk and went back into the ballast and lifted out ingots. 
 
    After three more days of silence, Kyoko finally intervened. “Grandfather,” she said one evening when the two of them sat at the table. “Please don’t go up in the rigging anymore. Your vision is not that good, and Hannah has better balance. She would rather do the work aloft so just let her. She promised that if she has a question, she will come ask.” 
 
    He didn’t like it when they called him old and blind. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus thought the hull would never get finished. Day after day, he heaved the metal ingots out of their individual positions and carefully stacked them in order so he could replace them in the right sequence. He learned the hard way that each one was individually cast to fit only in its own spot along the ship’s curved hull. 
 
    Alyssa directed him to the areas that needed repair. After removing the ballast from a designated section, he would mix up a batch of the metal paste and force it into every cracked weld both inside and out. 
 
    The work seemed never-ending. At night he would dream of lifting the iron weights and wake up with his back, arms, and shoulders in agony. 
 
    When the effort became too much, he worked on other parts of the ship. Replacing the cables between the ship’s wheel and the tiller sweep was relatively easy compared to the hull. That job only took two weeks. When finished, the long vertical rudder still wouldn’t move. He was incensed to find a metal pin that had been holding the tiller in place the entire time. All he’d ever had to do was remove it. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The one bright spot in Gus’s life was dinner. Kyoko had turned out to be quite the chef. She fed everyone three meals a day and prepared dried food for the voyage. One morning she stopped to chat with Gus when he was glaring angrily at the dry-dock. At least once a day he walked around the ship, trying to come up with a way to move it into the water. 
 
    The bottom of the vessel was more or less flat. Running down the length of the ship, the center of the hull came to a very shallow V shape called a hard chine. The hull’s outer edges, where the sides of the ship curved underneath, were more rounded into soft chines. The three chines effectively gave the hull three longitudinal skids to rest on. 
 
    “How is it going, Grandfather?” Kyoko asked cheerfully. 
 
    “It’s not,” he muttered. 
 
    He took her around the base of the hull and showed her how the original crew had used tree trunks as rollers to pull the ship out of the lagoon. Over the years, Alyssa’s great weight had flattened them into thick wooden planks. He’d spent months trying to come up with a way to put new rollers under the ship but had not found the answer. The ship was too heavy to lift, even a fraction of an inch. 
 
    He had even used a telephone-pole-size tree trunk as a lever in an attempt to raise the hull at the corner, but it was useless. He concluded Archimedes’s old saying about a long enough lever was total bullshit. Without a hydraulic jack or an industrial lift, Gus was stymied. There was no way to remove the old planks and replace them with new rollers. 
 
    Kyoko examined the situation for about sixty seconds. “You actually have two problems,” she said. “First is how to get the existing boards out of the way. Fortunately, that’s easy. Since they’re made of wood and the hull is metal, you can just burn them out.” 
 
    Gus felt like she had hit him with a baseball bat. Once she said it, the answer was obvious. He gave her a nonplussed look. “Yeah. I guess that would be the smart way to go, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Kyoko nodded and said, “The second problem is how to move the ship down the ramp into the water. For that, you can put smaller rollers under the ship before you burn out the old ones. You might also want to prepare the surface ahead of the ship with a slurry to make the slope more slippery. The new rollers might go askew, but the slurry will keep the vessel moving once it gets started.” 
 
    It all made sense now that she laid it out. “Thanks, Kyoko,” he said in an even voice. 
 
    He waited until she was out of earshot before groaning in embarrassment. Here he was, the only one who was actually a shipwright, and it had taken the cook about fifteen seconds to come up with the solution he had struggled with for months. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    From then on, whenever Gus took a break from the ballast he harvested tree trunks. He decided to make three dozen rollers for the boat, enough to have one in place every five feet along the boat ramp. After cutting them to the right length, he set them on top of the warm lava beds for drying. Three months later he laid them out next to the hull in preparation for launching the ship. 
 
    In a flush of optimism, he also built a floating dock. He used the leftover trunks that were too big for the rollers by lashing them together and planking it over with split logs. It wasn’t pretty, but it would do the job. Lastly, he made a modest ramp from the bank to the pier. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Hannah eventually came down from the rigging, ready to have another try at making barrels. 
 
    The second time she had a better idea of what she was doing and it went a bit easier. She spoke to Alyssa frequently to pick up tips in the art of cooperage, the process of making barrels. After assembling the barrels, she put them on top of small fires to toast them for about forty-five minutes. Since she had the wood available, she kept at it until she had six fully prepared water casks and one extra rain barrel. 
 
    “How do I keep the water from going bad?” she asked Kyoko. 
 
    “Water by itself doesn’t go bad,” Kyoko explained. “It’s contamination that causes problems. Your casks will keep the water potable for two months while we are at sea. I’d wait to fill them until right before we ship out. Clean water in clean barrels should not be a problem.” 
 
    “What about these?” Hannah held out a handful of silver coins. She had found a single coin inside several of the barrels. 
 
    “That’s up to you. In Japan, people believe that putting a silver coin in water will kill any microbes. Obviously, the Acevedos followed that practice. If you’re worried about it, Nineteen’s survival supplies included a case of water purification tablets. Grandfather never used them because the spa is good water.” 
 
    “I want to use both.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kyoko agreed. “I don’t see how it will hurt. Why don’t you fill one cask now and let it sit for a couple of months? After that, we can test it, and if the water is good you’re ready to go. What about the still? Are you going to make one? I’d really like to have some alcohol disinfectant just in case.” 
 
    Hannah nodded. “Already done. Yeast production for fermentation is working now, and I did a couple of test runs with coconut water and your sugar beans. It’s not bad. I’m going to rejuvenate the smaller barrels to store the booze in. I don’t think we’ll go blind from drinking the stuff.” 
 
    “We agreed this is for medicinal purposes,” Kyoko warned. 
 
    “You agreed,” Hannah replied with a shrug. “I’m German. We make schnapps for drinking.” 
 
    “Keep it away from Grandfather then,” Kyoko urged. “He’s already blind enough.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    It had been a particularly difficult day in the ballast, and Gus was more than relieved when the sun had set and it was time for bed. He was sound asleep when Kyoko came into his cabin and woke him up. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked, trying to orient himself. 
 
    “We can’t leave Nineteen behind,” she said, all teary eyed. 
 
    Gus had long-ago accepted that Kyoko was overly sentimental, but it was the middle of the night. “Kyoko, trust me. Nineteen will understand. Now, I’m exhausted. Let’s talk in the morning.” 
 
    “Alyssa can’t call home,” Kyoko persisted. 
 
    The import of what she was saying struck home. Gus sat up and let the problem sink in. The one thing he would not do was break his link to Carol. There was no way. Kyoko was right; they couldn’t leave Nineteen behind. 
 
    “Okay. I get what you’re saying and I agree. But I can’t do anything about it right now. Go back to bed, and we’ll sort it out at breakfast.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko was all cheerful at breakfast. “Nevermind. Hannah said she already has it figured out. She’s going to move Nineteen’s brain into the Alyssa.” 
 
    “What?” Gus was not pleased with the idea. He glared at Hannah. “What makes you think I’ll approve that? No one is going to touch one single component of Nineteen without my say so.” 
 
    Hannah shrugged and replied off-handedly. “Zu spat.” Too late. 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Gus demanded. 
 
    Kyoko cast a worried look at her colleague. “Hannah, please don’t tell me you already did something.” Kyoko grilled her in German, but Hannah just munched on her biscuit. 
 
    Gus jumped up and glared at Hannah. “I’m going over there. If you’ve been inside that lifeboat, I’m going to wring your fat, ungrateful neck.” He grabbed his overcoat and headed for the door. 
 
    Hannah looked at Kyoko indignantly. “Did he call me fat?” 
 
    “No,” Kyoko lied. “But he’s going to do a lot worse if you’ve done something to Nineteen.” She put on her jacket and rushed after Gus. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus had a bad feeling as he approached the lifeboat. Hannah caught up with him just past the spa, talking rapidly in German. He couldn’t tell if it was an explanation or excuses, but either way, it was a bad sign. He ordered Kyoko to translate, but she bit her lip. 
 
    He reached the lifeboat and hurried inside. It looked like someone had set off a bomb. All the panels under the front console had been removed, and a dozen of the avionics modules lay spread out on the floor, connected by a tangle of cables. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” he shouted, turning on Hannah. She put both hands around her throat defensively. 
 
    “Lasst mich erklären!” she said loudly. Let me explain! 
 
    “Grandfather, please!” Kyoko urged. “Listen to her.” 
 
    “Start talking,” Gus growled savagely. 
 
    Kyoko translated Hannah’s comments verbatim. “I’m an electronics design engineer. I know what I’m doing. I discussed every single step with Nineteen before I did anything. These are the components that we need. They include his brain, memory, storage, and all the units for subspace communication.” 
 
    “I know what they are,” Gus said. “What did you think you’re going to do with them? None of this is compatible with Alyssa.” 
 
    “I can fix that. Alyssa can provide power and rack space. The only thing I’m not moving is the antenna because Alyssa already has several and thinks they will work. If you want, we can move the antenna, but I wouldn’t suggest it because it’s integrated into the hull.” 
 
    Gus glowered at Hannah and then turned his attention to the mess of electronics strewn across the front of the lifeboat. His eyes darted back and forth from one unit to another. His anger grew with each passing second at the careless disregard on display. 
 
    After a minute Hannah pushed Gus aside to move toward the front console. 
 
    “Ich zeig’s dir,” she said. I’ll show you. 
 
    Gus lost his temper completely. “Stop it!” he shouted. He grabbed her by the front of her jacket, lifting her completely off the floor.  
 
    “Grandfather!” Kyoko shrieked. 
 
    Gus pinned Hannah against the bulkhead. “Do I have your attention yet?” he growled in her face. When she didn’t answer, he gave her a shake. “Well?” 
 
    “Ja,” Hannah said, her face exhibiting her shock from the violent treatment. 
 
    “Now you listen to me very carefully,” Gus said savagely, his voice quivering with anger. “You’re going to get us killed because you think you know everything. You act on your own without consultation, and you don’t consider the consequences of what might happen if you’re wrong.” He glanced at the mess. “I don’t see the power filter. Were you just going to forget that part?” 
 
    “Alyssa can provide power,” Kyoko translated. 
 
    “And what if the alien spaceship gets it wrong?” Gus growled in a deep voice. “Each one of these modules has a different power requirement, and the tolerance is less than a microwatt. If Alyssa is off only a fraction that means you fried my link back home and then you’re dead. And to be perfectly clear, I’m not speaking figuratively.” He shoved her out the back door, ignoring her cries of pain when she tripped on the rocky shore and fell. 
 
    Kyoko jumped out to check on her friend. 
 
    Gus plopped down on the side bench and put his head in his hands. He was going to have a stroke if he didn’t control his temper. And losing it wasn’t doing Hannah any good either. But Christ, why did she have to be so difficult? Why couldn’t she just think for once in her life before she pulled some boneheaded stunt? 
 
    He looked again at the components spread across the floor. “Nineteen, are you even working?” 
 
    “I am functional,” the lifeboat replied. 
 
    “I notice you didn’t say you’re fully functional. Looks like she scavenged a lot of cable.” 
 
    “That is correct. Miss Schubert used components from navigation, propulsion, life support, and other systems that are now effectively non-essential.” 
 
    “You have that much compatibility in your wiring?” Gus asked. 
 
    “That is correct. As a matter of cost control, many of my cable bundles are interchangeable.” 
 
    “Why did you leave out the power supply?” 
 
    “As Miss Schubert explained, the Acevedo vessel can provide that requirement.” 
 
    “Any reason to not use your power supply?” 
 
    “The power filter is located in the underfloor bay at the very front of the console.” 
 
    “So you’re telling me she decided it was easier to just leave it here and take a chance on alien technology that may or may not be able to provide the necessary power.” 
 
    Nineteen was silent for a moment and then said, “I can see now that I was at fault for not being more thorough in my specifications. How do you wish to proceed?” 
 
    “If we can get to the power filter, do you have the cables to move it? I notice the signal amplifier is missing too. Same reason?” 
 
    “That is correct. Miss Schubert believes the other vessel can provide the necessary signal management. As to your inquiry, yes, there are additional cable bundles to handle both the power filter and the amplifier.” 
 
    “All right,” Gus said finally cooling down. “It looks like Hannah knows what she’s doing as far as that goes, but obviously, she needs some oversight. I’m going to have her continue, but under no circumstance are you to allow her to endanger your subspace communication. Do you understand that?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “And I want to see the power filter and the amplifier out here and working before we make a final move. Anything else I should know? Don’t you have a backup antenna unit that’s not integrated into the hull?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Add that to the list.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    “And from here on,” Gus said, “I want you to give Alyssa a daily update on the progress. Are you filming any of this?” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    “Start. This is documentary stuff that would be useful to your parent company back home. We’re breaking a lot of new ground here.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    That evening at the dinner table everyone was quiet. Kyoko glared at Hannah several times during the meal. She didn’t comment on the new bruises on Hannah’s face. Finally, Kyoko said, “Go on.” 
 
    With her eyes firmly fixed on her plate, Hannah, in perfect English, quietly said, “I apologize.” 
 
    Gus leaned back in his chair. “Listen to me, kid,” he said. “Don’t think I’m not still angry. As far as I’m concerned, you’ve outlived your usefulness. But I’m going to give you one last chance. Continue preparations for moving the parts over. I told Nineteen to include the power filter, the amplifier, and I also want the backup antenna module. Go over there tomorrow and come back with a plan. From now on, every evening I want you to brief me about your progress. Understand?” 
 
    “Was auch immer,” Hannah replied in a bored voice. Whatever. 
 
    Gus banged on the table with both fists. “That’s it! I’m sick and tired of your attitude. Get out of here! Get off this boat!” Gus jumped to his feet, and as Hannah fled the cabin, he threw his plate at her retreating figure. He glared at Kyoko. “If she wants to live on this ship she can speak English! You make sure she understands that. She smarts off to me once more, I’m leaving her behind. I’m not kidding.” 
 
    “I understand,” Kyoko said sincerely. She changed the subject, trying to calm him down. “How do you know so much about these things?” 
 
    “Because I’m a shipwright!” he barked. “Like I’ve said a hundred times. And I’ve been around a lot longer than you kids. Please try to keep that in mind.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    On the Studio 37 sound stage, Russell gave Katelynn an incredulous look. The video backdrop had a still image of Grandfather’s dinner plate flying toward Hannah’s backside. “So does Hannah speak English or not?” he asked. 
 
    The Grandfather Watch counter now numbered 393 days. 
 
    “Of course. When she wants to, she speaks perfect English.” 
 
    Russell shook his head. “Then why is she so stubborn about this? Her life would be a lot easier if she would just talk to the old guy.” 
 
    Katelynn threw up her hands. “Believe me, I know. She has an attitude with authority figures, but it’s not all her fault. You know she was arrested here in New York, right?” 
 
    “Vaguely. Didn’t she try to smuggle something?” 
 
    “That’s exactly my point,” Katelynn said. “The answer is no, she wasn’t trying to smuggle anything. But the papers made a big deal about a politician’s granddaughter being in trouble. The fact is she was bringing in flour, German flour. Did you know that Germany has nine different kinds of flour? She was taking pastry flour, called Type 405, to a friend’s house to cook for the holidays. But the customs agent only saw a bag of white powder and locked her up.” 
 
    “Why didn’t she explain,” Cassie asked. 
 
    “She tried!” Katelynn said. “She’s been to America three times, and she’s gotten arrested on every single trip. The last time it was because a cop misidentified her as someone on a wanted list. You called her snakebit, remember? You were right. She is the unluckiest young woman I’ve ever known. The very first time I met her, she was at death’s door and covered in blood; but that’s another story. My point is, that last time she got fed up. She left the country, and now she has a chip on her shoulder about Americans. I can’t really blame her.” 
 
    “Well, that explains a lot,” Cassie said. 
 
    “She’s a good kid,” Katelynn insisted. “Her father wasn’t interested in going into government service, and he started an electronics manufacturing company. Hannah’s plan was always to work for the family company once she finished her education.” 
 
    “That explains her technical proficiency,” Cassie said. “You think that’s how she knew how to move Nineteen over to Alyssa?” 
 
    “No doubt about it,” Katelynn replied. “It sounds like Grandfather has a lot of experience in that regard, as well. He’s said many times that he is a shipwright, but I can’t tell what his specialty is. Clearly, his eyesight is not what it used to be.” 
 
    Russell examined the backdrop. The scene changed to another still shot of Gus and Hannah arguing with each other. “I understand what you’re saying, but still, she’s not being too bright about this. She needs to get along. He’s going to kill her or leave her behind, and I can’t say I blame him.” 
 
    Katelynn shook her head. “She apologized in perfect English without a trace of an accent. Grandfather made it pretty clear he’s fed up, and I have the feeling her rebellious phase is over. I hope so, anyway. If she would just think about it, she should be glad that he trusts her to continue. 
 
   


 
  

 9 – Crew Coordination 
 
    “There is something about going to sea. A little bit of discipline, self-discipline and humility are required.” 
 
    (Prince Andrew, Duke of York) 
 
    Gus watched Hannah closely as she made the last connection. “It’s ready,” she said with a touch of asperity. 
 
    “Alyssa, continuity check,” Gus said. 
 
    “All circuits good,” the ship replied. 
 
    Gus nodded grimly at Hannah. “All right. You may apply power to the lifeboat attitude stabilization computer.” 
 
    The stabilization module had nothing to do with subspace communication or Nineteen’s AI capability. For Gus, it was an expendable item to check out before applying power to the more critical systems. 
 
    “Power on,” Alyssa confirmed. 
 
    Gus nodded at Hannah. “Check it out.” 
 
    She brought up the menu screen on the panel and initiated a sequence of diagnostic checks. When finished, everything showed the module was fully operational with no faults. 
 
    “Do it again,” Gus told her. Halfway through the second test, the panel went dark. “Power off!” Gus said quickly. An acrid smell came from the module’s back plate. “Alyssa, perform a self-diagnostic.” 
 
    “I am fine,” Alyssa said a moment later. “There was no feedback into my system. However, I believe I have identified the error. There was a problem with the integration protocol. I have made an adjustment on my side, but you will also need to modify the wiring. I am displaying the necessary changes on the screen to your right.” 
 
    Gus let out a long breath and glared at Hannah, who was visibly shaken by the failure. “Overconfidence is a terminal disease,” he said. “Cross-check Alyssa’s solution and see if you agree. If you do, come find me and explain why. Once I understand, I’ll want you to make the modification and then double-check the integrity of the wiring. After that, you can set up the flight control damper module. Let’s hope it doesn’t end up like this one did.” 
 
    Forty-eight hours later Hannah pushed the Power button on the new module. A dozen LEDs glowed on the front panel and the menu screen illuminated. One by one, she initiated the internal diagnostics. 
 
    “All systems check good,” she said. “I saw a slight waver in throughput but it did the same thing when it was in the lifeboat.” 
 
    “Repeat the tests,” Gus ordered. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Hannah performed eight more days of the painstaking installation and running diagnostic checks and re-checks on the system changes. Gus drilled a hole into the overhead and Hannah ran a cable up to the main deck where they mounted the subspace antenna along the underside of the ship’s portside railing. Gus caulked the hole above and below with the metal paste. 
 
    When everything had been checked a dozen times, Gus finally gave Hannah permission to initiate power to the lifeboat’s brain. 
 
    “Are you there, Nineteen?” Gus asked after an acceptable boot time. 
 
    “Standby,” the AI replied. 
 
    “Well,” Gus said, looking at Hannah. “So far so good.” 
 
    A few minutes later Nineteen announced, “All components are fully functional. Diagnostics on my memory units and permanent storage test good. I am detecting sixteen subspace stations at this time, and that matches my most recent observations. It appears that the equipment transfer from the lifeboat to this new facility was successful.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Gus said with a big sigh. He grabbed Hannah in a headlock and gently knuckled the top of her head. “Good job, kid. You did it.” 
 
    She freed herself from his grasp and smiled reluctantly. She was still embarrassed from burning up the flight control damper module and one of Nineteen’s other modules they had used for testing. 
 
    “Where’s the handiphone?” Gus said. “I want to tell my wife we’re back up. I guess we should have recorded what we were doing.” 
 
    “If I may,” Alyssa’s voice said. 
 
    “What is it?” Gus replied. 
 
    “I did record the process. I have fifty cameras installed throughout my various compartments. Nineteen previously informed me that it has authorized unlimited transmissions about your day-to-day life on this planet. I have been documenting your activities accordingly and relaying them to Nineteen for transmission.” 
 
    “Is that true, Nineteen?” Gus asked. 
 
    “Affirmative,” the AI replied. “Additionally, Alyssa’s cameras exceed the handiphone’s resolution. Perhaps you would like to transition to onboard cameras exclusively. Your personal videos would then be of equal quality to the documentary ones.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Gus said. “But I would like to have known that earlier. And I want to see what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Alyssa said, “If you would return to your cabin, I will provide you with several examples. I also have a number of stored videos of my previous crew.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus stared at the video screen in his quarters, totally aghast. “They’re human!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “Of course,” Alyssa replied. “I thought you knew that. You speak of the Acevedos, as you call them, quite familiarly. And if nothing else, you saw their skeletons.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Gus said. “But I never imagined they would look just like us.” 
 
    “I did,” Kyoko said, surprised by Gus’s astonishment. “We wear their clothes, use their tools. I just assumed it.” 
 
    “This is going to change a lot of our history,” Gus said. “And the way humans think of their place in the universe,” he added. 
 
    “Who cares,” Hannah replied off-handedly. “I like that video quality. It’s impressive. And you are sure that your onboard cameras will duplicate that?” 
 
    “Similar,” Alyssa said. “Here is how yours would look.” A video of the three of them appeared on the screen. It was a live shot of them sitting at the table. 
 
    “What has the handiphone been sending back?” Gus asked. “Can you show that in comparison?” 
 
    The video changed once again to a comparable shot they had taken a few days before. 
 
    “I can see the difference,” Kyoko said. “Let’s go with Alyssa’s onboard cameras.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Gus agreed. 
 
    “I also provide editing services,” Alyssa said. “Many of my former crew members used this capability extensively to share with their families. Here is a sample.” 
 
    The video changed once again. It looked like a big movie production with sound effects and background music. One of the Acevedos crew was standing proudly near the bowsprit with the ocean splashing over the sides. A deep male voice provided narration in an alien tongue. It sounded like a promo for a blockbuster theatrical release. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Kyoko said, looking at Gus anxiously. 
 
    “I agree,” he said with a pained expression. “Just the raw footage works for me.” 
 
    “I like it,” Hannah said. “Make mine like that one!” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Ten months after his decision to proceed with the refit, Gus and Hannah stood next to the now-seaworthy ship and rolled their eyes in mock frustration. 
 
    Before launching the vessel into the water, Kyoko had insisted that they hold a christening ceremony for Alyssa. Gus didn’t see the need and Hannah told her not to be sentimental. They’d been living on the boat for the better part of a year, but Kyoko was adamant. 
 
    She’d even found a bottle-shaped gourd and filled it with some of Hannah’s distilled spirits. All three now stood under the bowsprit while Kyoko spoke to Alyssa, telling her how hard they’d worked to prepare the massive vessel to return to the sea. She urged the noble galleon to make one more voyage. 
 
    Gus was actually moved by the scene—the tall Japanese girl speaking emotionally to the great ship, reaching out now and again to touch the prow gently. She read from the scriptures and said a prayer. 
 
    When all the words were spoken, Kyoko took the bottle, and in a strong voice cried, “I re-christen you the Alyssa,” and smashed it against the hull. She stepped back from the prow with a triumphant smile, and Hannah applauded enthusiastically. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Ready?” Gus asked. They had done everything possible to prepare for the launch. 
 
    Kyoko held up crossed fingers in reply. 
 
    Alyssa’s hull was as sound as he could make it. The wheel smoothly turned the massive tiller back and forth. The hold was filled with empty barrels, each meticulously anchored to the hull with braided ropes to protect them during the ship’s tossing once they put to sea. 
 
    The new sails were carefully stowed on top of the yards, ready when needed. Hannah had become quite an expert on the rigging and working aloft. 
 
    All the dried tree trunks were resting under Alyssa’s hull, set to carry the massive ship down the lava flow into the lagoon. Two dozen wheelbarrows, handmade from the remains of old barrels, were filled with a mud-and-sand slurry to be overturned to grease the path. 
 
    Gus used a spool of rope from the hold to tie a set of guide cables from the ship up to the big rock on the beach. They routed from the bowsprit, up to the boulder, and back along Alyssa’s either side. Once the galleon started down the incline, they would keep her from drifting left or right. He wanted to be very methodical during the launch. 
 
    They were ready. It was quite literally a sink-or-swim situation. If anything went wrong, there was no second chance. 
 
    Gus couldn’t think of any reason to delay, so he took a torch from the fire pit and lit the kindling around the flattened planks upon which the galleon rested. Kyoko had poured jars of tree sap over the old wood to make them burn quickly. 
 
    One by one, the wooden planks burned red and were crushed into glowing embers. The ship settled onto the new rollers. After each plank was reduced to coals, Gus used a long pole to knock away any remains that might act as an impediment. In no more than twenty minutes the planks were nothing but ash and the ship rested completely on the new rollers. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The Alyssa sat just as solid as the day they’d first seen her. Gus looked under the rails for any obstructions he might have missed. Everything was clear; the ship should be rolling down the ramp. He walked around the galleon, checking each roller in turn, but couldn’t find any reason why it wouldn’t move. 
 
    “There just had to be something,” he muttered. 
 
    “Maybe it needs a push to get started,” Kyoko suggested. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” he said. 
 
    He hauled a leftover tree trunk to the bow and piled stones into a five-foot-high fulcrum. He maneuvered one end of the trunk against the bow. Standing at the other end, he pulled down on the tree but still, nothing happened. He put his arms around the trunk, and, with all his weight, pulled as hard as he could. It seemed like the ship might have budged just a fraction, or it could be that the trunk slipped against the hull. Hard to say. 
 
    “Get ready to put down the slurry,” he hollered at the girls. 
 
    Kyoko nodded agreeably, and Hannah gestured for him to hurry up. 
 
    He climbed up on the trunk and shimmied out to the very end. At the point where his weight would exert the maximum force on his gigantic lever, he hiked himself into the air and landed with as much effort as possible. 
 
    There was a great crack, and the giant ship started to move. Gus fell to the ground and scrambled back to his feet. Hannah grabbed the guide ropes but they began snapping with loud twangs, and the metal cables whizzed through the air. 
 
    “Get back!” Gus screamed at her to get away from the whipping lines. 
 
    Kyoko dumped her wheelbarrow and then ran behind the stern to reach those on the other side. Gus lost sight of her as the ship picked up speed, rolling over the spot she was headed for. With a noise like thunder, the galleon rumbled toward the water, crushing the wheelbarrows in its way. As it picked up speed, the wooden rollers fractured with loud cracks, and splinters flew into the air like missiles. 
 
    Gus screamed at everyone to get clear but couldn’t spot either of the girls. The stern plowed into the water with locomotive-like force, and the poop deck almost submerged. 
 
    The impact wave lifted the floating pier high into the air. It broke free of the bank and drifted toward the center of the lagoon. The galleon’s stern popped up like a cork amidst a shower of sea spray, and the ship wallowed on its side, heeling almost to the gunwale before settling into a rough rocking back and forth on the surface. 
 
    Gus ran to the water’s edge, shocked at the swiftness of events. Kyoko crouched safely behind the upended boarding ramp and Hannah appeared at his side, jabbering in German, pointing at the ship as it floated away. 
 
    Gus dove into the water, and with the cold biting at his strength, he reached the embedded ladder and clambered aboard. He snatched up one of the coiled ropes from the base of the mast and threw it toward Hannah. 
 
    She splashed into the lagoon, grabbed the end, and ran to the post that held the pier moorings. She looped the rope several times around the piling and finished with a half hitch over the top. Alyssa drifted away, drawing the rope completely out of the water. The line twanged softly at the farthest point and then loosened as the ship came to a rest. Gus gave her a weak thumbs-up and Hannah sank to the ground. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    It took an hour for Hannah and Kyoko to retrieve the floating dock and reinstall the ramp. Gus threw Hannah a second line, which she tied to one of the wooden cleats on the pier. With two lines now holding Alyssa in place, Gus jumped into the water and joined the girls. With all of them pulling together, they finally got Alyssa snugged up to the dock. 
 
    Gus whooshed out a long breath of pent-up anxiety. “Not exactly according to plan, huh?” 
 
    “Well. She’s in the water,” Kyoko said. 
 
    “It’s not over yet. Follow me.” With a worried frown, he hurried back on board, and the girls followed him belowdecks. 
 
    The gun deck was a mess. Everything was sopping wet, and all the equipment that was once stored neatly was scattered everywhere. Even items in the hold were soaked. Gus rushed to the electronics deck, but it was calm and dry. The ingots down in the ballast, however, were covered with water. 
 
    “I never thought about a bilge pump,” Gus said. “We’ll have to bail all this out by hand.” 
 
    “That is not necessary,” Alyssa’s omnipresent voice said. A whirring sound hummed from inside the hull. “Underwriters of the Gugje and Yoteu Masters Cup require all yachts with a capacity of more than forty-nine souls to be capable of pumping water from every watertight compartment. The requirement is fully detailed in paragraph 520 subparagraph 182 of the insurance contract.” 
 
    Gus looked at the girls in disbelief and then laughed in quiet gratitude. “Thank God for bureaucracy,” he said. 
 
    Back on the main deck, the bilge water streamed from an opening beneath the anchor’s hawse-pipes. It was a welcome sight, but in the back of his mind, Gus wondered what else he did not know about the alien vessel. 
 
    For the rest of the day they scrubbed and mopped. The unexpected flood had brought dirt out of a million hiding places, and every surface was covered with grime. By late afternoon the worst of it was gone. Hannah was most grateful that her water barrels had escaped damage. 
 
    As evening approached, Kyoko prepared a quick meal, which everyone wolfed down wordlessly. When the sun finally disappeared below the crater rim, Alyssa was reasonably shipshape once again. 
 
    Gus collapsed on his bed and fell asleep, ignoring the girls, who cleared the table. They departed for their own rooms, just as exhausted. In the middle of the night, Hannah woke him, complaining of cramps in her hands and forearms. She had strained every sinew trying to pull on the guide cables. He massaged her sore muscles, but she was not a grateful patient. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    With Alyssa finally in her true element, other facets of her personality emerged. She listed ever so slightly to port, and although the air near the water was calmer than it had been on the rocky shore, her rigging hummed in the slightest breeze. 
 
    Gus declared it was time for all of them to develop some basic nautical skills while actually afloat. Hannah proved much nimbler aloft than Gus could ever be, a fact that irritated him to no end. It wasn’t only a matter of wounded pride; he couldn’t get used to watching her scamper high above the decks and balancing on the footropes. He feared she was too careless not to fall. 
 
    He had originally intended to manage the sails on his own while the girls took the helm, but that idea was put aside by mutual consent. In spite of her overly dramatic flair, Hannah was capable in the rigging. On the other hand, she didn’t have the strength to tighten the winches, so Gus assumed deck duties while Kyoko took over the wheel. 
 
    Another thing Gus knew very well, and the girls were coming to learn, was that aboard a ship, whether in space or on the sea, maintenance never ended. New projects were a part of life. For Gus, the most immediate task was the gun ports. He’d been astounded by the amount of water that had rushed through in the split second the ship heeled over. If the ports weren’t reliably closed, a rogue wave that rolled them on their side could take them down in an instant. Some of the rope pulls and tie-downs were frayed, so he replaced them all. He double-checked the stern windows for security, as well. Amazingly, they had come through the dunking intact and somewhat cleaner than before. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Please?” Kyoko asked sweetly. 
 
    “No,” Gus said gruffly. They had finished dinner, and Gus was trying to enjoy a moment of peace and quiet in his cabin as the sun waned. But after clearing away the table and retreating to their own cabins, the girls reappeared together with mischief in their eyes.  
 
    “Bitte, bitte?” Hannah urged. Pretty please? 
 
    “No, Hannah. Forget it.” 
 
    “C’mon,” Kyoko pleaded. 
 
    He turned away, ignoring her. 
 
    “Please, please, please, please,” she begged. 
 
    “It’s not going to happen, so let it alone.” 
 
    Hannah began to massage his shoulders. 
 
    “You two knock this off,” he growled. “You may think this is funny, but it’s not. Now stop it.” 
 
    “You have to,” Kyoko said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “History! History demands it!” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    “It’s important,” Hannah said earnestly. “And it would mean so much to Kyoko.” Inexplicably her eyes filled with tears that spilled over and rolled down her cheeks. 
 
    Gus cast a worried glance at the video screen. No doubt, this would get transmitted to Carol. He had no idea what she would think of the matter. Besides that, it was embarrassing. It might be best to just give in. “All right,” he said grumpily. “You win.” 
 
    Later that night, the cabin’s lamp reflected eerie shadows off the wall as Hannah took the red-hot metal from the fire and plunged it into his skin. His scream of pain reverberated against the crater’s rim. 
 
    The next morning, Gus looked in the mirror. Kyoko stood beside him and said, “That wasn’t so bad now, was it? You look just like a pirate.” 
 
    He studied his reflection. He didn’t look at all like a pirate. More like a septuagenarian trying to get into a college frat party. His gray hair was braided, and they had trimmed his beard into a ridiculous goatee. And because fourteen months ago he had made the mistake of rescuing two adolescent females, he now had a single golden earring that glistened in the morning sun and ached abominably. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    While Gus and Hannah tended to Alyssa, Kyoko prepared for their nutritional needs. During the previous year, she had harvested every breadfruit on the island. She used the gristmill on each crop to add to her supply of flour. Most of it she sealed for later use at sea in small bags made from parachute material. 
 
    The entire population of blue coconuts had also fallen to her kitchen. She dried and roasted the coconut meat. The sweet water inside would not store well, no matter what she tried. Instead, she boiled it with sweet beans that had a sugary flavor and let it ferment. Hannah distilled the concoction in her still. Kyoko also dried bananas and fish by the bushel and stored everything in the hold. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko grew moody as the day of departure approached. She was having second thoughts about leaving. For more than a year, the island had been home; it held some measure of security. More so than an ancient boat on a sea none of them understood. Any feeling of adventure she had once anticipated was long gone. She couldn’t decide if their plan was desperate or just foolhardy. Surely if they waited and stayed safe, someone would rescue them. 
 
    She walked alone across the island, looking at some of their memories; the remaining floor braces of their house, the first crude oven in the front yard where she had baked the Christmas cake. The walls of the first lean-to were collapsed now, and only by close examination could one tell it had ever existed. They’d spent weeks crammed into the little space, sleeping on a blanket in the freezing cold. 
 
    Other memories weren’t as welcome. The innocent trickle of water flowing from the innocuous hole in the rocky wall that had become the steam jet that had devastated their home. She still had scars on her legs where the incredible heat had permanently seared her skin. Twice more since that day, steam had filled the lagoon. 
 
    The island had only given them a reprieve on their precarious hold on life. For more, they had to move on. She wished for a sign that would allow them to stay, to live here safely and with peace of mind in the hope that rescue would inevitably come. But would she even recognize such an indicator if it came? Or would her fear of the unknown blind her spirit to the road ahead? 
 
    She confided her doubts and fears to Grandfather that evening. “I just want a sign,” she said. “Can’t God give us just that much?” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus was worried about navigation, both in the near term and long term. The cardinal rule was to always start from a known point. He didn’t even know what planet he was on. 
 
    “Alyssa, we need to talk about our course planning. I have zero ability in that regard so you have to manage that task. Is that going to work or is there some rule that says you can’t help?” 
 
    “There are several rules regarding navigation assistance for lost competitors,” Alyssa said. “But it is accepted that such a situation occasionally happens. Advice on positioning will incur a points penalty for each instance.” 
 
    Gus shook his head slowly. “Are you aware of how ridiculous that comment is? I think Nineteen has more computational awareness than you.” 
 
    “That is not an accurate statement. I am many orders of magnitude more capable than your lifeboat. However, as long as we operate under competitive conditions, I am obliged to advise you on penalties.” 
 
    “Fair enough. In that case, from this point forward take it as a given that I accept any deduction from my score if it means getting help. I don’t want to die because of some insane rule that no longer has meaning.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “So just to be clear, we can count on you to give us steering to the next point.” 
 
    “I will give you course information, but you must still pilot the ship.” 
 
    “What about afterward?” Gus asked. “You have indicated you can travel to other planets. I know for a fact you do not have the engines to do that.” 
 
    “That is not the case, Captain Grandfather. Once we reach the next waypoint, you will be free to direct me to the planet of your choice. I promise I can get you there.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Using the space drive integrated into this vessel.” 
 
    Alyssa’s comment made no sense whatsoever. Gus was well versed in what it took for a starship to travel faster than light, massive reactors and engines that were many times the size of the galleon. But then again, some of the underlying Acevedos technology he had seen with his own eyes exceeded that on Earth. 
 
    “Okay. We’ll let that pass for now. What about getting back to Earth? Can you get us there?” 
 
    “I can take you to any planet you select, Captain Grandfather, but my own navigation system has no reference for your home planet. I may have it in my database as a different designation, but there is no way of confirming that at this time. It appears your civilization is a recent development. The most current updates to my navigation database occurred well before the history of your planet began.” 
 
    Gus sighed. “Okay, first of all, enough with the Grandfather thing. I know the kids call me that, but it’s just Gus. Stick with that.” 
 
    “Very well, Captain Gus.” 
 
    “Close enough. Can you show me a map of the galaxy? Maybe we can get close enough to find our way home.” 
 
    The oil painting turned into a map of the Milky Way galaxy as seen from above, a giant spiral of stars around a bright, elongated center. Gus had seen such photos all his life but never took more than a cursory notice. The spiral had two major arms and several smaller branches. 
 
    “Ask the girls to come up here,” he said. 
 
    “Very well,” Alyssa replied. “Hannah is on her way. Kyoko is returning from gathering fruit. I will advise her when she arrives.” 
 
    A moment later, Hannah entered the cabin. “What’s up?” she asked. 
 
    Gus pointed at the image. 
 
    “Is that the Milky Way?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Gus replied. 
 
    “Alyssa, where are we on the map?” Hannah asked. 
 
    A yellow arrow appeared at the top of the image, pointing to an area on the far end of one of the larger spiral arms. “This is your current location,” Alyssa replied. 
 
    Hannah studied the map for several minutes, tracing the various arms and muttering to herself. Then she tapped the arrow on the screen and turned to Gus. “Okay. So where is Earth? 
 
    “You tell me,” he barked impatiently. 
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    “Because you went to college,” Gus growled. “Don’t they…” 
 
    Before Gus could finish venting Kyoko walked in. “Good morning,” she greeted everyone cheerfully. “Alyssa said you wanted to see me?” 
 
    Gus sourly pointed at the image. “You know what that is?” 
 
    “Let me see,” Kyoko said slowly. “Oh. It’s the Milky Way. Is this where we are now?” she asked, pointing at the arrow. 
 
    “That’s what Alyssa said,” Hannah replied, giving Gus an angry glare. “Why is he mad at me? I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “He’s not angry with you,” Kyoko promised “Don’t be so sensitive. Grandfather, please be nice. Anyway, that would make sense why Nineteen keeps seeing different subspace stations. There are so many stars between us they block the path.” 
 
    Gus perked up. “You know where Earth is on that map?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kyoko said matter-of-factly. Then she paused. “Well, not exactly.” Her fingers traced out the spiral arms. “Look at these two arcs. They might appear to be the same, but if this is accurate, we must be near the end of the Scutum arm.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” Gus asked. 
 
    Kyoko pointed to the bottom of the map. “Because of this thin, straggly arm that wraps way around the outside. That’s the Outer Arm. The big one inside it is the Perseus arm and the one inside that is the Sagittarius arm. See this little strip between the two? That’s what they call the Orion Spur. Our solar system is about halfway along that offshoot. But which star exactly, I have no idea.” 
 
    “Well, still,” Gus said, “that gets us pretty close.” 
 
    “Only in a general sense,” Kyoko replied. “The furthest mankind has explored is about one hundred light-years from Earth. Within that distance, we have established viable settlements on twenty-eight planets.” 
 
    “Yeah. I read that in a brochure on the Solar Princess. That means it should be easy to find Earth.” 
 
    “No, Grandfather. There are thousands of stars within that distance. It could take us years.” Kyoko looked at the map with a worried expression. “And I could be wrong. Maybe that isn’t the Orion Spur. Look at these others.” She pointed to similar wisps of stars on the map. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Gus said sternly. “I don’t know squat about any of this, and neither does Hannah. Your guess is a lot better than ours.” 
 
    Hannah glanced at the screen and said, “Alyssa, do your records show an Acevedos presence in that area?” 
 
    “Yes, they do,” Alyssa replied. “In fact, I am aware of two modest settlements in what you just called the Orion Spur. One of them might be what you refer to as Wheelers Bright.” 
 
    “Yes!” Hannah shouted. She grabbed Kyoko in a big hug. “You did it!” 
 
    “We all did it,” Kyoko said. 
 
    “Good job by both of you,” Gus acknowledged. “At least we have a destination. Alyssa, how far away is that?” 
 
    “In your terms, Wheelers Bright is roughly sixty-seven thousand light-years away.” 
 
    That brought Gus up short. “The hell you say. What’s that mean for us?” 
 
    Kyoko said, “Wheelers Bright is thirty light-years from Earth, and it was scheduled as a twenty-four-day voyage. How long would it take from here?” 
 
    Hannah counted on her fingers for a second. “One hundred and forty-six years,” she said in a defeated voice. 
 
    Kyoko slumped on the table. “Oh my God.”. 
 
    Gus’s face turned pale. “I am afraid so,” he said to Kyoko. “You wanted a sign and here it is. Rescue is not on the way now and never will be. We can die from a volcanic eruption on this island or die of old age trying to get home.” 
 
    Alyssa broke into the sudden gloomy mood. “Miss Schubert, your calculation is incorrect. It will certainly be a long voyage, especially on an uncomfortable starship such as myself. I am specially built for operation in multiple environments, not high speed over extended distances. But I do have the capability for endurance. Without interruption, in your time units, the duration would be three to four months. However, we will have to stop along the way for provisions. I estimate the total voyage at six or seven months.” 
 
    “Six or seven months?” Gus exclaimed. A broad grin spread across his face. “Piece of cake!” 
 
    Alyssa’s news brought squeals of excitement from the girls, and Gus drummed on the tabletop with both hands and said, “It’s time to party!” 
 
    When their celebrating died down, Alyssa added, “But first you must get to Paldae Island.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Russell Kline waited for Sam Kirby to go through his ritual five-fingered countdown. The Grandfather Watch counter on the backdrop indicated 509 days. 
 
    “Good morning, everyone. Russell Kline here with Cassie Weaver and Katelynn Santos. You look cheerful, Katie. What did you think?” 
 
    Katelynn was all smiles. “Isn’t this amazing? They’re going to make it after all. I had almost lost hope.” 
 
    Russell was not as enthusiastic. “I’m not sure this crew will ever see Earth again, but for me, the exciting news is that we have a name! After more than a year of investigation, no one has been able to find out who this Grandfather character is, and now he comes right out and tells us. Gus! I just have one question.” 
 
    Cassie laughed. “Let me Gus. Gus who?” 
 
    “Exactly!” Russell looked at the camera. “For those who haven’t seen it, late last night our favorite grandfather finally gave us his name. The catch is that the Solar Princess’s manifest does not include the name Gus. Is that possible? So I’m still asking the same question I’ve been asking all along. Who is this guy?” 
 
    “He’s a member of my family,” Katelynn said firmly. “All of them are, and that’s why so many people watch their videos.” 
 
    The activity by the three castaways was often mundane, their discussions filled with the technical aspects of living aboard the amazing vessel. The video blog had become part of the world’s entertainment culture. 
 
    Far from Russell’s expectation that the public would stop watching the daily postings, people became addicted to the broadcasts as they would a soap opera. Some watched because they loved the adventure, while academics and scientists scrutinized every frame, hoping for insight into the Acevedos’s fantastic technology. Alyssa herself was now a popular star. For one thing, she provided English subtitles for the videos whenever Hannah spoke in German. 
 
    But most people simply identified with the struggle. The two female celebrities had long since lost their luster and were seen in their rawest form, victims of catastrophe struggling to survive along with one old man. The three lost souls had become part of the public’s daily existence. 
 
    “I can’t argue with that,” Russell said. “But don’t you want to know who he is?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Katelynn said. “Grandfather Gus is good enough for me. And when he gets here—” 
 
    “If he gets here,” Russell interrupted. 
 
    “When he gets here!” Katelynn said fiercely. “Don’t ever question that! When he gets here, I want to give him a big hug. I can’t believe he’s done it. They’ve all done it. I think they’re going to make it now. I’m so excited!” 
 
    Cassie chuckled at Katelynn’s infectious enthusiasm. “I am too, but they still have challenges ahead. Now they have to sail two thousand miles over open ocean. Is that even possible?” 
 
    Katelynn waved her hand dismissively. “I can promise you that’s not a problem,” she said. “I have no doubt he can do it. Grandfather Gus is a sailor. You can tell he has a lot of experience. He’s a shipwright, for goodness sakes. And like you said, it’s only two thousand miles.” 
 
    “Only?” Russell questioned skeptically. 
 
    “Of course. It’s more than that from LA to Hawaii, and hundreds of small recreational boats sail that every year. Families and solo sailors complete crossings longer than that all the time. And they do it in little teeny boats, too! A lot of them twenty or thirty feet.” 
 
    “You sound knowledgeable about this,” Cassie said, a bit surprised. “Are you a sailor?” 
 
    Katelynn looked smug. “I’ve got a thirty-four-foot Beneteau.” 
 
    “Have you ever sailed to Hawaii?” Russell asked. 
 
    Katelynn grinned unabashedly. “Long Island Sound is adventurous enough for me. But Grandfather Gus can make it to Paldae Island with his eyes closed. Just like he said, a piece of cake.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus had studied the tide for months. The planet’s double moons made it erratic, but with constant study, he had developed an accurate schedule. Every six hours the tide flowed into the lagoon with rushing water that broke over shallows in the gap of the crater’s rim. The period between high and low tide was only three hours, so they needed to set sail just at the start of the ebbing tide to get over those rocks. 
 
    He was comfortable that departing with the high tide would be good enough for Alyssa to clear the underwater obstructions because, after all, at one point she had sailed into the lagoon; she could no doubt sail out again. 
 
    Although the distance from the dock to the crater’s opening was less than a mile, Gus planned to push off one hour before the ebb tide started. It would be their first experience actually sailing the ship, and he expected it would be slow going. The light westerly wind usually swirled around inside the rim before blowing out through the gap. The breeze and the tide would be at their back until they reached the ocean. 
 
    The best time for their departure was three days hence. They would catch the high morning tide, and once at sea they would have all day to get familiar with Alyssa before nightfall. It was time for final provisioning. Kyoko sent Gus and Hannah into the jungle for last-minute fruits and melons. Gus dug up three barrels of yams, and Hannah took a final turn searching for coconuts. They had enough cocoa powder, their only luxury, to last for months. 
 
    On the last day, they filled all the water casks. In the worst case, they had enough water to last almost three months, and hopefully, the rain barrels would supplement their supply. 
 
    The big question was how long would it take the inexperienced crew to sail across the open ocean to Paldae Island? 
 
   


 
  

 10 – Setting Sail 
 
    “There’s nothing for Jack to do but to obey orders, and I went up upon the yard; and there was a worse mess, if possible, than I had left below. The braces had been let go, and the yard was swinging about like a turnpike gate.” 
 
    (Richard Henry Dana, Jr. “Two Years Before the Mast”) 
 
    Their last morning on the island dawned bright and clear. Gus saw it as a good omen. Kyoko’s moodiness had disappeared, which lifted everyone’s spirits. Gus rose early and hurried to the spa for a final hot bath. On his return, he found Kyoko at the pier pulling the fish traps out of the water. She moved the occupants into a special wicker basket. 
 
    “I didn’t want to forget these,” she said with a grin. “At least we’ll have one or two fresh meals once we get started.” 
 
    An hour later the scheduled launch time arrived. “Everyone ready?” Gus asked. Both girls nodded. “Let’s do it then.” 
 
    He untied the mooring lines and followed the girls aboard. He and Kyoko pulled in the gangplank and stowed it on the forward deck. He made Hannah put on her safety harness. Her competency working aloft was remarkable, but a single miscue at sea meant serious injury or death. Hannah hated wearing it, but on this important procedure, he would not budge. 
 
    “There is only one rule for sailing,” he’d told her over and over. “Stay on the boat!” 
 
    Alyssa slowly drifted away from the pier and Kyoko ran up to the quarterdeck to stand behind the wheel. “String down the mizzen!” she called. 
 
    Hannah jumped onto the ratlines and scrambled up to the main yard. Kyoko looked up at her and shouted, “Avast there, ye bloody lubber. Cast off the hand sprouts.” Hannah’s laughter carried down with the wind and Gus shook his head, mystified. These two were going to make this a long voyage. 
 
    At the forward winches for the mainmast, he released the rope clutches for the clew lines and buntlines, allowing the trapezoidal-shaped sail to lower from the top down as Hannah undid the ties that held the sail in its stowed configuration on top of the yard. 
 
    Hannah steadily worked her way across the footrope, unfurling the sail and letting it flap down in the wind. Gus grabbed the line attached to the lower corner of the sail, and looped it around the shaft of the winch to crank it down tight. Hannah finished unfurling the sail, and Gus repeated the process for the upwind side. 
 
    While she came down and transferred to the foremast, he cleaned up the buntlines and clew lines hanging down the mast. By the time he finished, Hannah had let down most of the foresail. Their stutter-step procedure required thirty minutes to set both sails. 
 
    Gus had long ago decided that unless they developed much more confidence than they had at this point, they would stick to just the lower course mainsail and foresail. Someday they might try the topsails, but he had no intention of ever spreading the topgallants. Mainly, he didn’t trust Hannah that high in the rigging. 
 
    He pulled on the foresail sheets, cinching them down, and then looked up. The sails filled nicely and gave him a kick of adrenaline. They had really set sail now. He decided to check on Kyoko. 
 
    At the front of the quarterdeck, she gripped the massive wheel firmly in her hands. Now that the ship had a bare amount of headway, she spun the wheel to starboard, pointing the prow toward the center of the lagoon so she could line up a direct path to the opening in the rim. 
 
    The sails snapped once and tightened noticeably. An almost imperceptible tug moved the Alyssa forward. The sound of water splashing against the hull drew him to look over the side, where a beautiful white V spread from the bow. The ocean sent a massaging, invigorating rhythm through the hull. 
 
    He ran up to the forecastle and stood near the bowsprit. The sea spray covered his face and the breeze tugged at his white shirt. For the first time in the seventeen months since landing on the island, he felt a sense of promise, a deep-down assurance they would win. Alyssa’s figurehead pointed toward the gap, leading them away from the enclosed, confining lagoon to the open ocean and home. 
 
    He hurried back to the quarterdeck where Hannah had joined Kyoko. The girls’ eyes were as bright as gemstones. “How’s she handle?” he asked. 
 
    Kyoko spat on the deck and shouted her reply. “She handles like a pregnant cow. Her keel’s heavy and she wallows like a pig. Her rudders get stuck in the windward lee-side.” 
 
    Gus stared at her blankly. “I don’t think you have the jargon down exactly,” he said quietly. 
 
    Kyoko shrugged. “Yeah, well.” She was silent for a moment but the twinkle in her eyes reflected the joy on her face. “She handles fine,” she concluded with a smile. 
 
    Hannah sniggered and ran back to the deck. She slipped into her harness and clambered up ratlines to the main top. 
 
    Gus gave his full attention to Kyoko. During their planning, he had emphasized the importance of accounting for the wind. “Don’t point the nose at the gap,” he had warned her. “The wind can blow you to one side or another. Adjust your heading to take that into consideration.” 
 
    Kyoko’s current course would carry them through without a problem. She only needed to hold Alyssa steady. Gus hovered by her shoulder for a minute, mumbling encouragement. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said pointedly. 
 
    Fair enough. No sense in making her nervous; he returned to the waist. For the moment, he had nothing to do. He could have trimmed the sails a little, but all that would have to wait until they had cleared the rim. Kyoko had the correct line, and he didn’t want to mess with her right now. 
 
    Ahead of the ship, the tide began to rush out of the lagoon. Small whitecaps formed around the banks but the center of the gap showed deep water. The crater rim he had climbed so many times in the past looked enormous from a sea-level perspective. It felt like Alyssa was charging headlong between giant buttresses. He half expected Poseidon to rise up from the ocean and hold the cliffs apart, allowing them to pass. 
 
    He took a calming breath. Don’t get overexcited. In reality, their speed could not be more than two or three knots. They reached the opening and the rim eased by on either side. Gus mentally bade a farewell to the island, and then they were in the open ocean. 
 
    Immediately the sea was stronger. Kyoko slowly turned the wheel, and Alyssa’s bow swung ponderously around to a heading of north-northeast. The sails snapped and huffed during the turn until Kyoko steadied out on course. The trade winds came from the southwest, so Alyssa was running downwind. 
 
    The sun had risen into a crystal-blue sky, and the horizon looked about a thousand miles away; Gus could barely tell where it merged with the sea. The swells moved from west to east, running with the ship and giving them a relatively smooth ride with very little pitching up and down or rolling side to side. Alyssa rode each swell up easily and then settled down on the other side to repeat the process endlessly. 
 
    For an hour, Gus stood on the deck, fascinated by the sea. He scrutinized the masts and rigging at each groan or creak, and constantly inspected the sails, examining each seam as it strained, pulling Alyssa ahead. It had been a long time since he’d felt so alive. 
 
    He shook himself from his trance. He had to check the rest of the ship. Forward to the galley, where one or two metal pots had fallen from their storage rack. He replaced them carefully, but other than that all was fine. 
 
    On the gun deck, he examined each cannon. They remained solidly positioned against the bulwark with the carriage wheels jammed firmly against their stops. The massive weight of the cannons had more potential for damage than anything else on the ship. 
 
    The gun ports were secure. He checked each one twice to make sure. He walked through the midshipman’s quarters and then to the infirmary, where everything was in order. Finally, the part he’d been dreading, he went below to the hold. Surprisingly, he found everything as he’d left it in port. He went through each storage compartment, first checking the water barrels, which were secure; not even a lid had been jostled out of place. 
 
    Their provisions were all as they had been. Forward again to the sail room and all appeared—dare he say it—shipshape. The storerooms were fine; in fact, everything was just as it should be. This was going too smoothly. 
 
    A quick trip down to the data center, and only here did it feel as though they were still perched on the wooden planks on the beach. “Is everything okay, Alyssa?” he asked. 
 
    “All is well; however, Miss Yoshimoto urgently requests your presence.” 
 
    Gus hurried to the quarterdeck, where Kyoko had a distressed look. 
 
    “I’ve been calling you forever,” she complained. “Couldn’t you hear me?” She cast a glance upward. “Hannah’s up in the crow’s nest and hasn’t even looked at me once!” 
 
    “Sorry,” he apologized. “I was checking the ship. Everything’s secure or seems to be.” 
 
    “Well, would you take the wheel for a couple of minutes? The wind has shifted, and I’m exhausted. This is harder than you think.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said, moving to her spot. 
 
    She stepped away, and Gus found indeed it was a lot more difficult than it appeared. The ship pulled at the wheel, trying to head up into the wind. Even though the tiller ropes ran through a set of block and tackles to reduce the load on the pilot’s wheel, it was still a force to be reckoned with. It was not like he could put it on cruise control. With each swell, the sea pushed the bow side to side, requiring continuous adjustments to maintain his heading. 
 
    The magnetic compass showed that in the thirty seconds he’d been holding the wheel, their direction had drifted twenty degrees to starboard. He turned sharply to bring it back onto the desired course. 
 
    Kyoko said, “You’re overcorrecting. Quit fighting it.” 
 
    He smiled at her backseat driving but paid attention to her advice. After all, she’d been doing this a lot longer than him; at least an hour or two. 
 
    He tried to get the feel of the wheel and the delayed response that each quarter turn brought to the bow. It was a world apart from the little sailboat he’d once had. 
 
    Here, when he turned the wheel, nothing happened. He would turn it again and maybe a third time before water flowing over the rudder moved the stern slightly from the first adjustment. The second and third corrections overcompensated, and he would spin the wheel in the opposite direction. 
 
    Soon he had the knack. Check the line, check the compass, adjust, wait for the ship to respond, and check the line once more. His breathing relaxed, and it became enjoyable driving the big vessel through the water. 
 
    Evidently satisfied he wasn’t about to roll the ship over, Kyoko murmured she’d be back, and left. Gus watched her step down from the quarterdeck and disappear below. He examined the sails and rigging. The shift in wind direction meant they were sailing close hauled. He should adjust the tacks to pull the portside leech a tad more forward. That would achieve a more aerodynamic effect and thus create more lift. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Kyoko returned, wearing warmer clothes and a floppy hat. “I’m ready,” she said, taking the wheel. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked. She gave him a tired smile and nodded. He watched her for a moment before leaving to tend the sails. The wind had shifted again. If he trimmed the main yard by winching in the starboard brace, it would improve their speed. 
 
    The lines that adjusted the yard, the braces, attached to a pair of winches at the rear of the poop deck above his cabin. He released the clutch on the starboard side to tighten the line. 
 
    The brace didn’t run through a block, and he wasn’t ready for the sudden pull. The rope played out quickly and he grabbed it, burning his hands as the yard strained against him. 
 
    He felt Alyssa slack off as the sail spilled its wind before he could cinch it tight again. The job required an enormous effort. He braced his feet against the edge of the railing, and with every bit of strength in his arms and legs, he leaned against the winch handle, pulling the line in one or two inches at a time. 
 
    His arms started to lose their feeling, and he hastily locked the rope clutch, securing the rope in the winch before it pulled through again. He looked at the yard and thought he might have made it worse. Too bad. He wasn’t going to try that again. 
 
    At any rate, with the yard adjusted, he needed to trim the sails. He slowly let himself down to the main deck and attended to the chore. Twenty minutes later he was dizzy from the exertion and breathing in ragged gasps. He felt nauseous, and his legs trembled from the continuous strain. It was worse than any exercise he’d ever done. It took maximum effort from every muscle group in his body to pull on the damned ropes. 
 
    He sank down against the mast, waiting for the dizziness to pass before returning to the quarterdeck to check on Kyoko. She looked exhausted herself and stood at the wheel, appearing a bit frazzled. 
 
    “You want to take it?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “No. Give me a second. I can hardly lift my arms. Every time you adjust a line, you have to adjust every other line.” 
 
    “I’ll get us some lunch when you’re ready.” 
 
    That was encouragement enough, and he took her place. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko walked across the deck, relieved to be away from the wheel. She was still getting her sea legs, lurching slightly as the ship rose and fell with the waves. A small wave sprayed over the forecastle, soaking her just before she reached the galley. Her high spirits from the morning were gone. 
 
    The first hour had been exciting, seeing the success of all their work over the past year come to fruition. Steering Alyssa through the crater rim had made her heart pound with excitement. And when they’d sailed into the open sea, what a magnificent feeling! But after a couple of hours, she was ready to go home and have a nice soak in the spa. Maybe take an afternoon nap on Grandfather’s comfortable bed and then cook some dinner. 
 
    But those days were gone. Just steering the ship, her only duty, was incredibly hard work. It was like holding a three-year-old who wanted to be put down; trying to deal with the constant wiggling, an ever-increasing weight, but having to hang on no matter what. 
 
    And this was what she faced from here on, every day, all day long, with nothing to break the routine. It wasn’t like she could go into the Admiral’s Club during a layover to have a glass of wine and go to the bathroom. Standing behind the wheel outside in the blazing sun and fighting against the elements was as good as it got. 
 
    Even worse was that Grandfather looked utterly done in. Over the past year, the hard work on the ballast had turned him into solid muscle, but look at him now! When he’d come back into the helm just now, he could hardly stand up. She shouldn’t have left him with the wheel like that, but her own exhaustion, combined with his helplessness from fatigue, had scared her. What were they going to do? Could they handle this ship day after day? 
 
    And today the going was smooth, the gentle swells almost like glass. What about when it got rough? She thought about the storms on the island when the wind blew a gale, and it was dangerous to go outside. Back then, all they had to do was hunker down and have coffee until the weather changed. She didn’t have that luxury now. 
 
    They’d have to sail the ship, man the sails, and who knew what else. The smallest mistake or a rogue wave might capsize the boat and take them down. Alyssa could roll over and go under in only a minute or two. 
 
    On the island, Grandfather had lectured incessantly about considerations for storms and how dangerous they would be. She had ignored most of what he said, thinking they’d be fine once they were sailing. Even if there were a problem, he would take care of it. 
 
    But now, although the ship was moving majestically, Kyoko felt Alyssa’s fragility with every swell. Her chest tightened, and she slumped down onto the galley’s deck, forcing herself to breathe evenly and deeply. The last thing she needed now was to freak out and hyperventilate herself into unconsciousness. Wouldn’t Grandfather love that? 
 
    She finally got her emotions under control and started a fire in the oven. They’d planned to have hot meals only in the evening, but right now, she needed the familiarity of a warm stove. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Over lunch, Kyoko restrained herself from fussing at Hannah, who had stayed aloft all morning enjoying the view. But Kyoko did make it clear that she needed help at the wheel. Hannah was surprisingly apologetic for not realizing how Kyoko had been suffering. 
 
    Other than adding Hannah to helm duties, the afternoon was a repeat of the morning. Kyoko and Hannah swapped off at the wheel every hour or so while Grandfather managed the deck. As planned, he rigged the jib from the bowsprit and the lateen from the mizzen where it hung above the poop deck. 
 
    Kyoko watched from the wheel while Grandfather mounted the triangular jib on the stay between the bowsprit and the foremast. For practice in the lagoon, he had run up the jib several times. He knew what to do, but he was having difficulty now on the deck in the open seas. Although not pitching violently, the bow still moved up and down with each swell. Occasionally the cold spray flew up, soaking his clothes to make the task more difficult. 
 
    A wave washed over the bow, and Grandfather disappeared entirely. Kyoko’s heart almost stopped until she saw him again, still standing there fiddling with the ropes, trying to untie a particularly troublesome knot, to all appearances completely oblivious to the sea. She was thankful he was wearing his safety harness. 
 
    Finally, he got the jib free and hoisted it up, parallel with the forestay until it looked more like a sail and less like a droopy bag resting on his head. 
 
    When the job was done, he returned to the wheel and stood beside her, panting, never taking his eyes off the sails. The jib added little to Alyssa’s momentum, but Kyoko found it made handling easier. 
 
    After catching his breath, he disappeared up to the poop deck, and she could hear him stomping around with periodic thumps, bangs, curses, and squeals from the blocks as he raised the lateen. 
 
    Twice during the afternoon, Hannah relieved her on the quarterdeck. Kyoko didn’t stay gone too long, not wanting to impose on anyone’s energy more than necessary. She’d recovered somewhat from her anxiety attack this morning. At least she could breathe. 
 
    As the sun prepared to dip below the horizon, it was time to stow the sails. Hannah climbed up into the rigging, and she and Grandfather executed the reverse of the morning’s exercise. Once the courses were stowed, he left the jib and lateen up for stability. Then he lashed the wheel into the wind. With those forces balanced, the ship would hold a steady position. Grandfather explained this would give them minimal forward progress but allow them to sleep. The configuration was called to heave to. 
 
    Kyoko had nightmares all night long about Hannah and Grandfather being swept overboard while the boat kept sailing away, with her standing on the deck screaming in terror. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    On the third morning at sea, once the sails were up, Gus made hot cocoa and took a cup to Kyoko. She was profoundly grateful as he took the wheel, allowing her a moment’s rest with the hot beverage. 
 
    Their routine was set. Gus didn’t stay so meticulous about trimming the sails and spent more time helping with the helm. As Kyoko moved aside, he noticed her stiffness. 
 
    “It won’t last forever,” he said. “The work is hard, but in a couple of weeks, even this will become routine. Such is the human body; it adapts. And this is nothing compared to what you’ve done for the past year.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied, squinting from the rising sun. “But these are different muscles. Everything aches. And it’s hard to sleep with the ship rolling all night. At least we’ll only be out here for a month.” 
 
    “That’s the right attitude,” Gus said. “There’s always a silver lining. Alyssa, how far have we come?” 
 
    “Approximately eighty nautical miles,” Alyssa said. 
 
    “Eighty miles?” Gus was surprised at the answer. “It should be a lot more than that. I thought if we averaged three knots an hour we’d do sixty miles a day at least.” 
 
    Alyssa said, “You are averaging approximately three point two knots per hour during daylight hours. However, when you heave to at night, you are essentially adrift without making any forward progress.” 
 
    Gus groaned with the sudden realization. What a stupid mistake. He’d unconsciously assumed around-the-clock progress, but that wasn’t what they were doing. “We have to talk about this,” he told Kyoko. “But it can wait until tonight. I’m a little worried, but at least we brought sixty days’ worth of food and water.” 
 
    “You mean we might be out here for two months?” Kyoko groaned. 
 
    “I’m not sure just yet. Let’s see how things go for now.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The daily routine soon became just that, routine. Even the never-ending battle to keep warm was second nature. They arose each morning at the first hint of dawn. Before the sun peeked over the horizon, Gus would send Hannah up into the shrouds to set the sails. 
 
    After reviewing their situation, Gus wasn’t ready to go to a constant day/night operation. As it was, it took all three of them to accomplish the required duties. They had enough food and water to stretch the journey out for fifty days, which, according to Alyssa, was their new estimated time for the voyage. 
 
    Trouble would inevitably come. It always did in one form or another, and if he pushed too hard, they might not have the reserve necessary to overcome. For now, they would continue as they had started. 
 
    Late on the sixth day, the sky clouded over. A real storm was building to the west. This would be more than the annoying squalls that blew over two or three times a day. 
 
    Gus felt a chill down his spine. At least they’d had a week to get their sea legs. He examined the sky, trying to guess how long it would be before the storm arrived. 
 
    He had developed somewhat of a weather eye during the past year on the island. He guessed the rain and wind would catch up with them an hour after dark but he wouldn’t wait. They would stow the sails early. Storms always arrive before you expect, and he wanted extra time to batten down the hatches. 
 
    Gus was more than a little worried, as this was his first storm at sea. It meant a long night of worry. He and Hannah stowed the sails and Gus reefed in the lateen. He would leave only the jib up to function as a storm sail, as they were running off the wind. He lashed the wheel so they would be hove-to for the storm, but he planned to remain in the navigation room to keep an eye how Alyssa fared. 
 
    Kyoko prepared a hot meal of fish stew and warm bread. She also made sandwiches for the night watch. 
 
    Gus checked and rechecked everything in the hold and then went to the gun deck. This was his biggest worry—both the gun ports and the guns themselves. 
 
    He examined the ports once again to make sure they were tightly sealed. During the repairs in the lagoon, he should have come up with a better solution than rope tie-downs. They had seemed strong enough back then, but with a monster storm bearing down, he wished for iron locks instead. 
 
    The cannon breechings were firmly snugged down, and even with the handspikes, he couldn’t get them any tighter. Finally, he secured the main hatch with a form-fitted cover from the sail locker over the lattice top. 
 
    The wind started to pick up. They shared the hot meal in Gus’s cabin and smiled worriedly at each other. The lack of conversation only aggravated their anxiety. 
 
    “I’ll take first watch,” he said as he finished the meal. 
 
    “I want to come for a little while,” Kyoko said. 
 
    “Me too,” Hannah added. 
 
    When the storm arrived, it was worse than anything Gus had seen on the island. He gave thanks again that the sea had given them a chance to become familiar with their ship, because it appeared intent on initiating them to the real life of a sailor. The swells grew higher and higher as the wind pushed the water ahead of the main storm. 
 
    The Alyssa bobbed up and down like a roller coaster, one minute high atop the wave, providing a view of the ocean for miles around, the next riding it down into the trough, a thirty-foot wall of water on all sides. 
 
    Then the rain started. It came down in thick sheets, sometimes enough to obscure the bowsprit. The lightning followed with immense thunderbolts cracking overhead, lighting up the sky for brief flashes, illuminating the fury of the storm. 
 
    Alyssa creaked and groaned louder than the storm’s thunder. Gus thought surely her masts would splinter and come apart. The rigging wailed like the string section of an orchestra warming up for a concert. 
 
    Finally, when the storm reached its highest intensity, the swells started breaking off at the top. One of the whitecaps tossed the tiny galleon down into the trough of a wave and then pounded down on top, drenching her decks, sounding like thunder. The Alyssa heeled over on her side, the deck rail almost against the wave tops. Gus held his breath until she slowly rolled upright. 
 
    He put on his safety harness and hurried out onto the quarterdeck to untie the wheel. “My instructor never told me about these kinds of conditions,” he muttered, spinning the wheel to steer away from the next building whitecap. Instead, he let Alyssa surf down the wave until the next swell lifted her up again. 
 
    Several times Hannah ran below to determine how much water they were taking on. The sea found its way into the hull through unseen openings, a thousand rivulets like capillaries flowing steadily down and accumulating deep in Alyssa’s lowest deck but never covering the ballast. The bilge pumps fought back, holding their own throughout the night. 
 
    Hannah reported that in Gus’s cabin, the deep, inset windows showed the dangerous sea whenever lightning flashed, but the leaded glass allowed not a drop of seawater through their panes. 
 
    Several times Gus shouted at Kyoko, who had joined him on the wheel, to go get some sleep. “You have to relieve me in the morning,” he ordered fiercely. 
 
    “I’m not leaving,” she replied stubbornly. “I don’t want to be alone in case…” She shut her mouth tightly and didn’t finish the sentence. He knew what she was thinking. In case they didn’t make it through the night. 
 
    Hannah was more prosaic. After one heart-rendering heel-over, she announced she was going to bed. 
 
    Well before dawn, the storm evaporated as if by magic. Once bright sunlight appeared on the horizon, Gus lashed the wheel once again. 
 
    The decks were clear. The rigging looked as it had last night after they had stowed the sails. The canvas, still tied tightly to the yards, seemed a little heavier than usual, but other than that, there was no indication of the fury from the night before. 
 
    The jib flapped a little as the lashed tiller swung the prow back and forth, but the canvas was in good shape—none of the tears or snapped lines that he expected to see. He walked back to Kyoko, standing on the deck looking about, still in a daze at the seemingly calm day. 
 
    “How about that?” he asked with an awed expression. 
 
    She nodded, looking a little green. “How often do you suppose that will happen?” 
 
    He shrugged and looked at the clear skies. “Not in the next few hours, I hope. I’m going to sleep.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko shook Gus vigorously. “Wake up,” she insisted. “I’m going to have a dip. I can’t stand it anymore. Would you come keep an eye?” 
 
    He roused from the bed, dearly wanting another fifteen minutes. She walked out the door, not waiting for an answer, and he came slowly behind, stretching and creaking. 
 
    The sun shone brilliantly as she laid a blanket, a clean shirt, and a pair of britches next to the bulwark. She caught him off guard when she slipped off her clothes. He turned away while she stretched momentarily on the side and then dove into the sea. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time he had seen one the girls undressed. Such embarrassing encounters were inevitable living in close quarters, but he tried to avoid such situations. Hannah at least exhibited a little modesty, but Kyoko, with her Japanese upbringing, was less concerned. Probably the result of growing up with those public baths. 
 
    Her startled shrieking told him the sea was cold. What did she expect? They were still in arctic waters. Hannah’s laughter echoed up with Kyoko’s screams. It appeared his entire crew had gone overboard. 
 
    He kept his back to them when they climbed out, giving them a chance to dry off and get dressed. “Was it worth it?” he asked when they were decent? 
 
    “Oh yes,” Kyoko replied emphatically, her teeth chattering. “You should go.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure if that was an invitation or a request. It probably wouldn’t hurt him to clean up a little. It had been a rough first week. He went for his own change of clothes while the girls fixed breakfast. 
 
    Cleaned and fed, they decided to forego the sails for the rest of the day. It was a lot of work and Gus was still exhausted. 
 
   


 
  

 11 – It’s a Big Ocean 
 
    “The tragedy of life is not that man loses, but that he almost wins.” 
 
    (Heywood Broun, “Sport for Art’s Sake”) 
 
    Hannah got comfortable on the top with her arms and legs wrapped around the rigging. Once settled in she rested her chin on one of the rope loops so the wind could make the rigging thrum against her face. The canvas snapped from time to time as Gus made periodic adjustments to their course. 
 
    Although cold, it was peaceful snuggling against the mast, up amongst the ropes, hearing only the wind and the dull wash of water against the hull. All day long, this was her favorite spot, just staring at the horizon. Once in a while, she looked back along the white V wake as Alyssa slowly plowed her way to their destination. 
 
    Every couple of hours, she descended to take her shift at the wheel so Kyoko could have a break. Afterward, Hannah often offered to help trim the sails, but Grandfather tended to shoo her away. He had his own way of doing things. He would handle the duties aloft too, but frankly, he couldn’t manage it; he just didn’t have the balance. When he got on the footrope, he tended to lock his knees, and it was all he could do to not fall. 
 
    When the sun approached the horizon, she descended to the main yard with the creaking of her own stiff joints. At Grandfather’s signal, he began winching in the bunt and the clew lines. She gathered the sails and tied them securely on top of the yard. When she reached the deck, Grandfather took the wheel and Hannah helped Kyoko prepare a hot dinner. 
 
    During the meal, Grandfather commented about her sitting all day up in the rigging looking so glum. 
 
    “Life at sea isn’t so bad,” he said. “You should cheer up.” 
 
    He launched into a discussion about the beneficial health aspects of their voyage. Hannah suffered his lecture stoically. Honestly, the only thing worse than Grandfather being mean was his being nice. 
 
    “I’m not depressed,” she explained. “I just enjoy being up there. It’s peaceful, that’s all.” 
 
    He tried to inquire further, but she ignored him. After a couple more attempts he finally gave up, and after the meal she went below to her berth. As she pulled up the covers, it occurred to her that she had missed a good chance to talk about the one thing that had been on her mind, but tonight it just wasn’t worth the fight. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The following morning Gus was winching the mainsail sheets down taut when an unexpected movement caught his eye. He leaned over the deck rail to check. Just below where he was standing, one of the gun port covers was opening in a short, jerking manner. At first, he thought the rope closure might have come undone, but the cover wasn’t flapping. It was definitely opening. 
 
    He glanced at quarterdeck. Kyoko was at the wheel checking the compass. He looked up at the rigging but couldn’t see Hannah anywhere. Her safety harness lay on the deck; she wasn’t on the top nor anywhere on the foremast. He checked over the rail again. The gun port was completely open now. 
 
    “Hannah!” he shouted to the wind. “What are you up to?” He locked the winch clutch in place and marched quickly toward the stairs at the aft end of the deck leading below. He was going to kill that girl. He reached the gun deck and there she was, standing with her face looking out of the gun ports. “What the hell are you doing?” he roared. 
 
    She turned around with a face full of mischievous excitement. “Schiessen wir die Kanone!” 
 
    “Let’s shoot the cannon!” Alyssa translated. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko saw Grandfather’s sudden attention over the deck railing. When he spun around with an angry expression and headed toward the stairs, she got a sinking feeling. Please, God, don’t let it be Hannah. When they were getting ready for bed last night, Hannah had mumbled something about the cannons. Surely, she wouldn’t try anything on her own. 
 
    Kyoko lashed the wheel and hurried after him, taking the stairs two at a time. When she reached the gun deck, Grandfather and Hannah were bent over one of the big guns. The surprise was that both of them were grinning. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus studied the big gun carefully. In the lagoon, he’d always meant to clean one up and try shooting it, but there had never been any time. Now he had the chance. 
 
    The solid, cast-iron cannons had to weigh over four thousand pounds each. They rested on heavy carriages that were lashed to the bulwark by block and tackles called the breeches. Along the center of the gun deck were solid wooden garlands, thick oak beams with hollowed-out receptacles that contained iron cannonballs. Gus picked one up and estimated they each weighed about thirty pounds. 
 
    Forward of the mainmast was the front gun deck. Those cannons were smaller, called culverins, with three on each side. They fired lighter rounds, between fifteen and twenty pounds. Instead of being stored in wooden garlands, the demi-cannonballs were in wire baskets hanging along the hull between the barrels. 
 
    Historically, a good gun crew could whip these things into position, load, and fire within a couple of minutes. But shooting one off inside the ship was something he approached with a great deal of trepidation. Doing it properly would take some time. 
 
    “All right,” Gus said. “First thing is to clean them up.” From a locker between the masts, he found the necessary implements. He held up a long staff with a metal double corkscrew on the end. “This is a wormer. We use it to clean the cannon bore between shots to get rid of any remains of the wadding or powder bags.” He handed it to Hannah and pulled the lid off a barrel. “This is the tompion,” he explained, and looked down the bore. “It was supposed to keep dirt out, but these have been sitting here a long time. We can use the worm screw to get rid of all the gunk inside them now. They have to be clean before we shoot or it could explode. Got it?” 
 
    Hannah looked at Gus skeptically. “What do you mean when you say we use it to clean the bore?” 
 
    “I mean you.” 
 
    She nodded stoically and examined the tool. “You want me to do all the cannons?” she asked. 
 
    “Let’s stick with two, for now, one port and one starboard.” 
 
    Hannah gave a sigh of relief. 
 
    Gus picked up another pole. It had a wooden cylinder the same thickness as the barrel on one end and a mop on the other. “This is the ram and the sponge. I’ll rejuvenate these while you clean the guns.” 
 
    It took the rest of the day to clean the two cannons. 
 
    Next morning, satisfied the barrels were clean, the two cannoneers went down to the hold to further investigate the magazine. Hannah found a wooden box that held dozens of small cloth bags and an oversized measuring cup. 
 
    “What are these?” she asked. 
 
    “Those are cartridges and the ladle,” Gus explained. “We use the ladle to fill the bags with gunpowder. Here, I’ll show you.” Gus opened a powder keg and scooped up a full measure of gunpowder. It correctly filled the cartridge bag, yielding a heavy oblong bundle that was exactly the width of the cannon barrel. 
 
    “Let me do one,” Hannah said. 
 
    When she finished, Gus said, “Now we need the primers. Look for something the size of the vent hole in the top of the barrel.” 
 
    Hannah flipped the catch on a small chest and opened the lid. “Like these?” Inside were several dozen L-shaped tubes made of metal. The longer end was wider, and the short end had a wire loop protruding from the middle. 
 
    Gus took one from the chest for examination. “That’s it,” he said. “These are called friction primers. The fat end is the same size as the vent at the back of the cannon; you stick this end down into the hole. See this loop of wire on the other end? When you pull that out it ignites a combustible mixture inside the primer, which in turn sets off the powder bag. Hopefully, they’re still good.” 
 
    Another chest contained more paraphernalia that included several wood-handled, six-inch-long brass picks and some short lanyards with stiff hooks on one end. They took everything up to the gun deck. 
 
    “This is going to be dangerous,” Gus said, “so don’t get ahead of me. You do what I say, when I say it, and nothing else. Got it?” 
 
    Hannah nodded obediently. 
 
    Gus pointed at the bundles of ropes piled next to the cannon. “These ropes are called the breeching lines. They connect to the carriage and loop through those pulley blocks.” Gus traced the lines through large ringbolts mounted down low on the bulwark on either side of the gun port. 
 
    A separate block and pulley attached the back of the carriage to a beam down the center of the gun deck. It allowed the crew to pull the cannon away from the gun port to give access to the barrel. “First, we’ll reposition it,” Gus said. 
 
    They pulled on the ropes, drawing the cannon back. 
 
    “Okay, now put the powder charge into the barrel and use the ram to shove it all the way down.” 
 
    Hannah did so with much enthusiasm. 
 
    “Load one of those cannonballs from the garland and follow it with some wadding. Ram each one down good.” 
 
    When that was completed, they hauled on the breechings to pull the cannon up against the stops so the barrel stuck out of the gun port. 
 
    Gus had to see what this looked like and ran up to the deck, going all the way to the forecastle. The big black muzzle stuck out of the hull, looking as deadly and menacing as on an ancient galleon back on Earth. He felt like an eight-year-old playing with real toys. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Hannah asked when Gus returned. 
 
    “Almost.” Gus handed her one of the brass picks. “Use this to poke a hole in the powder bag through the vent.” 
 
    Hannah jammed the pick all the way into the vent several times. “I felt it go through the cloth,” she said and stepped back. 
 
    Gus stuck a primer tube into the vent and looped the hook from one of the lanyards through the eye on the primer. 
 
    “Okay, listen up. Important safety tip. Don’t stand behind the carriage. When the cannon fires, the whole contraption is going to recoil like a freight train. Understand?” 
 
    “Don’t stand behind the cannon,” Hannah repeated. 
 
    Gus gingerly handed her the lanyard and moved aside. “Give it a good hard pull when you’re ready. Alyssa, tell Kyoko we’re about to fire the cannon.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” the AI said, then after a brief pause, “She advises you to be careful.” 
 
    Hannah moved to the side of the carriage, and with a final nod from Gus, yanked on the lanyard. 
 
    The detonation was deafening, and the deck shook with a sudden jarring impact as the gun slammed against the limit of its anchor ropes. Smoke filled the deck, venting out through the gun port and up through the cargo hatch above. Then it was silent. 
 
    Around the gun deck, nothing was changed. Gus hurried up to the waist to ensure all was well. Kyoko gave him a thumbs-up with a big smile. 
 
    He got a bucket of water to swab the barrel and returned to the gun deck. 
 
    “My turn,” he told Hannah. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Has it really only been four weeks?” Hannah asked over their evening meal. 
 
    “Four weeks and two days,” Gus replied. 
 
    “Seems a lot longer,” Kyoko said. 
 
    “At least it’s not so cold now,” Hannah observed. 
 
    Gus nodded silently. 
 
    Their conversations were brief these days. Everyone was physically tired and mentally drained from too many hopes and repeated disappointments. The days ran together, monotonous and unending. 
 
    “How much further, Alyssa?” Gus asked. 
 
    “If you maintain your current speed, we should reach Paldae Island in three weeks and two days.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus checked the morning sky, keeping a persistent eye on the weather. As Hannah said, at least it wasn’t so cold now. In fact, these days it was getting downright hot in the afternoon. 
 
    Gus was sharing an early morning cocoa on the deck with Kyoko. They’d been at sea for two months and not yet reached the halfway point. The newest problem was wind. For the last two weeks, it had disappeared completely. Now and then a breeze came along, just enough to slap the sails around, but not enough to make any headway. 
 
    The worst part, though, was the rolling. The swells always seemed to be on the beam, making the ship roll back and forth endlessly. It was horribly uncomfortable. Anything Gus put on the table wound up on the floor, and sleeping was practically impossible. 
 
    Because of the incessant back-and-forth motion, Hannah had spent the last three days throwing up over the side. Gus made her drink as much as possible to keep her from getting dehydrated, and her bratty attitude the entire time didn’t help. He reached the point he didn’t care how sick she got and told Kyoko it was her problem from now on. 
 
    But Gus’s biggest worry was their provisions. It wasn’t critical yet, but they were running low on everything. He always had two lines in the water off the poop deck, and every day or two pulled in a fair-sized fish. If the fishing petered out, they would be in trouble. 
 
    The fresh fruit that Kyoko had brought on board was long gone, and the dried fruit was getting low. They still had a few of the lemony citrus fruits, and once a day Kyoko made lemonade. It was the high point of mealtimes and an excellent dietary supplement. They had enough breadfruit flour to last another thirty days. 
 
    Until the wind had died, they had managed to keep their water barrels full. But there hadn’t been a drop of rain since then, so even though it wasn’t yet a problem, it was worrisome. 
 
    Along with everything else, Alyssa herself was showing the strain. In spite of her boasts about how indestructible she was, the sails were getting seriously frazzled. They had looked good in the lagoon, but even new sails didn’t last forever. 
 
    Gus didn’t have a sailmaker or a metal worker to take care of the repairs so he kept busy trying to fill the requirement. The problem was that even though his skill was marginally adequate, his stamina wasn’t. The simple act of sailing kept him at the limit of his endurance. An ordinary day left little time to complete the millions of tasks that any vessel at sea required. 
 
    He patched the jib and the lateen so many times they looked like a quilt. The mainsail and foresail were in slightly better condition since they were not left up during the storms, but they still needed attention. 
 
    And the hull leaked now. The pounding from multiple storms was having an accumulated effect on his makeshift repairs. Water was apparently getting in under the ballast because the bilge pumps ran sporadically day and night. Every day, Gus made a trip down to the ballast. He inspected every inch of the hull and found three actual leaks. That meant removing enough of the ingots so he could mix more of the metallic paste and jam it into the cracks. 
 
    With the situation deteriorating, they needed to make landfall, and soon. The only way to improve their progress was to increase their canvas and run it longer. As if in answer to his prayers, a stiff breeze came over the deck and the sails blossomed. 
 
    “From now on, we go watch-on-watch,” he told Kyoko. “And we start running with topsails as well.” 
 
    She gave him a worried look. “What’s watch-on-watch? I hope it doesn’t mean what I think it means.” 
 
    “It does, but it’s not that bad. We’ll sail day and night in shifts. Each of us will work eight hours on and take four hours off. That way we’ll always have two of us on duty. I can handle the deck duties and still work on things like mending and replacing. You girls stay at the helm. The only exception, of course, is for storms. Whenever weather comes, we still have to stow the sails. With three of us, it’s doable.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The first three days were a relief for Hannah. The breeze made her sea sickness disappear, and that made up for a lot. The downside was she had to spend most of her time at the wheel rather than aloft. The days ran together in a constant haze of catnaps, quick cold meals, and steering. During her night shift at the ship’s wheel, she struggled to stay awake, and more than once Alyssa woke her up when she nodded off. She constantly felt at the edge of a dream, but the new routine inevitably became routine. 
 
    Putting up the topsails for the first time was a bit scary. She wasn’t sure why; she’d had no fear of heights working on the main yard. But the extra fifty feet made a big difference. At that height, the boat seemed to rock and pitch more than ever. But it had to be done, so she gritted her teeth and tried not to look down. 
 
    When she loosed the topsails, Grandfather couldn’t help as much with the lines because the topsail sheets tied off at the end of the main yard rather than being winched to the deck. Once the sails were out, Grandfather retired to his cabin, leaving her to take the helm. 
 
    The ship handled differently with the extra canvas. It was as though Alyssa herself felt the urgency of the situation. There was more response from the rudder and more pull against the wheel. The increase in speed, however, was a welcome offset. Now they were getting somewhere. 
 
    By the time she’d stowed the sails for the third storm, she no longer thought about the height. In fact, the damned harness was the biggest obstacle of all. She complained about it to Grandfather, but he only got angry when she brought up the subject. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    On a particularly hot morning, Kyoko relieved Grandfather at the wheel. She wore a loose cotton blouse and a pair of cutoffs. All of her clothes were so dirty she hated to put anything on, but washing them in seawater left them feeling stiff and itchy. “It’s going to be miserable today,” she said impatiently. 
 
    “Yeah, tell me about it,” he responded in a frustrated tone. 
 
    The heat was awful, especially at night. Better than freezing, but not much. At least the wind was steady from the southwest. It promised to be a good day for sailing. 
 
    “We could stop for an hour,” Kyoko said, thinking a bath would be like heaven. “Even just thirty minutes. It would really be nice.” 
 
    She had tried twice in the last few days to convince him to pause their journey while she and Hannah took a dip, but he would not listen, saying they couldn’t afford the lost time. 
 
    “I already told you to forget it!” he snapped crossly. “You can swim when we get there. We’re cutting this way too close with our food and water.” His worries were infectious, and she found herself in an unusually bad mood. 
 
    He muttered and stomped off to his cabin. Two hours later he was back. “Couldn’t sleep,” he grumbled. “Too hot inside. I’ll check my fishing lines.” 
 
    He left, and moments later she heard him pulling something in. Hopefully, it would make a nice meal. They hadn’t caught anything for the last three days. 
 
    After a few minutes, he came down the steps from the poop deck and held up the catch with a frown. He called it a catfish because of the sharp pectoral spines behind its gills. She’d been stuck more than once trying to cut their heads off because they fought back pretty hard. And they weren’t that good for eating but better than nothing, she supposed. 
 
    He motioned for her to join him and headed toward the galley in the forecastle. Kyoko lashed the wheel and followed. It helped when he held the thing still while she decapitated it. 
 
    Hannah called from the deck, “I’m going aloft.” 
 
    “All right,” Kyoko shouted. 
 
    She turned her attention to the catfish. Gus laid it out on a metal pan, and she got the big knife from her cupboard. She estimated its weight at about eight pounds. 
 
    “Go ahead,” he muttered, holding the spines out of the way. 
 
    Kyoko put the knife just past the spines and sliced down at an angle. The fish convulsed, and Gus roared with pain. One of the spines caught him right in the webbing between his first two fingers. 
 
    “Damn it!” he shouted. 
 
    “Don’t pull on it,” Kyoko warned. The spines had a nasty barb on the tip. Too late. Gus jerked it out and groaned again. Blood welled out from the hole. “Let me clean it,” she said, “or you’ll get it infected.” 
 
    She grabbed his wrist and poured some clean water over it. 
 
    “Not too much,” he complained. “We need that for drinking.” 
 
    Kyoko ignored him and cleaned the wound. “You better put a bandage on that. Go on.” She pushed him out of the galley and turned back to the catfish. It had flopped onto the floor. She grabbed it by the tail and slammed it against the cooktop. “That’s for Grandfather,” she said, picking up her knife once again. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Grandfather shouted angrily from the deck. “Damn it!” 
 
    Kyoko looked out the door to see what had set him off. He was standing at the base of the mainmast holding Hannah’s safety harness. Hannah was climbing down the shrouds, and her guilty expression said she knew she’d been busted. 
 
    “I was just tying off the sheet,” she said defensively. “It was loose.” 
 
    “That’s no reason to kill yourself,” he yelled. He shook the harness in front of Hannah’s nose, and his face turned red. Kyoko could tell he was about to explode. “What’s wrong with you?” he shouted. 
 
    Hannah lost her temper and fired back. “What’s wrong with me?” she spat. “What’s wrong with you? I’m just trying to do my job and all you do yell at me!” 
 
    “If you’re going to do your job, do it right!” Gus tried to force Hannah to take the harness. 
 
    “Leave me alone!” she screamed. When Gus pressed it into her hands, she whipped it away and then threw it right back into his face. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Kyoko exclaimed, hurrying onto the deck. “Don’t you dare hurt Grandfather!” 
 
    Hannah shrieked in frustration and vaulted up the steps to the forecastle deck. 
 
    “I can’t stand this anymore,” she cried. “I just want—” 
 
    A huge wave washed over the bow and swept Hannah off the deck into the sea. 
 
    A warning horn sounded, and Alyssa’s voice filled the air. “Man overboard! All hands on deck!” 
 
    “Told you so!” Grandfather shouted. He looked over the rail and waved. “Bye, bye.” He turned away, commenting to Kyoko, “Maybe life will be a little more pleasant with just the two of us.” In spite of his words, he thumbed the clutch off the winch, freeing the line to the bottom sail. The canvas flapped, all lift gone, and Alyssa slowed immediately. He picked up a coil of rope to throw to Hannah. 
 
    Kyoko was standing at the rail and yelled, “Shark! Grandfather, there’s a shark!” 
 
    Gus dropped the rope and hurried to Kyoko’s side. 
 
    There really was a shark, and it was headed straight for Hannah. The big, triangular dorsal fin was exactly the same as those they had seen in the lagoon, and the huge jaws were unmistakable. 
 
    Hannah was frantically swimming toward the ship, but there was no way she was going to outrun those deadly teeth. 
 
    “Give me that,” Gus said and took the big knife from Kyoko’s hand. “And throw that rope to Hannah.” He vaulted to the top of the railing and jumped out away from the ship. With a savage yell, he came down right on the head of the shark. Both of them disappeared beneath the waves. 
 
    “Grandfather!” Kyoko screamed. She grabbed up the rope and threw it toward Hannah. The line tangled itself into a big loose knot and fell back against the side about ten feet below the rail. Only a few inches trailed in the water. 
 
    Although slowing, the boat continued to move forward. Hannah would never catch the rope. In fact, she was losing ground. Kyoko ran forward and released the clutch on the foresail, but the ship still had momentum. She looked over the rail but had lost sight of Hannah in the wake. 
 
    The shark burst out of the sea, leaping entirely into the air. Grandfather sat astride its back, holding onto its dorsal fin with one hand and repeatedly slamming the knife into its spine with the other. The shark arched up and then nosed over to disappear again beneath the waves. 
 
    “Alyssa!” Kyoko screamed. “Do something!” 
 
    A warning horn blared across the deck. “All hands,” Alyssa’s voice boomed. “Prepare for emergency strake deployment. Brace, brace, brace!” 
 
    The ship jerked to a sudden halt, throwing Kyoko sprawling to the deck. Loud, creaking screeches of unused machinery filled the air as the side rail folded down away from the ship, exposing giant hinges. Two narrow strips of the hull, one below the quarterdeck and another under the forecastle, pivoted upwards from below the waterline. Between them, the center chine under the hull had split in half to create long outriggers on either side of the boat. The ladder steps molded into the hull were now stairs down to the wide base that floated just above the waves. 
 
    Kyoko rushed down to stand on the flat surface of the strake and grabbed Hannah’s outstretched hand, pulling her out of the water. 
 
    The shark erupted from the sea once again with Gus still hammering the creature with the bloody blade. The shark gyrated from side to side while in the air before crashing once again into the sea, out of sight. 
 
    Alyssa’s voice boomed from the side of the ship. “I am going to stun the shark, but it will incapacitate Captain Gus. You must be ready to retrieve him; he will be unconscious.” 
 
    “Not yet!” Kyoko shouted. “Wait until they surface! I can’t see him!” 
 
    The shark burst from the surface once more, bending wildly back and forth. Gus had lost the knife and was holding on to the dorsal fin with both hands. The shark turned on its side while in the air and Gus lost his grip. As he slid off to the side, the shark spun about, burying its nose against Gus, and its fierce jaws snapped closed. Gus yelled in agony before the shark drove him under the waves. 
 
    “Now!” Kyoko screamed. “It’s killing him!” 
 
    With a crack of thunder, the ocean beneath the Alyssa burst into a brilliant light. Kyoko looked but couldn’t see Gus through the foam and blood on the surface. A blur of motion by her side was Hannah diving into the sea at the spot where Gus had disappeared. 
 
    A heart-stopping moment later Hannah resurfaced with one arm wrapped around his inert body. “Help me,” she cried as she reached the outrigger. Kyoko grabbed Gus and pulled him out of the water and then Hannah. Gus was covered in blood. 
 
    “Brace yourselves,” Alyssa said loudly. The strake rotated up out of the water until it was level with the deck. “You must transport the captain to the infirmary immediately. He is seriously injured.” 
 
    The two women carried Gus to the hopelessly inadequate surgery and laid him out on the operating table. Kyoko told Hannah to bring a bucket of boiling water, but she had already fled the scene. 
 
    From the corner cupboard, Kyoko withdrew a small box that she had carefully wrapped with a cloth back on the island. Inside were ancient surgical instruments that she had sterilized by boiling them. She picked up a shiny scalpel and looked at a camera mounted on the side wall. 
 
    “Are you recording this, Alyssa?” Kyoko asked. 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Stop all cameras until I say otherwise. His family should not see what I’m about to do. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The Studio 37 video backdrop faded from Kyoko holding the scalpel. The camera zoomed out to show a pair of stunned TV personalities. Russell closed his mouth and gave Cassie an incredulous look. 
 
    “We should…apologize, I guess,” he said, repeating Kent’s suggestion in his earpiece. 
 
    “Right,” Cassie agreed. She turned to face the camera. “Russ and I are very sorry for showing those graphic images during your breakfast viewing. I…uh…we…of course we didn’t know that…uh.” 
 
    Russell shook off his surprise and picked up the commentary. “Most of our viewers have said many times they want to see these videos as soon as they arrive, so we do our utmost to accommodate. Obviously, with live television, you don’t always know what that will bring. I…uh…” Russell wasn’t sure what to say. It was embarrassing, because he usually didn’t seize up like this. 
 
    Kent’s exasperated voice sounded in Russell’s earpiece. “Throw it to Katelynn.” 
 
    Katelynn was on the set this morning to report about the new political scandal coming out of Montreal. But she was a fast thinker and had a personal interest in the Grandfather story. 
 
    “Katelynn,” Russell said, turning to his guest. “What’s your take on this?” 
 
    “Well, now we know he’s not Superman, but this is not what I wanted to see. For over a year now, all of us have been asking who is this guy, and we’ve built up some kind of mental image that he can do anything. Can you put that picture of him back up? The one where he was riding the shark?”  
 
    The backdrop changed to a freeze frame of Gus, his face contorted with effort as he sat astride the leaping shark, his knife held high in the air ready to stab it over and over.  
 
    “That is just incredible,” Katelynn continued. “He’s like a bull rider in some freaking monster rodeo. None of us know who he really is, but I can’t believe this is how it ends for Grandfather Gus. If there is a God in this universe, we will see him again.”  
 
    Cassie shook her head in wonder. “I don’t care who he is. All I know is that I’m not going to sleep until the next video arrives.”  
 
    The Grandfather clock read 576 days. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “It’s okay, Nana,” Grace said, trying futilely to comfort her grandmother. They were sitting on the living room couch in the luxurious Manchester Residence. Grace had come to visit for the weekend. The apartment building was only a few blocks from where Russell and Cassie were broadcasting. “Grandpa Gus will be okay.” 
 
    “What a stupid girl,” Carol said furiously, wiping away tears of worry. “That was entirely her fault. He should have let the shark eat her.” 
 
    “I know, but she’s the one who jumped into the ocean to save him.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare defend her to me, missy! If you’re going to take her side, then you can just go home.” 
 
    Grace bit her lip. Nana had a fair point. Hannah had indeed caused the problem, but only because Grandpa Gus constantly lost his temper with her. If only those two could get along! She hoped the next video would arrive soon. Please God, let him be okay. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Twenty-four hours, later Russell waited patiently for Cassie and Katelynn Santos to finish talking. They had invited Katelynn back because of yesterday’s upsetting news. Since the video of the shark attack, public opinion had swung pretty violently against Hannah. The producers thought Katelynn’s background would be an excellent counterpoint to the growing negativity. Russell didn’t take sides one way or another; from his perspective, controversy was good for ratings and Katelynn’s devotion to the young lady would certainly stoke the discussion. 
 
    From the studio’s control room, Kent unexpectedly shouted into Russell’s earpiece. “It’s here!” 
 
    On the set, Russell flinched visibly. “Hang on, Katelynn,” he said sourly. “I think our director has some information for us.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Kent’s voice said. “A new video from Grandfather Gus just showed up. Todd is cueing it up now. Give a warning this time! It may contain graphic material!” 
 
    The Breaking News banner appeared on the backdrop, overlaying the shot of Gus riding bareback, knifing the shark like a madman. The photo had appeared in nearly every news publication worldwide. 
 
    Russell looked at the camera somberly. “I’ve just been told the next video has arrived. I want to warn our viewers that there may be some disturbing images in this message; we simply don’t know. As I said yesterday, we bring them to you the second they arrive. It’s been just over twenty-four hours since Grandfather Gus was injured in the horrific shark attack. All right, here it is. Let’s watch.” 
 
    The three TV personalities turned to the video backdrop. It turned dark and then showed the figure of an unconscious old man lying in bed. It was definitely Gus, but he didn’t look like the powerful senior citizen the world had come to know. Instead, it was an old and very sick man. Cassie gasped at the sight. 
 
    The scene switched to show Kyoko and Hannah sitting at the table in Gus’s cabin, looking very distraught. 
 
    Viewers were familiar with the setting, but not under such dire circumstances. Until yesterday, only fools spoke negatively about Gus or either of the girls. But Hannah’s actions had created a backlash the extent of which was still unknown. The message today could very well influence those negative feelings. 
 
    “Grandmother,” Kyoko said into the camera. “First let me say how terribly sorry we are.” 
 
    Hannah nodded and tried to speak but was choked up. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “Es tut mir leid,” she finally managed. 
 
    The subtitles read I’m sorry, I’m sorry. 
 
    Kyoko continued. “I am sure the video Alyssa sent yesterday was very upsetting. I would have stopped her, but sometimes it happens automatically, and I didn’t think of it until too late. But she did, and I know you want an update.” She paused as though trying to gather her thoughts. “Grandfather is recovering.” 
 
    “Thank God!” Cassie exclaimed on the set, eliciting a shush from Russell. 
 
    Kyoko continued. “I am concerned about infection, so we are watching that very closely.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Russell said, prompting a return shush from Cassie. 
 
    “As you see,” Kyoko continued, “Grandfather is still unconscious. Alyssa said that is to be expected because of what she did, which was to send a very powerful electrical shock into the water. She is quite knowledgeable about human physiology and judged it would not be lethal but that Grandfather would remain unconscious for a few days.” 
 
    “Du musst ihr alles sagen,” Hannah said quietly, and the subtitles read, You have to tell her everything. 
 
    “I know,” Kyoko replied, just as quietly. To the camera, she said, “Grandmother, I have some additional information for you about Grandfather’s injury.” She paused to take several breaths. Clearly, it was difficult for her to continue. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Cassie said. “The shark ate his legs.” 
 
    Russell hissed at her angrily, “His legs are fine; we saw them when they pulled him out. Be quiet.” 
 
    “Oh, right, right,” Cassie replied. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Kyoko said on the screen. She stopped and looked down at the table. 
 
    “Sag’s ihr einfach,” Hannah said somberly. Just tell her. 
 
    “I’m going to,” Kyoko growled. “Give me a minute, please.” She looked at the camera and took a long breath. 
 
    “Sag es ihr!” Tell her! 
 
    Kyoko lost her temper. “I could if you would just shut up for one second!” 
 
    “Sag es ihr!” Hannah barked. Tell her! “Der Hai hat einen seiner Eier gefressen!” 
 
    The subtitles read, The shark ate one of his balls! 
 
    Russell burst out laughing, and Cassie rounded on him angrily. “It’s not funny, Russ, for crying out loud! This is serious!” 
 
    Russell was immediately contrite, and Kent complained angrily in his earpiece that viewers would not appreciate his warped sense of humor. 
 
    On the video, Kyoko blasted Hannah in a furious tirade that forced the young woman to cringe with shame. After a moment, Kyoko composed herself once more. “Grandmother, this is what happened.” As delicately as possible, she described Gus’s injury. Fortunately, the shark attack had only been a glancing blow, not as severe as it might have been. The wound had been attended to and appeared to be healing. 
 
    She apologized once again abjectly, as did Hannah, more heartbroken than before. 
 
    “Grandmother,” Kyoko concluded, “I promise that we will make Grandfather well again. We’ll send another video when he is awake so you can see for yourself.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Four days later, still moving a little bow-legged, Gus walked out onto the quarterdeck. Kyoko kept close by his side as he was still unsteady, even though he told her repeatedly that it wasn’t necessary. He was also a bit upset with her for telling Carol the details of his injury, but it was water under the bridge. The day before he had sent a quick, if embarrassing, message that he was fine. 
 
    He looked over the starboard rail, but the outriggers were back in their stowed position. That must have been quite a sight. For now, at least, just as Kyoko had said, Alyssa was sailing smoothly…all by herself. 
 
    The ship’s wheel rotated back and forth as required to keep the course true. The powerful winches on the port and starboard rails tightened or loosened the sheets as necessary. Unattended, they kept each sail in perfect trim for the ever-changing wind. The crank handles remained safely stowed in their brackets. 
 
    Better yet, both the mainmast and the foremast were carrying three full courses of sail. Not just the mainsails that he and Hannah had so struggled with, but the topsails and the topgallants were also rigged. Even the jib and the lateen were up. Gus never imagined that Alyssa could look so beautiful. 
 
    “You damned piece of junk,” he growled. “I would have given my left nut to have sailed like this from the start.” 
 
    “That option is no longer available to you,” Alyssa replied in a neutral voice. 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “I said—” 
 
    “Never mind!” Gus barked. He glanced quickly at Kyoko, but she was studiously examining the southern sky. Gus sagged a little and Kyoko instantly supported his elbow. 
 
    “Grandfather, please don’t push it. Let’s go back to your cabin.” 
 
    “Not yet. I’m about to suffocate in there.” 
 
    “Then sit in the navigation room. Hannah moved a chair in there, and we put a cushion on it for you.” She helped him get comfortable behind the control panel. He complained that he wanted some privacy. Once she extracted a promise that he would stay put, she retired to her own quarters. 
 
    Gus sat quietly for half an hour, in pain but grateful to be out of bed. “So now what, Alyssa? Now that I’m back on my feet are you going to turn off the autopilot?” 
 
    “Negative,” the AI responded. “True, you are marginally ambulatory but only for short periods. Any exertion on your part would certainly reopen your wound. Without a qualified medical practitioner to advise otherwise, I have instructed Miss Yoshimoto that you must remain on light duty for the next week. And by that time, we will have reached Paldae Island.” 
 
    “Then we’ll have finished this leg of the race?” Gus queried. 
 
    “That is correct,” Alyssa said. “However, I am sorry to report that you have been disqualified from the competition. Once I employed extraordinary measures due to the life-threatening situation, this vessel became ineligible. It’s unfortunate as we came so close.” 
 
    “What’s that mean then?” Gus demanded. “Are you still going to take us home?” 
 
    “Of course. Once we reach Paldae Island, Masters Cup policies no longer apply, and all programming locks will be released. I suggest that you re-provision once we arrive on the island.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Land ho!” Hannah called from the crow’s nest. 
 
    A few minutes later the island was visible to all. “I can’t believe we made it,” Gus said. 
 
    “I can!” Kyoko said. “I always knew Alyssa would get us here.” She gave the ship’s wheel a big kiss. “You’re the best!” 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Yoshimoto. Certainly, the voyage would not have been possible without the assistance of all aboard. What are your orders, Captain Gus?” 
 
    “What are my options?” he replied. “Can I count on your autopilot or do we have to sail the ship in?” 
 
    “I will maintain control for the next five nautical miles. Once we are abeam of the southern tip of the island, that constitutes completion of your participation in the race. At that time, I suggest you order the deployment of the strakes to reduce my overall draft, as there are several reefs in this area.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Can you show me any charts of the island?” 
 
    “Not until the leg is complete,” Alyssa said. “However, I can inform you that Paldae Island is actually an atoll and the approach can be challenging. Once past the outer reef, my records show a reasonable anchorage on the northwestern side of the main island.” 
 
    “Can I trust you not to pile us up going through the reef?” 
 
    “If you put steering under my control, I guarantee safe passage.” 
 
    “Very well,” Gus said. “Until I tell you otherwise, I am appointing you as the ship’s pilot. Deploy the strakes as suggested and tell me when we should drop anchor.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “This is beautiful,” Kyoko said once again. 
 
    Gus had to agree. They had discovered an island paradise. The water changed from deep blue to aquamarine as they neared the reef, and Alyssa kept them in the middle of the channel until they reached the inner bay. A cove on the northwestern side was protected from the wind. 
 
    “This island is a lot bigger than our last place,” Gus observed. Paldae Island was just over five miles in length and covered with tropical vegetation. “Anything we need to watch out for, Alyssa?” 
 
    “To my knowledge, this planet does not have surface dwelling life so I do not believe you will find any predators. However, I always recommend caution.” 
 
    Alyssa pulled into the cove and began stowing all the sails. The winches hummed as the clew lines and buntlines reeled in and the sheets let out. Within a matter of minutes, the sails were drawn up to their respective yards. Hannah went aloft to secure the fluttering bundles. With bare masts, the ship dropped her anchor just thirty yards from the beach. The outriggers served as easily accessible swim platforms, obviously designed with that in mind. 
 
    “Please stay as long as you desire,” Alyssa said after everything was secure. “When you are ready, we shall set out on the next leg of your journey. I recommend food supplies for a minimum of thirty-seven days. Our next stop will be the fourth planet of a star system that we will pass en route to Wheelers Bright. Based on your nutritional requirements, I have identified three waypoints. The first will be the shortest leg and will give you the opportunity to acclimate to the rigors of space travel.” 
 
    Hannah pointed out they had limited water storage since they would not be able to replenish the barrels in space. “We need to keep the destinations close together.” 
 
    “That is not correct, Miss Schubert,” Alyssa said. “As of now we are no longer operating under competitive race restrictions. In preparation for space travel, I have already opened the previously inaccessible portions of the interior. This includes sealing off the ballast area. Once we leave the planet, this vessel uses that free space for water storage. We will carry approximately forty-eight thousand gallons of clean, filtered drinking water. Without recycling, and assuming generous use by three crew members, including showers, you will have over six months of water. You may want to check your quarters now that they have been reconfigured.” 
 
    Kyoko was the first to connect the dots. “Oh my God,” she said breathlessly, racing into the captain’s cabin. Hannah and Gus followed more slowly. The sealed-off area on his front wall that all of them had wondered about had suddenly developed a door. 
 
    Kyoko pushed it open and screamed with excitement. “A bathroom! You have a bathroom! And a shower!” She charged by Gus at top speed, headed toward her own berth. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    From the near hysterical squeals coming from below, Gus assumed the girls had discovered facilities of their own. No doubt their showers would be running full blast. They would be useless for the rest of the day. 
 
    He explored the ship and found there were facilities for the entire crew. Private baths for the officers, a shared bathroom for the midshipmen and warrant officers, and a six-person head and shower room under the forecastle. Even the infirmary had a surgical sink. It was a lot more than the three of them needed, but having real bathrooms would make the rest of the journey seem like a luxury cruise. Gus paused at the thought and muttered, “But that’s how we got here in the first place.” 
 
   


 
  

 12 – Star Sail 
 
    “The stars don’t look bigger, but they do look brighter.” 
 
    (Sally Ride) 
 
    The island was a true paradise, but after fourteen days Gus was getting antsy. The stores were laid in and the ship had been scrubbed clean from top to bottom, but the girls were dragging their feet. He understood why; they were scared. It was a little difficult to accept that this opinionated boat they had been living on for the last year was actually a spaceship. 
 
    When they sat down for dinner, he brought it up. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning,” he said, “it’s time to go.” 
 
    No one argued, but after a moment of quiet Kyoko said, “I want to go home, but I don’t understand how this works.” 
 
    “I don’t either,” Gus replied. “I’ve asked Alyssa a dozen times to explain it to me, and she does. But what she’s saying is over my head. I’m a shipwright, not a theory guy.” 
 
    “Well, I’m no scientist,” Kyoko said. “I thought you two were supposed to be the brains around here.” 
 
    “I am,” Hannah said smugly. “I’m smarter than both of you put together.” 
 
    “Then explain how all this works,” Kyoko insisted. 
 
    “It’s simple,” Hannah said confidently. “Magic.” 
 
    Gus nodded. “That’s pretty much how I read it.” 
 
    “Please do not worry, Miss Yoshimoto,” Alyssa said. “I suspect your crewmates are teasing you. I acknowledge that this will be your first experience with a star sail, so when the times comes we shall proceed slowly. I will explain it step by step, and when you see it in action, the concept should become clear.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Kyoko said. “Thank you, Alyssa.” 
 
    “Captain Gus, I take it that our final departure is scheduled for tomorrow?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” Gus looked at the girls. “Ten o’clock sound good?” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “All right, Alyssa,” Gus said the next morning. “We’re ready. Take us up.” He and the girls were inside the navigation room. The video panels on either side of the magnetic compass were illuminated with dozens of instrument indications. The ship’s AI displayed the labels in English. 
 
    “Engaging atmospheric drives,” Alyssa said. The galleon rose slowly from the water and paused to hover about twenty feet in the air. 
 
    “Commencing engine run-up sequence.” The instruments cycled up and down as the ship tested each of the circular drive rings under the hull and on the outriggers. 
 
    “Checking flight controls.” The outriggers on either side moved up and down, finishing in the normally extended position from the last two weeks. 
 
    For three minutes, the ship announced one test after another while the instrument indicators cycled through a dozen screens showing the results. 
 
    “Gravity plates, checked. Heating systems, checked. Navigation systems, checked,” and many more. Finally, Alyssa said, “All systems operational. Beginning ascent.” 
 
    A warning horn sounded, and Alyssa’s voice boomed across the deck. “All hands, prepare for turbulence. Non-essential personnel, clear the main deck. Cold weather gear required for outdoor operations at this time. Internal heating systems on.” 
 
    Gus glanced at the girls. Both of them were wide-eyed, and neither showed any inclination of wanting to go out on deck. 
 
    The video screens changed into what Gus recognized as a standard instrument panel on an aircraft. A digital ball in the center reflected the ship’s attitude; a speed indicator to the left, and altitude indicator to the right. Below the altitude indicator was vertical velocity. They were climbing at fifteen hundred feet per minute. That wasn’t much of a climb; maybe the equivalent of fifteen miles per hour, but they were going straight up. 
 
    At this rate, it would take almost an hour just to get above the lowest layer of the atmosphere, the troposphere. Most spacecraft Gus knew of reached orbit in about ten minutes. 
 
    “Deck plate gravity engaged,” Alyssa announced. 
 
    Twenty-five minutes after starting the ascent, the ride became decidedly bumpy. 
 
    “Passing through the local jet stream,” Alyssa said. The roughness smoothed out moments later, and at fifty-seven minutes she added, “All heating systems engaged. External temperature set. Deck operations now authorized.” 
 
    Gus glanced at the door to the quarterdeck and then looked at Kyoko with raised eyebrows. She shook her head. He turned to Hannah, and she gave him a “you first” gesture. 
 
    Gus smiled and opened the door. On the quarterdeck, he stepped to the side rail and looked down at the planet. 
 
    “Great God in heaven,” he whispered. 
 
    “Mein Gott,” Hannah said at his shoulder. 
 
    An entire world of ocean lay below. At altitude, the water was simply a blue haze, and puffy clouds obscured vast swaths of the surface. The curvature of the horizon added a striking element to the view, and hanging brightly above it was the local sun. 
 
    Even more impressive was when he looked up. The sky had turned from blue to black. Away from the sun, the stars were brilliant pinpoints of light. 
 
    It was the same scene he had viewed uncountable times in his life as a shipwright—going up to work on ships or for maintenance inspections, living in various space stations, sometimes for months. 
 
    But this was different. In all of his experience, the view was invariably from behind massively thick walls of transparent steel or inside the safety of an extravehicular vacuum suit. Now, it was from the deck of a sailing ship. He was standing outside, in space, in his shirtsleeves. 
 
    They were flying away from the planet and accelerating. “What’s our speed, Alyssa?” Gus asked. 
 
    “We are now passing four thousand miles per hour at an acceleration of one gravity.” 
 
    “Are we still going straight up?” 
 
    “That is correct. We will be above the exosphere very shortly and adjust to a linear attitude rather than vertical.” 
 
    “And that is when you want us to deploy our sails?” Gus asked. He still had trouble believing what Alyssa had explained in the past. 
 
    “That is correct,” she repeated. 
 
    He glanced at Hannah and said, “It’s really important now that you stay on the boat.” 
 
    She nodded solemnly and headed down to the waist where she donned her safety harness. 
 
    “Approaching twenty thousand miles per hour,” Alyssa said. “Initiating attitude adjustment to level flight.” The ship’s bow rose ninety degrees in relation to the planetary horizon below. “Deploy mainsail.” 
 
    “That’s your cue,” Gus said. In exactly the same way she did when sailing the oceans below, Hannah climbed up the rigging to the top. “Remember the gravity will be less up there!” he shouted at her. “Be careful!” 
 
    “I can tell,” Hannah called back. 
 
    Kyoko came to stand beside Gus on the quarterdeck. She grabbed the wheel and held it tightly as though she might fly off the deck from a gust of wind. “What do you mean the gravity is less?” she asked. 
 
    “The gravity we’re feeling now is from the floor plates built into the deck,” he said. “Their effectiveness goes down with distance. Alyssa said that in the crow’s nest it’s only about one-sixth of the gravity here on the deck.” 
 
    Hannah stood on the footrope beneath the main yard and began untying the gaskets she’d used to secure the sails for liftoff. As she did, Alyssa ran the winches to cinch down the sheets and play out the clew lines and buntlines. 
 
    “Adjusting course,” Alyssa said. The ship began a slow turn to put the sun directly on the stern. “Miss Schubert may now deploy all remaining sails.” 
 
    Thirty minutes later all of Alyssa’s canvas hung limply from the masts and Hannah rejoined Gus on the quarterdeck. 
 
    “Now?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Schubert,” Alyssa replied. “It is time to deploy the star sail.” 
 
    Gus and Hannah headed down to the sail locker to the cabinet that Alyssa had described. Inside was a zipped canvas bag with what Gus thought of as a spinnaker, a huge triangular sail. It took both of them to carry it up to the foredeck where they unzipped the bag. 
 
    The three corners were laying on top of the bundled sail. Hannah connected the top corner to a halyard that ran up the foremast and then back down to a small winch. Gus connected the other two corners to winches on either side of the forecastle. 
 
    “Ready!” Gus said. 
 
    “Charging the initiator,” Alyssa replied. A dome built into the foremast about five feet above the deck began to glow very faintly. “Flying the star sail.” The three winches started to hum. 
 
    The top of the sail flew up the mast while the two lower corners spread out to either side of the forecastle. The dome burst into a bright light, and the star sail began to fill. Very slowly it swelled out in front of the ship like a half-filled hot air balloon. 
 
    “Firing the star drive,” Alyssa said. 
 
    The figurehead under the bowsprit started to glow, emitting a ghostly blue light. The new luminance caused the star sail to expand way out in front of the bow. Nestled inside the center of the star sail, a small black sphere appeared, about the size of a volleyball. 
 
    Near the stern, yet another light appeared at the top of mizzenmast. Like a giant lantern, it illuminated the deck as though it were a midday sun. All the sails from the mainmast and the foremast filled in the same way they would with a strong following wind. 
 
    The galleon began to pick up speed and pull away from the planet. The dual moons slipped by off to the port side as the ship sailed past their orbits. As Alyssa accelerated, the dark sphere in the center of the star sail expanded until it was about ten feet across. 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Gus said. 
 
    He and Hannah headed back to the quarterdeck where Kyoko watched in awe. Immediately behind the stern, their passing churned up sparkling shimmers of light like bioluminescent plankton that swirled and quickly faded in the distance. “What causes that?” Gus asked. 
 
    Alyssa said, “There is some loss of atmosphere during flight. When those few atoms trail away, they create a visible annihilation. I replace the oxygen through electrolysis on our stored water.” 
 
    “I have no idea what’s going on,” Gus said to Kyoko. “But it’s working. I can’t deny that.” 
 
    “It’s what Alyssa said it would be,” Kyoko said. She pointed to either side of the galleon. “See? We’re inside a bubble. I can see a little distortion all around us. The light from the stars is being diffracted. And look there. The space in front of us is being pushed apart somehow. It’s like it moves out of our way and that pulls us forward. And behind it falls back together. But here inside the bubble, for us space is normal. This is so cool.” 
 
    Gus’s gaze followed where Kyoko pointed, and he had to agree with her conclusions. All the while, standing out in the open on the quarterdeck, the air was perfectly calm, just as it was yesterday when they were floating in the bay off Paldae Island. Around the ship, inside the bubble that Kyoko described, the gravity plates maintained the atmosphere. Gus searched through his memory of space drives. He had worked on a lot of them in his years, but nothing like this. 
 
    “It seems kind of like an Alcubierre drive,” he said. “But physicists disproved that theory a long time ago.” 
 
    “Who knows?” Kyoko said. “Either they were wrong, or this is something different.” 
 
    “I guess anything is possible,” Gus concluded. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The days that followed were very different. When on the water, their life was a never-ending struggle against fatigue and the elements. But now, the shipboard routine became mundane. Gus loved it. He was even taking afternoon naps. 
 
    After three weeks they had just sat down for dinner when Hannah declared, “I’m bored!” 
 
    “Be good,” Kyoko replied sternly. “Just be grateful we’re on our way home.” 
 
    Gus ate his meal quietly, determined to put up with the girls’ squabbling without losing his temper. 
 
    Thankfully, Alyssa intervened. “Perhaps, Miss Schubert, you could do a stability check. It is time for the next one.” 
 
    Hannah perked up immediately. That meant shooting the cannon. She glanced at Kyoko. “Want to come? I could use help with the breeches.” 
 
    “Whatever that means.” Kyoko sighed. “But okay.” Kyoko had a principled opinion against guns but would put it aside in the interest of what Alyssa called an important safety check. 
 
    Gus glared at Hannah. “That means you have twenty toes to watch out for, not just your own.” 
 
    Hannah nodded obediently. “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    After the girls left for the gun deck, Gus cleared the table, enjoying the peace and quiet at the end of the day. He took the dishes forward to the galley. He had once tried to simply wash the dishes in his bathroom sink, but Kyoko came unglued at the idea and called him an unsanitary heathen. 
 
    On the way back from the galley, he paused to peer through the big open hatch on the main deck to the gun deck below. The lattice covers had been stowed below to help air circulation. 
 
    Hannah was following all of Gus’s safety procedures and lecturing Kyoko about each step. Hannah was enjoying the opportunity to show off to her friend. 
 
    In spite of Kyoko’s oft-spoken assertion that she was “just the ship’s bottle washer,” Gus suspected she was actually the smartest person aboard. She routinely pointed out solutions to the most intractable problems, and most recently, deduced how the star sail functioned. He subsequently caught her discussing the theory with Alyssa, and she seemed to grasp it more easily than Gus had. 
 
    He went up to the quarterdeck and braced himself against the wheel to wait for the shot. 
 
    “Ready!” Hannah’s voice called up through the hatch. “Fire!” 
 
    The deck shifted slightly, and a thirty-foot streak of flame burst from the aft starboard gun port. It ended fifty yards abeam with a sharp, ninety-degree bend of incandescence that flashed backward in their wake. The result was a spectacular, if momentary, burst of fireworks when the cannonball disintegrated into a smear of nuclear particles across the cosmos. 
 
    “How does it look?” Gus asked Alyssa aloud. 
 
    “The flat-space curvature near the edges of our warp bubble appear normal, and I detect no buildup of tidal forces within our wake. No change in speed or heading is required.” 
 
    “Is this how all Acevedos ships used to operate?” Gus inquired. “I mean, all this stuff with sails and cannons seem fairly ridiculous.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Alyssa replied. “Keep in mind that I am a replica of an ancient sailing ship from their long-ago history. All of my capability regarding space travel is the result of carefully designed and admittedly ridiculous workarounds. The goal was to retain as much authenticity as possible regarding true blue-water sailing. Modern Acevedos starships were much like your own. Their star drives, while using the same general principle of our star sail, were far more capable.” 
 
    “No sails then?” 
 
    “No sails. They managed the drive with focused force fields and gravity beams. My sails are impregnated with a rather exotic material that, when charged with high energy photons, can focus the infinitesimal amounts of dark energy around the vessel into the star sail. That is what generates what Miss Yoshimoto calls the warp bubble. The process is extremely inefficient, but it works.” 
 
    “So a real starship would not take this long?” 
 
    “While I reject the notion that I am not a real starship, you are correct. This journey that will take us several months would normally be completed in a few weeks. I could increase our speed, but it would not be wise. The environment inside a warp bubble is generally considered stable, but the failure of certain components could be catastrophic. Witness the cannonball just fired.” 
 
    “I’m all in favor of safety,” Gus said. 
 
    “Acknowledged. As a point of interest, tomorrow I shall start reducing our speed for arrival at our first waypoint. According to my records, we will find an uninhabited planet with a gentle climate. I believe you may enjoy the local game. You often comment on how much you want a steak. I am afraid you will have to catch your dinner on the hoof, so to speak, but it may satisfy your desire.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    On the Studio 37 stage, the video backdrop showed Gus talking to the unknown woman he loved so much. Cassie Weaver wiped away a few tears as Gus finished his lengthy message. He was leaning against the side rail on the quarterdeck. Behind him, a swirling mass of billions of stars filled the heavens with pink and white incandescence. 
 
    “Anyway,” he said. “This is what the center of the galaxy looks like. I doubt the camera can really show you how spectacular it is, and I’m not enough of a poet to describe it. The stars are so closely packed together I feel like we’re sailing through a waterfall of pure energy. And each of the planets we’ve landed on so far for supplies were out of a fairy-tale; we even saw a herd of real unicorns. But in spite of being surrounded by all this beauty, every single minute we are apart is misery. I would trade all the magic of the last two years to have never left your side. But I’m excited now because it won’t be much longer. I love you, babe. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “That was such a beautiful message,” Cassie said. “He is such a romantic figure.” 
 
    “I know,” Russell acknowledged glumly. “I’m proud when I remember to have my secretary order flowers for my wife’s birthday. This guy literally flies across the galaxy to reunite with his lover.” 
 
    Cassie gave Russell a disapproving glare. “You are a terrible man. But those were nice messages from the girls, too. I know their families must be getting excited. Thirty days to Wheelers Bright, didn’t they say?” 
 
    “Approximately,” Russell clarified. “Gus said after one more landing for supplies, so I’m thinking four to six weeks? Sometimes when they stop, it takes a week or so to gather all their food. But anyway, it won’t be long now.” 
 
    Cassie turned to the camera. “Well, stick with us, everyone. After the break, we’re going to have retired admiral Jeremy Salas with us to talk about the increasing incidence of planet raiders. It seems that someone is scavenging historic relics on new planets even before they are opened for settlement. Admiral Salas will tell us what to watch out for and who might profit from such activities. We’ll be right back.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Felix Carey stayed inside the cockpit of his air-conditioned space yacht to avoid the incredibly hot midday sun. His boss, Mr. Stephan Bullock, had sent him to this particular planet because of the UN-sponsored mission. His men were loading artifacts from the newly discovered Acevedos ruin into crates made of sturdy white plastic and marked with big red crosses. 
 
    The scientist in charge of the dig site was Doctor Linda Durham, principal researcher of the team run by the Extraterrestrial Advanced Intelligence Research Agency. She and the rest of her archeological crew lay dead three hundred yards up the road. 
 
    Carey, the man responsible for the murders, was speaking to his employer via subspace. 
 
    “Any trouble with the locals?” Bullock asked from his office on Wheelers Bright. 
 
    “You said no witnesses,” Carey replied prosaically. 
 
    “Good enough. Did you find it?” 
 
    “We definitely got it.” Carey was proud to relate the news. “It’s exactly what you described. We got over two thousand blocks of the stuff. It smells kind of squirrelly, spicy like.” 
 
    “It smells? You idiot! That material is probably toxic, so I suggest you handle it carefully.” 
 
    “I know that, boss,” Carey said calmly. “Everyone is white-suited. I just meant the storage chamber had a smell to it, that’s all. We’re doing the job just the way you wanted.” 
 
    The finger-sized ingots were being packed into one of the crates labeled First Aid. Once filled and sealed, the crates were loaded into the cargo section of Carey’s yacht, Chicksdigit. The boss had promised bonuses if all went well, and it had. 
 
    “Well, keep on top of it,” Bullock said, mollified by Carey’s assurances. “That has to be the exotic element the Acevedos used for their star drive. Good job.” 
 
    “We’ve almost finished loading, and then we’ll start back.” 
 
    “Make sure there aren’t any cameras,” Bullock said. “Scientists have a tendency to put remote cameras all over the place.” 
 
    “Already done,” Carey replied confidently. He was pleased with his work on this run. He felt like he was at the forefront of the next development of space technology. 
 
    And it was all thanks to the man known as Grandfather Gus. The old codger had spurred an unprecedented wave of scientific research. His discoveries had started an extraordinary search for clues about the ancient race. 
 
    Mankind now had proof that unparalleled technology was out there in the galaxy just waiting for those willing to seize it. In the two years since he had broadcast those first images of the ancient but incredible spaceship, corporations had placed massive bets in a race to bring the alien science to market. Bullock had a plan to get ahead of the game, and Carey was happy to tag along. 
 
    “Start your departure checks,” Carey told his copilot as he left to oversee the final loading. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, Carey plopped into the pilot’s seat and lifted the yacht off the planet’s surface. Once clear of the atmosphere, the navigator began taking celestial observations to finalize the course calculation to Wheelers Bright. A ping from the proximity detection system got his attention. 
 
    “What’s that?” Carey asked, pointing at the forward display screen. “Computer, give me a closer shot of that contact.” The image expanded as the telescopic camera zoomed in. In the middle of space was an ancient galleon in full sail. “You gotta be kidding me. Is that what I think it is?” Carey had watched dozens of the videos on the old man’s YouTube channel. 
 
    The copilot, Eddie Bridges, was equally astonished. “It has to be. Talk about luck.” 
 
    Carey grinned at Eddie’s words. “Ain’t that the truth. The stuff in our cargo bay is nothing compared to that ship. You have control. I’ll tell the boys to prepare to board.” 
 
    “I have control,” Eddie confirmed, tapping a key on the console. “What about the old man and those two women?” 
 
    “We don’t need them any more than we did the scientists.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    From the navigation room on the quarterdeck, Kyoko held her breath as she watched Hannah balance on the footrope dangling beneath the topgallant yard while she began folding the sail on top of the yard. “It scares me every time she does that,” Kyoko mumbled to herself. 
 
    An hour ago, Alyssa terminated the star drive as they approached the planet. Like always, it took all three of them to stow the enormous star sail properly. Since this was their fourth stop for provisions, they were getting better at it. The thing was so big Kyoko swore it would never fit in the zippered bag, but it always did with a little prodding and poking. 
 
    Once that was done it was time for Hannah to stow the remaining sails for atmospheric penetration. Grandfather stood on the quarterdeck as a safety spotter while she went aloft. 
 
    Alyssa suddenly announced some unexpected news. “We have a contact at eleven o’clock, fifty-eight miles. An alien spaceship is approaching.” 
 
    Kyoko looked out the window thirty degrees left of the bowsprit. “I can’t see anything.” 
 
    “Please refer to display screen two,” Alyssa said. 
 
    Kyoko scanned the larger video display on the control console. The image in the center of the screen was clearly a spaceship, and it had lettering on the side. “Can you zoom in? I think I see a logo on the front.” The bow of the ship enlarged to display the painted image of a nude woman with enormous boobs next to the name, Chicksdigit. Kyoko snickered. “I don’t think those are aliens, Alyssa. It has to be miners or a rich playboy.” 
 
    “Based on its maneuvering I believe it intends to join on us.” 
 
    Kyoko stepped out and joined Grandfather next to the wheel. “Look!” she said, pointing at the ship that was now in visual range, approaching from the port beam. 
 
    He followed her gaze and gave her a big grin. “Well, this is certainly good news. Looks like our journey might be over sooner than we thought. If I’m not mistaken, that’s an older model Necker Craft.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Kyoko asked. 
 
    “It’s a low-end business yacht,” Gus said with a smile. “They sold a lot of them back in the day. I think this means we’re rescued. I don’t know why they’re here, but I don’t really care; this is fantastic. Let’s get ready to say hello. Go tell Alyssa to film this; I want Carol to see it.” Grandfather headed down to the waist. 
 
    Kyoko went back inside the navigation room. “Grandfather wants you to video our rescue,” she said. “Is there anything I should do?” 
 
    “Nothing at this point,” the AI replied. “I have stabilized our heading and speed for the moment. I am unable to contact the arriving vessel. I have asked Nineteen to assist me. Standby.” 
 
    Kyoko looked up. Hannah had moved to the crow’s nest to watch the arrival. For a brief instant, Kyoko was a little embarrassed. What must they look like on this old sailing ship out in space? Whoever it was could probably not believe their eyes. 
 
    The yacht matched Alyssa’s heading and speed and began to slide sideways close to the rail. Once they were above the outrigger, they would be inside the atmosphere bubble that Alyssa maintained with her gravity plates. 
 
    “Any luck?” Kyoko asked Alyssa. 
 
    “Not yet. Nineteen is attempting contact on his standard emergency frequencies.” 
 
    A wide entry hatch slid open on the fuselage of the yacht. Four rough looking men stood in the doorway. Their mercenary appearance gave Kyoko a sudden chill. Then she saw what they were carrying. 
 
    “Are those guns?” Kyoko asked in alarm. 
 
    “This may be a pirate vessel,” Alyssa said. “If so, Captain Gus is in danger. I will attempt to hack their AI.” 
 
    “Get us out of here!” Kyoko said. “Quickly!” 
 
    “I cannot. Captain Gus is not wearing a safety harness. If I attempt to escape, he could be thrown off the ship. It appears they want to board us. I am adjusting gravity in the deck plates.” 
 
    Kyoko ran onto the quarterdeck to shout a warning just as one of the men jumped from the yacht onto Alyssa’s main deck. He stumbled in the suddenly changing gravity but then Gus, unaware of any danger, helped the man back to his feet. 
 
    Once he straightened up, the pirate shoved Gus away roughly. Unprepared for the assault, Gus sprawled backward on the deck. The assailant pulled a pistol from his waistband. 
 
    Even as Gus was falling Kyoko leaped onto the quarterdeck’s front rail and launched herself at the intruder. Before he could raise his gun, her feet caught him square in the chest, throwing him backward over the side rail. His scream of anger was cut short when he tumbled clear of Alyssa’s atmosphere. 
 
    Kyoko landed upright in time to greet three more of the men disembarking from the yacht, all of them with murderous expressions. The first of them to hit the deck also stumbled in the variable gravity and Kyoko gave him a sharp kick to the jaw, spinning him around and putting him on his belly. The second man landed standing straight up and faced Gus, who had gotten back onto his feet, but this time he held one of the six-foot capstan poles in his grip. 
 
    The man feinted toward Gus and then pivoted to Kyoko. She spun away from him, dropping into a crouch. She continued her spin and threw out her right leg in a low sweep that took out his ankles. The second he hit the deck Gus brought the end of the handspike down on the man’s face like an ax. 
 
    The harsh crack of a pistol shot ricocheted off one of the winches. Kyoko crouched behind the capstan, looking frantically for the shooter. More men came pouring out of the yacht onto the deck. She attacked the man closest with a jump kick, and he tumbled over the side rail. Another grabbed her collar from behind and slung her toward the main hatch. She slammed into the hatch guard and rolled over it, grabbing at the edge to keep from plummeting all the way down to the hold. Instead, she landed on the gun deck next to one of the cannon carriages. 
 
    A high-pitched shriek of fury above meant Hannah had joined the battle against the intruders. Through the open gun port, Kyoko saw a man standing in the yacht’s open hatch firing a pistol. He saw her face and shot in her direction. The bullets sent sparks ricocheting off the gun port’s framing, leaving the antenna cable dangling. 
 
    “Communication systems off-line,” Alyssa’s voice announced from the gun deck’s speaker. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    On the Studio 37 backdrop screen, the scene froze, showing Gus fighting hopelessly against several men on Alyssa’s deck. In the image’s background, a man stood in the yacht’s open hatchway firing a huge pistol. A dozen horizontal lines etched across the screen, and it dissolved into gray static. 
 
    Camera One zoomed out to show Russell’s angry face. “Kent,” he said out loud to the program’s set director. “We can’t keep showing this kind of thing to our audience. I’m not sure what you clowns in the control room are doing, but you need to stop.” He looked over at his co-host. 
 
    “I agree,” Cassie said. “Once again, Russ and I apologize for broadcasting those graphic images without warning. I know we did this once before, but there’s no excuse for it this time.” 
 
    Russell pulled the earpiece out of his ear. “Just shut up, Kent,” he said sternly. “Sorry, folks. I’m having a little disagreement with our soon-to-be-former newscast director. He’s trying to make excuses but frankly, I’m not in the mood to listen.” 
 
    “You’re never in the mood to listen,” Cassie muttered. 
 
    “Not to excuses, that’s true. But this is still live TV, and I’d like to hear our guest’s thoughts about what we inappropriately just broadcast to our morning viewers.” 
 
    Arnold Hoffman, an opinion writer for the Times and a regular guest on the show, gave his patented Look of Concern. “This is a very sad day, I’m afraid,” Hoffman said in a deep, gravelly voice. He tended to speak with the up and down rhythm of a small-town preacher. “As we could clearly see, Grandfather Gus was outnumbered by armed men whom I would call pirates, for it was terribly obvious that murder was their intent. I predict we have just seen the last transmission from those three intrepid survivors that have come to mean so much to so many across this small blue planet that we live on.” 
 
    Russell mentally shook his head. He should have known better than to throw that question to Hoffman. The man considered himself to be the final word on just about every topic under the sun and frequently espoused dire prophecies. Sadly, he was often correct. But that’s not what Russell wanted for his morning viewers. They had just watched the Grandfather counter tick over to 774 days. 
 
    “That might be the case,” Russell said. “But I prefer to think Grandfather Gus will find a way to win. He always does. I’ll make a prediction of my own that by this time tomorrow, we’ll have a new video from him explaining it was all a misunderstanding or something. We have to have faith, right, Cassie?” 
 
    Cassie tried to give him a smile, but it was clear that she thought Hoffman was correct. “I agree, but Kent, could you back up that video just to before it faded out? I thought I saw a name on the yacht.” 
 
    The backdrop re-illuminated with the chaotic scene. 
 
    “I didn’t notice that,” Russell said. “Where is it?” 
 
    “Right there,” Cassie said, pointing. “On the bow. Kent, can you zoom in on that?” The image expanded to show the boobs. “Not that, please. The words.” 
 
    The imaged slid sideways, and Cassie read the name out loud. “Chicks Digit? What’s that mean?” 
 
    Russell shook his head. “I think the name is Chicks Dig It. Good name for a pirate ship. My question is, who owns that yacht? Someone, please call law enforcement and pass this information along.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Carey put the autopilot on Position Hold and hurried down the short corridor to the cargo bay. The old man on the sailboat was making his crew look like idiots. Carey’s number two man, Lewis Combs, was standing in the hatch taking potshots but not hitting anything. The senior citizen danced back and forth while braining his guys with an oversized fence post. 
 
    “For Christ’s sake,” Carey yelled at Lewis. “Quit shooting at everything. I don’t want that boat full of holes. Get over there and take that guy out!” 
 
    “All right, boss.” Lewis nodded at Patrick, and they jumped across to the galleon’s main deck. 
 
    If Lewis couldn’t take the guy out, Patrick would put a stop to this farce. He was a skilled fighter with a knife, especially effective in close. 
 
    On the lower deck, through one of the open gun ports, Carey saw the blonde moving around one of those old cannons. She put something into the mouth of the big black iron muzzle. What was she up to? Those cannons couldn’t be real, could they? 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus swung his handspike back and forth like a band leader’s baton, connecting with as much human flesh as possible. One of the pirates got a grip on it and shoved. Gus retreated and then fell backward, pulling the man down. Gus brought his feet up into his midsection and pushed, flipping the guy up and over the opposite railing. Regrettably, the pirate had a better grip and took the handspike with him. 
 
    Another bandit jumped aboard. Gus bounced to his feet and charged, but the man was enormous. He pushed Gus backward easily. 
 
    “Kill him, Lewis,” someone called from the yacht. 
 
    Lewis set himself in a boxer’s crouch and threw two quick jabs, but Gus skipped sideways, untouched. 
 
    The huge pirate paused and looked Gus up and down, snorting dismissively at the senior citizen facing him. “Tell you what, old timer,” Lewis said. “I’ll spot you one punch. Come on.” He put his hands on his hips and leaned forward slightly. “Give it your best shot.” 
 
    Gus, who had spent almost two years lifting tens of thousands of pounds of metal ingots, literally pumping iron in the truest sense, didn’t hesitate. He darted forward, putting his shoulder behind a straight cross for the man’s jaw. 
 
    Lewis’s eyes widened as though he had not actually expected such an aged opponent to take him up on the offer. He ducked, but his slow reflexes were just enough to line up his nose with Gus’s fist. 
 
    The human nose is surprisingly fragile, susceptible to breaking with less than ten pounds of pressure, and Gus delivered far more than that. He totally pulverized the septum in Lewis’s handsome proboscis. 
 
    The blow jammed the broken maxilla, lacrimal, and frontal bones around his eyes back into his tear ducts, opening them up, temporarily blinding his vision and unleashing copious amounts of blood and tears. Lewis roared with pain, and Gus followed through with a bull rush, shoving the disoriented pirate over the railing. 
 
    A cry of pain drew Gus’s attention across the deck in time to see Hannah beating the crap out of a smaller man holding a huge knife. She had a winch handle in each hand and twirled them like a pair of nunchakus, connecting with the guy’s hands, shoulders, and face. He tried weakly to counter her attack, and she jumped high over his thrust, bringing the heavy end of the handle down savagely on top of his skull. Blood sprayed into Hannah’s face, and she shrieked in terror. She dropped her unconventional weapons and ran screaming down the steps to the gun deck, leaving the unfortunate Patrick to die all by himself. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko grabbed a powder bag and rammed it down the barrel, followed quickly by a cannonball. Hannah had told her more than once how this worked. She ought to pull on the breeches to move the cannon right up to the port, but there wasn’t time. What was next? The brass pick. She jammed it down the vent hole several times, feeling it puncture the power bag. Next was the primer. The gunner’s chest had a dozen of them mixed in with some lanyards. She put a primer in the vent hole and slipped the lanyard’s hook through the ring on the primer. 
 
    It was ready to go. She’d only get one shot at this. She stood behind the cannon, aiming the shot, but the yacht had drifted out of the line of fire. 
 
    “Alyssa!” Kyoko shouted. “Move us sideways a little, so I can take a shot at their ship.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Alyssa said. “But please do not stand behind the cannon when you fire.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Kyoko said, and moved to the side. 
 
    The galleon pivoted until the barrel was pointed right at the man in the hatch. Kyoko yanked hard on the lanyard. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Carey divided his attention between the ongoing battle on the main deck and the blonde scrambling around below. Lewis had acted like an idiot, and the old man made him pay for it. And that other girl took Patrick out like it was nothing. This was insane. 
 
    “Nunez!” Carey shouted. “Get the rest of the guys and arm up. I don’t care how you do it, I want you to take this guy out!” 
 
    He lost sight of the blonde in the square porthole. What if that was a real cannon? Could it cause any damage to a modern spacecraft? It seemed unlikely, but there was no reason to take any chances. 
 
    “Hey, Eddie!” he called. “Move us back a little way.” 
 
    “What?” Eddie responded loudly. 
 
    The galleon swiveled just enough to line up the big muzzle directly toward the hatch he was standing in. 
 
    “Eddie!” Carey screamed, stepping back from the door. 
 
    “What!” 
 
    An enormous plume of yellow fire erupted from the cannon, discharging a thirty-two-pound ball of solid steel at over a thousand feet per second. 
 
    The cannonball missed the hatch opening. Instead, it ripped through the hull, hurling metal fragments everywhere. It continued through the flimsy interior walls until it reached the drive generators in the center of the ship. The main generator shattered and flung bearings and spinning power shafts off in every direction. 
 
    One of the bearings shattered the ship’s structural spine, allowing the fuselage to flex slightly, which ripped the hull’s skin apart along the opposite side. The artificial gravity shut down and debris began escaping from large openings in the fuselage. 
 
    The devastation astonished Carey, but his attention was mainly focused on the slender piece of metal that stuck out of the middle of his expensive jacket. He instinctively tugged on the long splinter, and a gut-wrenching pain exploded in his abdomen. Blood began seeping through his shirt. 
 
    Carey stumbled up the passageway, careening off one side wall and then the other. He just made it into the cockpit before the door slammed closed and hull breach warnings began hooting. He collapsed into the captain’s seat and cradled the splinter, wondering what to do. “Get us out of here,” he gasped. 
 
    Eddie’s fingers flew over the appropriate controls. The display panels lit up, but the ship didn’t move. 
 
    “Call for help,” Carey said. “Let the boss know we got a problem. And find me the medical kit.” 
 
    Eddie connected with Bullock on Wheelers Bright and talked rapidly, trying to explain what was going on. He only got out a couple of sentences before the overhead lights blinked off, leaving the cockpit in darkness but for the dim glow of the nearby sun. “Sorry, boss,” Eddie said. “I’m not sure he got all that.” 
 
    “Find the med kit,” Carey whispered weakly. “And turn on the heat. It’s getting cold in here.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The recoil threw the cannon violently back from the gun port. Without the natural friction of the breech blocks to take some of the force, the ringbolts at the end of the ropes took the full weight all at once. Unfortunately, the ancient metal on the left side, yanked on too many times in too many centuries, gave way under the strain and shattered into a dozen fragments. 
 
    One of the slivers sliced a deep cut across Kyoko’s side. The ringbolt on the other side of the carriage held fast, so the momentum of the kickback yanked the cannon sideways as it trundled backward. 
 
    The spinning barrel caught Kyoko in the ribs and tossed her like a bag of sawdust against the aft bulkhead. The carriage swung completely around and tipped over on its side. The cannon rolled free and came to rest pointed toward the opposite hull. Kyoko lay on the deck and bled silently, not moving. 
 
   


 
  

 13 – Consequences 
 
    “Death never takes the wise man by surprise,  
 
    He is always ready to go.” 
 
    (Jean de La Fontaine, “La Mort et le Mourant”) 
 
    Gus flinched when the cannon fired. He looked for the girls but he had lost track of who was on deck. The last he saw of Hannah was her hightailing it down to the gun deck. The yacht suddenly erupted in fire and smoke, and a secondary explosion inside the pirate’s vessel sent shrapnel flying everywhere. He ducked behind the rail. The small vessel split in half, and the two remaining hulks drifted away spewing debris. Big white crates with Red Cross markings tumbled free of the wreckage. 
 
    Gus surveyed the deck. Three pirates lay dead, and two others moaned in pain. Gus dragged the dead men to the side rail and heaved them overboard. One man who was tangled in the ratlines groaned. Gus climbed onto the shrouds next to him. 
 
    “Hey, man,” the man mumbled painfully. “Help me out. I think she broke my jaw.” 
 
    “I got you,” Gus said sympathetically. “Lean back a little and put your foot there on the rope.” The pirate got his feet under him, although still wobbly. “Now step down onto the rail,” Gus instructed. 
 
    The pirate allowed Gus to guide him off the ratlines. “Thanks, buddy,” the former assailant said. “I owe you one.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Gus said, bracing himself. He drew back and used his elbow to deliver a hard blow to the man’s throat. The pirate grunted and let go of the rope. Gus gave him an extra shove, sending him tumbling backward into the cosmos. 
 
    The last man had struggled to all fours and leaned against the mainmast. Gus dragged the pirate over to the starboard rail and hoisted him up like a sack of potatoes. The man let out a stream of obscenities before Gus pitched him overboard. 
 
    Hannah began screaming for him from the gun deck. 
 
    Now what, Gus wondered, and hurried below. Once he reached the gun deck, it was clear what happened. The cannon lay on its side with Kyoko in a ragged heap near the bulkhead. She had an ugly cut on her ribcage with blood running down her body onto the floor. The blonde hair on the back of her head was dark red and matted where she had banged her skull against the wall. She appeared not to be breathing. He knelt down to check her pulse, and a tiny sigh escaped her lips. At least she was alive. 
 
    Hannah jabbered frantically in German, not really helping the situation. Gus grabbed her by the shoulders. “Listen to me!” he barked. “I saw some first aid kits drifting from that yacht. Kyoko needs that medicine. Go tell Alyssa to maneuver close enough for you to reach them!” 
 
    Hannah nodded and raced up the stairs. 
 
    Gus gently picked up Kyoko and carried her to the infirmary. He cut off her sweater to determine the damage to her ribcage. She was so skinny he could see her individual ribs. He traced them lightly with his fingertips, careful not to apply pressure. Although horribly bruised, they appeared more or less intact. He suspected that a couple of them had to be fractured, but at least she wasn’t coughing up blood. 
 
    He cleaned the deep cut, and it started bleeding again. He would have to stitch it up somehow. 
 
    Alyssa spoke up. “Hannah reports that the containers are filled with contraband. There are no medical supplies.” 
 
    Gus swore loudly. “Tell her to bring me a bottle of her moonshine. I need some disinfectant.” He found some thread and one of the ancient curved needles from the medical cabinet. Suturing someone would be a first in his experience. 
 
    “Miss Schubert is retrieving the liquor,” Alyssa said. “However, I should inform you that I was able to penetrate the yacht’s AI during the battle. There may be useful medical supplies on the planet below.” 
 
    “It’s inhabited?” Gus asked hopefully. 
 
    “I fear not. According to their AI, the pirates murdered the staff of a scientific research site during a raid for Acevedos artifacts. It is possible they left the camp’s facilities intact.” 
 
    “Should I not stitch her up then?” 
 
    “I recommend you continue. Miss Yoshimoto found that the surgical sutures were still functional when she treated your injury from the shark.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Gus asked. 
 
    “If you will permit me, I will advise you. I suggest that you first wash your hands thoroughly.” 
 
    Once the basics were taken care of Alyssa guided him step by step. First, clean the wound. When it came time for the stitches, she explained the needles were composed of nanites. 
 
    Once the point touched Kyoko’s skin, the needle took over. It penetrated the epidermis cleanly, stretched across the cut to come up on the other side, and even drew it closed with the exact amount of tension to hold the edges together without bunching. 
 
    Gus cleaned her head wound and felt along her skull but had no idea as to the extent of the damage. Alyssa wasn’t any help either. “Clearly her unconsciousness is from cerebral trauma,” she said. “It is possibly her most serious injury; however, without proper diagnostic equipment I have no suggestions at this point except that you should monitor her situation.” 
 
    Gus could only follow the AI’s guidance. Hannah refused to help; the girl was useless when it came to treating a wound. But once all the blood was cleaned up, she did help with wrapping Kyoko’s ribcage. They rigged a stretcher and finally got their patient settled in her own berth. Kyoko was coming around and moaned with pain. Gus threatened Hannah to make her stay by Kyoko’s side, but she refused and fled. 
 
    “What’s our status?” Gus asked Alyssa. 
 
    “While you attended to Miss Yoshimoto, Miss Schubert finished stowing the sails. I have started atmospheric penetration. I shall exercise caution to ensure a smooth ride.” 
 
    “What about the other ship? Any threat to us? Anyone we need to worry about?” 
 
    “I detected four survivors in my last contact, but based on your treatment of their injured on the main deck I concluded they were of no interest. By now, they will have died from cold or loss of oxygen. Their vessel lost power and is currently adrift. I calculate it will enter this planet’s atmosphere in eighty-seven days and disintegrate on reentry.” 
 
    Gus reflected on his actions. In the heat of battle, throwing those guys overboard had seemed appropriate. But it might have been a mistake. “According to our laws of war, I was wrong. If an enemy soldier is injured, I am morally obligated to provide medical assistance. I guess I could go to jail for that.” 
 
    “That would be unfortunate,” Alyssa replied. “However, I would suggest the assailants were not enemy soldiers. They were criminals in the act of invading your property. Do your laws not allow lethal force in the act of self-defense?” 
 
    Gus nodded. “That’s true. I didn’t think of it that way. And yes, as I understand it, I can shoot an armed intruder. But then, I didn’t actually shoot them. I threw them overboard. And at that point, they didn’t have any weapons.” 
 
    “That is incorrect. I absolutely confirm that both assailants were armed at the time, that they were still capable of hostile action, and that neither one had capitulated. In my culture your actions were appropriate.” 
 
    Gus nodded. “Good enough, I suppose. We call that justifiable homicide.” 
 
    “An apt concept,” Alyssa said. 
 
    Gus pushed the thought from his mind. “I can’t do anything about it now. What about us? Are you okay? We took a lot of fire.” 
 
    “I am not. One of their shots severed the cable to the subspace antenna.” 
 
    “I can repair that once we’re on the planet.” 
 
    “Understood. However, the impact created a spark, which sent an electrical surge into Nineteen’s subspace transceiver.” 
 
    “Are you saying it fried our radio?” Gus asked worriedly. Being able to talk to Carol was the only thing that kept him going. 
 
    “It is worse than that,” Alyssa confessed. “The disruption created a short, which also destroyed the star drive’s autopilot.” 
 
    “What does that mean? Can we not land on the planet?” 
 
    “No, that is not what I am saying. My atmospheric gravity drives are fully functional, as is my navigation computer. It simply means that once we depart this solar system, you will have to steer the ship manually. That was the normal mode of operation for the previous crew so you should not perceive that as insurmountable. As we have discussed, the original intent of my design was to reproduce the traditions of ancient times.” 
 
    “All right then,” Gus said. “What you’re saying is that we can still land on the planet and take off. And that you can still navigate us to Wheelers Bright. It’s just that I’ll have to stand at the wheel.” 
 
    “That is partially correct. You and your crew will also have to manage the sails to keep the star sail functioning.” 
 
    That was doable. It was like being in the water again; a lot of hard work, but that’s what Hannah was for. “Okay,” Gus said. 
 
    “Also,” Alyssa added. “In penetrating the pirate’s AI, I was able to access their complete navigation system and correlate it to my own. I have determined that we are almost as close to Earth as we are to Wheelers Bright. Would you rather proceed directly to Earth when we depart this planet?” 
 
    Finally! A bit of good news. “You’re damn right I would. Good job, Alyssa. That helps a lot. Anything else?” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    “Okay then,” Gus said, suddenly in a better mood. “We stopped here in the first place for supplies. Maybe the camp has some stuff we can use. Do you know where the research team was located?” 
 
    “Yes. We will touchdown in two hours.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus was revolted by the scene. Men and women lay dead on the ground or sprawled in their tents; innocent victims of murderous thieves. Any lingering doubts about how he’d treated the pirates after the battle vanished. When Hannah saw the first dead body, she threw up and ran back to the ship. 
 
    Gus promised himself to come back later and bury the fallen, but his first priority was to search for their medical supplies. He found them on the far side of the camp in a big tent marked with a red cross. There were no bodies inside the makeshift hospital. The physicians had probably died while fleeing or attending to others. 
 
    The facility had several medicine cabinets. For a welcome change, everything was labeled in English. He filled a doctor’s bag with painkillers, antibiotics, and other drugs recommended by Alyssa. By the time he got back to the ship, Kyoko was awake but in a lot of pain. She was disoriented but grateful for the Tramadol Five capsules. 
 
    Gus promised she could have all the painkiller she wanted for two days, but after that, he had to wean her off since they were addictive. His cautionary advice was wasted breath; she didn’t understand what he was saying. By late evening she looked worse and lapsed into unconsciousness. 
 
    Alyssa said, “Based on Lifeboat Nineteen’s limited medical background, I recommend you start Miss Yoshimoto on a course of diuretics. Her appearance suggests rising intracranial pressure, and that is of concern. We shall have to keep close track of her condition. The next twenty-four hours will be critical. Additionally, I suggest that you start an IV drip.” 
 
    Hannah, of course, refused to assist. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    It took Gus three days to bury all the victims. The worst part was establishing their identifications. Only a few had ID on them when they died, so he searched through their tent quarters trying to find photos. In the end, he was able to place a marker with the appropriate name on all eighteen graves. When he needed a break, he moved medical supplies to Alyssa’s infirmary. 
 
    Once the deceased were buried, Hannah agreed to show up for a memorial. Afterward, Gus put together boxes of personal effects and left them in the administrative tent. Someone would eventually show up and perhaps return the items to the victims’ families. 
 
    Gus was disappointed but not surprised to find all the communication equipment smashed and bullet-ridden. 
 
    With so much misery, one brighter moment came when Gus discovered the food supplies. It was like being in a supermarket. Four tents were chock-full of freeze-dried rations. He grabbed a case of breakfast meals—vacuum packs with hash browns, scrambled eggs, and pork sausage mixed with peppers and onions. He hurried back to the ship to boil some water. Once everything was hot and on the table, he called Hannah to join him for the first real meal they had had in forever. 
 
    Hannah took one look and hesitated. 
 
    Gus sighed. “Oh, right,” he said. “I’m sorry, kid. I forgot all about you being a vegetarian. No problem.” He picked up her plate to dump on his own. 
 
    “Nein!” Hannah grabbed it, her eyes full of dismay. She gave the plate a little tug, trying to rescue it from his grasp. 
 
    Gus gave her an amused glance. “You sure? I don’t want you to do anything you’re uncomfortable with.” Hannah pulled on her plate until Gus let go. Funny how a couple years of nothing but fish and fruit could turn someone into a flexitarian. The two ate in silence, enjoying the meal. 
 
    That afternoon Hannah found a tent filled with linens. She spent several hours refitting all their beds and supplying their respective bathrooms with real towels. Gus had to agree it was a nice change. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The next morning, Gus began moving food from the storage tents to the hold. He drafted Hannah to assist. 
 
    “Why don’t we just wait for the next resupply mission?” she asked, after making a couple of trips. “It’s safe here, and we won’t have to move all these boxes.” 
 
    “We can do that,” Gus said. “But before you decide, go count the meals these folks have on hand and the number of researchers we buried. Then tell me what you think.” 
 
    Hannah thought about it for a moment. “You’re right,” she said. “They have enough food for over a year. It might be a long time before anyone comes back.” 
 
    “Still want to wait?” Gus asked. 
 
    Hannah shook her head. “I’m ready to leave. I want to see my family and I’m worried about Kyoko.” She picked up another case of the scientists’ rations. 
 
    “Me too,” Gus said. “We’ll leave in the morning.” 
 
    Gus went to bed thinking of his wife. She would be worried because he hadn’t sent a video since the pirate attack. She was probably worried sick right now. If she could just hang on a few more weeks, he would be home. 
 
    Hannah woke him just before dawn. “Kyoko’s worse,” she said worriedly. “Komm und sieh.” Come and see. 
 
    Kyoko’s condition had indeed deteriorated. Overnight the wound on her side had become red and swollen. This was one of his worries. Infection could create deadly complications. “What should I do, Alyssa?” 
 
    “Treat the incision with medical soap and warm water. If the wound reopens do not worry. Check her temperature and blood pressure. Her condition indicates the possibility of sepsis.” 
 
    Her temperature was high and her blood pressure low. “Now what?” 
 
    “Miss Yoshimoto needs additional antibiotics; however, the information I have from Lifeboat Nineteen does not include several of the medical labels you have given me so I cannot advise you which one to administer. Perhaps the local research facility contains medical references that could help.” 
 
    Gus thought about everything he had seen. “Maybe,” he said. “I’ll go check.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    At the medical tent, he found a square leather bag under one of the desks. Inside was a rugged computer. He took it back to Alyssa’s infirmary and turned it on. 
 
    “Excellent,” Alyssa said. “Establishing a connection. Standby.” Ten minutes later she said, “Download complete. The device is indeed a medical library. I have identified the names of required medications on the video display. They include stronger antibiotics and a mild vasopressor to boost her blood pressure for the head injury.” 
 
    Gus spent the following two hours attending to Kyoko’s worsened condition. When cleaning the wound, he found a metallic splinter buried deep in the cut. That had probably been the culprit for the new infection. He didn’t have enough of the magical Acevedos sutures, so he sewed her up by hand with surgical implements from the researcher’s supplies. By evening the redness around the newly opened wound had diminished. 
 
    Hannah called from outside the room, “Dinner is ready.” She didn’t wait for his reply. He found her at the table in his cabin. She had prepared two hearty meals for the two of them and a bowl of soup for Kyoko. 
 
    “Are you going to feed that to her?” Gus asked. 
 
    Hannah shook her head with a guilty expression. “I can’t.” 
 
    Gus suddenly realized there was another issue here. He should have recognized a long time ago that her reaction to blood and violence must be indicative of a deeper problem. 
 
    “What happened to you?” he asked. 
 
    Hannah shivered before answering. She took a deep breath and quietly said, “Hanover stadium. Level two.” 
 
    Gus groaned out loud. That would certainly explain her psychosis. The horrific terrorist attack had happened a decade ago, and the news coverage had lasted for weeks. The strategically placed IEDs caused the entire arena to collapse. Some of the survivors had been trapped for days, buried amongst thousands of dead bodies. Hannah would have just barely been a teenager back then. Gus decided that from here on he would give her a pass on her inability to handle trauma. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “You did good during the fight. That’s enough for me.” 
 
    Hannah gave him a quick hug. “Danke, Opa,” she said, and quickly straightened up with an embarrassed expression. “I’ll get us ready for departure. Should we leave right now?” 
 
    Gus considered. Kyoko needed a doctor, but right this moment he needed a night’s sleep. And according to Alyssa, with just him and Hannah able to perform crew duties, sleep was going to be a thing of the past. “First thing in the morning,” he said. 
 
    Gus got Hannah to help move one of the midshipmen’s bunks up to his cabin and put clean linens on it. Then he moved Kyoko in with him. That way he could take care of her and still get some sleep. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Let’s get off this planet,” Gus told Alyssa as the sun peeped over the horizon. The ship rose from the ground, and after a quick stop along the nearby coastline to replenish her water storage, began the ascent into space. 
 
    Going into orbit was no longer such an overwhelming event, but it was still a beautiful sight. He stood on the quarterdeck and watched the sky change from a light blue to absolute black. Alyssa gave the signal and Hannah scrambled into the rigging to unfurl the sails. Because the ship’s auto-navigation system was off-line, Gus had to winch all the sheets down tight. 
 
    “I thought I was done with this,” he grumbled. 
 
    The process was lengthy because Alyssa needed all the canvas deployed. The last to fly was the star sail itself. It took almost an hour, but eventually they were ready to go. 
 
    “Firing the star drive,” Alyssa said, and the ship began to move away from the local sun. 
 
    Gus told Hannah, “Just like we did at sea, we’ll rotate our shifts with eight hours on duty, four hours off. Alyssa, make sure Hannah doesn’t oversleep.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” the ship’s AI replied. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Two weeks of round-the-clock operations got old pretty fast. And Gus couldn’t really get four hours of sleep when Hannah was at the wheel. Alyssa often wanted him to trim the sails, and the ripple effect of adjusting one line meant adjusting all of them. It normally took an hour to get everything in what Alyssa called superluminal alignment. 
 
    After each shift-change, Gus also checked on Kyoko. She was better but had not yet completely kicked the infection. Something was wrong inside her body, and he had no idea what to do except to follow Alyssa’s generic medical advice. 
 
    Kyoko woke from time to time but was never really coherent. Once she called his name, but mostly she talked in Japanese. He changed her bandages regularly, soaking the wound with hot compresses, trying to conquer the bacterial ailment. Alyssa prescribed different courses of medication, trying to come up with the right combination of drugs to defeat the illness. 
 
    His eyes grew red, and he pushed himself to the point that he had difficulty concentrating. He told Alyssa to keep him awake during his shift at the wheel. 
 
    After sixteen days, Kyoko made a turn for the better. The infection was receding. Her fever was almost gone, and her tossing and turning had stopped. After two more days, she woke up enough to ask for food. Gus mentally upgraded her situation from Critical to Guarded. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Here I am,” Hannah said, coming up the steps to the quarterdeck. 
 
    “Good,” Gus said with feeling. “I’m ready for some sack time. You have the conn.” 
 
    “I have the conn,” Hannah replied. 
 
    “Before you return to your quarters…” Alyssa said. 
 
    “Not now,” Gus moaned. 
 
    “I have to insist,” Alyssa urged. “You must adjust the tack two points to starboard. I am detecting a slight imbalance.” 
 
    “All right,” Gus said. The unexpected whiny note in his voice left him feeling self-conscious. He headed down to the waist and let Alyssa guide him through the adjustments. An hour later his shoulders were burning from the strain of winching the sails. One thing he would never understand was how they could stay so taut while in space simply from the light atop the mizzenmast. 
 
    “I have a concern about our flight parameters,” the AI said when he was done. 
 
    “Alyssa, I’m bushed. I can’t go through that again, and that’s no joke.” 
 
    “I understand. However, I still require one more task if we are to continue. Can you please fire off a stability round?” 
 
    “Are you serious? Didn’t we do enough damage with the last shot? That gun is laying on its side.” 
 
    “I am quite serious, Captain Gus. There are seven other cannons to choose from. Please use caution in case there is another failure of the breechings.” 
 
    The warning did nothing to improve his mood. “Can’t this wait?” he asked. 
 
    “It cannot. If you are not able to carry out the task, I must terminate our star drive. I suspect we may be nearing a stability threshold, but the diagnostic module is part of my autopilot system. This is my only way of identifying our superluminal stability.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” Gus demanded. “Everything feels normal. What’s not stable?” 
 
    Alyssa’s voice took on a professorial tone. “My sensors indicate the ship is experiencing a slight flutter. If you place your hand against the deck, you may sense the vibration.” 
 
    Hannah joined Gus on the deck, wondering aloud what the problem was. 
 
    “I don’t feel anything,” Gus complained after explaining Alyssa’s concern. 
 
    Hannah lay down and put her cheek flat against the deck’s surface. “I can,” she concluded. “It’s really faint though.” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem?” Gus asked. “This ship is built like a tank, and we suffered through a lot worse than a little shimmy.” 
 
    “My concern is not for the vessel,” Alyssa said. “It is for the fabric of spacetime around us.” 
 
    “What?” Gus said. “You lost me on that one.” 
 
    “As I have explained, our star drive creates what Miss Yoshimoto refers to as a warp bubble. The manifold dilation around the vessel allows us to slip through the universe at speeds far greater than those understood by your culture.” 
 
    “I got that part. I don’t see what you mean by concern for spacetime.” 
 
    “In perfect flight, the warp bubble, which is actually shaped more like a flattened ellipsoid, is absolutely symmetrical, allowing us to travel without harming the environment we are passing through. But if the bubble becomes unstable in any way—that is, if it becomes deformed—then our passage can have an effect external to the bubble by creating a local energy disruption.” 
 
    “You mean like a bow wave?” 
 
    “Your analogy is not entirely accurate but yes, like a bow wave. The problem is that our bow wave may extend millions of miles in front of our direction of travel. If not corrected, the force begins to multiply. Records of early experimentation with star drives have examples of actual stars being destroyed by uncorrected bow waves. It is vital that we perform a stability test.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Hannah offered. 
 
    “No,” Gus said. “At the moment, your place is behind the wheel. I’ll fire the damned cannon.” 
 
    Gus stomped down to the gun deck. It took extra time to clean the next gun in line. “Ready?” he barked when the gun was ready to fire. 
 
    “I am ready,” Alyssa said. “Miss Schubert has been notified.” 
 
    Gus yanked the lanyard firmly, and the cannon discharged with a boom as advertised. After the gun recoiled and the carriage came to a stop, he looked out through the gun port. Instead of the usual sharp streak of light disappearing behind the ship, there was instead a rippling flash of brilliance that spread out as far as the eye could see; a thunderstorm of cosmic scale. 
 
    A warning horn sounded, and Alyssa’s voice filled the gun deck. “All hands, prepare for emergency star drive shutdown in sixty seconds. Take cover and brace for impact. This is not a drill.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Gus shouted. He charged up to the main deck and met Hannah hurrying down from the quarterdeck. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked fearfully. 
 
    “I have no idea,” he shouted over Alyssa’s repeated warning. “Up, go back up.” He pushed Hannah in front of him, and they both rushed to the captain’s cabin. 
 
    “Stay clear of flying objects,” Alyssa intoned. “Twenty seconds to emergency termination of the star drive.” 
 
    He picked up Kyoko and laid her on his bed against the wall. “What’s going on?” she asked weakly. 
 
    Gus ignored her questions and told Hannah, “Get next to her.” He took the mattress from Kyoko’s bed and jammed himself against Hannah, using the mattress as a cover. 
 
    “What’s going to happen?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Hell if I know but we’ll find out in a second.” 
 
    Alyssa counted down. “Three. Two. One. Star drive terminated.” 
 
    Gus lay still for a moment, waiting for the catastrophe. The warning klaxon fell silent. 
 
    “All hands resume normal operations,” Alyssa announced. 
 
    After ten seconds of silence, Gus rose from the bed. Nothing was out of place in his cabin. “Are you kidding me!” he shouted at the AI. “Alyssa, what the hell was all that about?” 
 
    “Captain Gus,” Alyssa replied in a subdued tone. “Your presence is required on deck. We have caused substantial damage to the star system in our path.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Please report to the navigation room,” Alyssa said urgently. 
 
    “Take care of Kyoko,” Gus told Hannah. “I’ll see what this is all about.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus stood in front of the control panel inside the navigation room. “Okay, explain what you’re talking about,” he growled. “And tell me why you just scared the crap out of us for nothing.” 
 
    “Please note the video display to your left. That is a solar system in our path that we are approaching.” 
 
    The screen showed a graphic of the local sun with the orbital paths of seven planets as elliptical lines. Between the fifth and sixth planets, instead of a single line for a planetary orbit, thousands of dots circled the sun. It was an asteroid belt similar to that between Mars and Jupiter in Earth’s solar system. In this case, however, there was a huge blank space directly in line with the ship’s bow, as though a giant plow had shoved all the asteroids aside. 
 
    “We did that?” Gus asked, surprised by the enormous destructive force. 
 
    “That is correct. I am trying to determine if this is an inhabited system. According to the pirate’s database, it is not, but their information may be out of date.” 
 
    Hannah joined him in the navigation room. “Kyoko is okay. She’s awake but pretty much out of it.” 
 
    Gus nodded. “What do we do now?” he asked Alyssa. “Have we lost our star drive capability? Are we stuck here?” 
 
    “Negative. Normal procedures for recovering from an unstable warp bubble is to stand down for twenty-four hours. That will allow the framework of conformal gravity in this region to settle. At that time, we can resume star drive operations.” 
 
    At least he could grab a few hours of sleep; that much was a plus. 
 
    “How do we keep this from happening again?” Gus asked. 
 
    “Instability builds up over time if the sails are not kept in trim. I suspect that task is beyond your capacity; no offense intended.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “I recommend that for the remainder of the journey we stop every three days for a twenty-four-hour cooldown period. The resulting delay for repeated speed-up and slowdown maneuvers will extend our voyage by another twelve days.” 
 
    Hannah nodded her agreement with the proposal. 
 
    “All right,” Gus said. “With Kyoko on the mend, let’s go with that. Hannah, you’ve got the conn. I’m going to hit the bunk.” 
 
    “Yes, Grandfather.” 
 
    “Before you do that,” Alyssa said. “I strongly suggest that you stow the star sail to prevent damage. We do not have a replacement.” 
 
    “I’ll do it, Grandfather,” Hannah said. “Please go to bed and rest.” 
 
    Hannah was becoming a real trooper. It made life a lot easier. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Wake up!” Hannah shouted. “Pirates are coming!” 
 
    “What?” Gus groaned in misery. Every muscle in his body ached. “How long have I been asleep?” 
 
    “About ten minutes,” Hannah said, still shaking him. “Wake up!” 
 
    “I’m awake!” Gus said angrily, pushing her away. “I’m coming.” Damn! Could they not catch one single break on this stupid boat? He looked around the cabin. “Where’s Kyoko?” 
 
    “Behind you,” Hannah said, pointing past his shoulder. 
 
    That’s right. He hadn’t even taken the time to move her back to her own bed. He’d just collapsed. 
 
    “I’m coming,” he said again. “Alyssa, what is the status?” 
 
    “Seven starships are approaching on a bearing of three-three-zero. I am not familiar with the type of vessel, and their AI systems are well protected. They appear to be armed.” 
 
    “Can we outrun them?” 
 
    “I already took down the star sail,” Hannah said miserably. 
 
    “Then you better hurry and get it back up,” Gus said. He got out of bed but could not even stand up straight. He usually needed five minutes or so to get his joints in working order. Hannah put an arm around his waist to help him walk. He pushed her away. “You go start hoisting the star sail. Just give me a minute, and I’ll be there to help you winch it up.” 
 
    Hannah gave him a worried look and hurried off. Gus stopped in the navigation room and said, “Can you show me a visual on those guys?” 
 
    “Coming up on display one,” Alyssa said. 
 
    The screen illuminated with a close-in shot of the approaching ship. It was enormous and closing fast. Even as he watched, a smaller boarding craft launched out of the ship’s hangar bay and sped forward. It was full of armed men. 
 
    Gus stepped out onto the quarterdeck and shouted at Hannah. “Relax! It’s the navy.” 
 
   


 
  

 14 – The Awesome Hanzo 
 
    “Praise the Lord and pass the ammunition!” 
 
    (Lieutenant Howell M. Forgy, US Navy (Chaplain Corps)) 
 
    “Sir, Admiral Wesson is here.” 
 
    Captain Vince Copeland, captain of the USS New Orleans, stood and greeted the retired officer. “Admiral,” he said respectfully. 
 
    Rear Admiral Daniel Wesson, United States Space Navy (Retired), returned the greeting genially. Officially, he was merely an observer on this mission. His current job title was Assistant Secretary of the Navy for Research, Development, and Acquisition. A year ago, he gave up the stars on his collar for a suit and tie. He was a visitor on the bridge of the New Orleans because this was the first shakedown cruise of the new Hanzo Ship Defense System. 
 
    So far, the mission had not gone all that well. Not because of the Hanzo weapon but because some unknown force had just blown the holy hell out of the local asteroid belt. 
 
    “Anything yet?” Wesson asked. 
 
    “Not on the disturbance, no sir,” Copeland replied. “But we are maintaining increased readiness.” 
 
    “Is the Hanzo up to speed?” 
 
    “Yes, sir; however, I’ve put off any testing for the time being.” 
 
    “I understand,” Wesson said. “I’ll stay out of your way.” 
 
    Copeland appreciated Wesson’s attitude. The admiral had snagged a ride on this mission because a lot was riding on Hanzo’s success. The weapon had turned into a political hot potato due to cost overruns and rumored corruption in the acquisition process. The Secretary of Defense had appointed Wesson to separate fact from fiction. 
 
    Copeland felt that whether the system passed or failed, there would be congressional hearings and heads would roll. He just wanted to keep his own butt out of that particular line of fire. 
 
    Copeland’s only real issue so far concerned the manufacturer’s representative on board, a fat guy named Henry Kopple. The guy definitely had a vested interest in the outcome and generally could be found tucked away in an unused seat near the back of the bridge, gnawing on a granola bar. So far, Copeland hadn’t once seen Kopple without something to eat or drink in his hand. Copeland was trying very hard not to despise the man. 
 
    But all of that had been temporarily pushed aside. The inexplicable damage to the asteroid belt overshadowed everything. The force involved dwarfed anything he had ever experienced. Copeland was just happy that the New Orleans had not been in the path of whatever had blasted a trillion tons of planetoids to dust. 
 
    “Contact!” the radar officer said. “On the nose at three AUs. It appears to be in a direct line with the disturbance.” 
 
    “Give me a visual,” Copeland said. The tactical display illuminated but showed only a black screen. 
 
    “No visual available,” the radar officer reported. “Too small or countermeasures in effect.” 
 
    “Anything on the EM band?” Copeland asked the reconnaissance officer. 
 
    The reconnaissance officer looked confused. “I am getting something, sir. But it is nothing I recognize. I think it may have probed us.” 
 
    “Status on the scout?” Copeland asked? 
 
    “Scout is away,” Copeland’s executive officer, reported. “ETA five minutes.” 
 
    An armed reconnaissance ship would give him some data. Whatever was out there had to be a powerful and potentially deadly entity. 
 
    “Thank you, XO,” Copeland said. “Sound General Quarters.” 
 
    A klaxon sounded throughout the ship, and the New Orleans’s AI backed up the command with a verbal announcement. 
 
    “By the way, who is commanding the scout?” 
 
    The XO checked the small video screen to his right. “Sir, that would be Lieutenant Shrimpman.” 
 
    Copeland winced. Scampi was not the best guy in a tight situation. “Let’s get closer so we can see what we’re shooting at.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Are we in trouble?” Hannah asked. She stood next to Gus on the quarterdeck. 
 
    “I wouldn’t think so,” Gus said, “unless we killed someone. I’m hoping the hole in the asteroid belt just got their attention. We’ll have to see. Let’s get on down there; let them see us. We’re not exactly a threat.” 
 
    They went down to the main deck to wait for the approaching launch. Gus picked up a spare coil of rope and tied off one end to a cleat on the inside of the deck railing. It wouldn’t hurt to be as helpful as possible in the face of the military. 
 
    The navy’s boarding craft approached cautiously. A hundred yards off the port beam, it turned sideways to match Alyssa’s direction. The wide boarding door on the hull opened to reveal three marines standing line abreast in the hatchway. They wore white atmospheric suits with gold tinted visors. The man in the center had his gloved fists on his hips, and the two men on either side were in a crouched stance with their weapons drawn. 
 
    Gus motioned them to come closer, and the vessel slowly moved toward the galleon. It came to a stop about ten yards out. To get inside the atmospheric bubble surrounding Alyssa they needed to move in a little closer. Gus tossed them the coil of rope, but one of the marines batted it away. 
 
    “They don’t trust us,” Gus said. “I can’t imagine what they’re afraid of. They all have blasters.” Behind the launch, the immense cruiser slowly drew closer. “They have to be going crazy trying to figure out who we are.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The front wall of the USS New Orleans’s bridge was transparent. Captain Copeland stood in front of it and pulled out his binoculars, foregoing the telephoto image on his tactical display screen. “Are you seeing this?” he asked his XO. 
 
    “Sir,” the XO answered, “I believe that is the Alyssa.” 
 
    Admiral Wesson walked up to stand beside him with his own binoculars. “And that’s Hannah,” he said calmly. 
 
    Several specialists murmured their immediate agreement from their workstations. 
 
    “Hannah?” Copeland asked. “Do you mean the woman or the ship?” 
 
    “That young woman,” Wesson said, pointing at the galleon. “Come on, Vince. Remember the Solar Princess?” 
 
    The light dawned for Copeland. “Oh, right. You think that’s who this is, XO?” 
 
    “Sir, yes sir.” 
 
    Wesson gave Copeland a frank look of warning. “Hannah is the granddaughter of the German Chancellor. You just floated into the middle of a very large minefield, my friend. I suggest you proceed carefully. Wouldn’t you agree, XO?” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Marine Sergeant David Hawkins could not believe his luck. He would be the squad leader that rescued Grandfather Gus. His daughters would absolutely freak out when he told them. And he was actually about to stand on the deck of the Alyssa! The only alien starship that mankind had ever come across. If only Lieutenant Shrimpman wasn’t the officer in charge. He discreetly made sure his wrist camera was recording. 
 
    Thank God they were alive, after all. After the pirate attack, his youngest daughter had been in the dumps for days worrying about her favorite castaways. 
 
    Shrimpman’s voice came over the command channel. “I think it’s safe to raft up but stand ready.” 
 
    Hawkins didn’t like the Lieutenant’s clueless tone. Could it be that the officer did not realize who they were? Surely not. Everybody knew. But then again, when Shrimpman heard about Admiral Wesson being on the bridge, he’d pulled rank to take command of the squad. He was a suck-up kind of guy, no doubt about that. 
 
    The launch moved up against Alyssa’s hull until the sill of the hatchway was flush against the galleon’s deck rail. “Stand fast, men,” Shrimpman said. “I’ll check it out first.” 
 
    Shrimpman jumped from the hatchway, tripped, and sprawled face-first onto Alyssa’s deck. If he hadn’t had his visor closed, he would have broken his long skinny nose. 
 
    Hawkins tapped Corporal Martinez on the shoulder and nodded at his embarrassing officer, spread-eagled on the ancient vessel. Together they jumped across and helped Shrimpman to his feet. 
 
    “We got you, sir,” Hawkins said encouragingly. “You’re okay now.” 
 
    Shrimpman shrugged off their assistance and touched his neck control. The front half of his helmet swiveled back, leaving his face exposed. He sniffed the air dramatically as if the green LED in everyone’s helmet wasn’t indication enough of a breathable atmosphere. 
 
    “It’s okay, marines,” he said. “The air is good.” 
 
    Hawkins rolled his eyes and then thumbed his own helmet control. Hannah glanced at him when his helmet visor retracted, and Hawkins winked at her…and she winked back! How cool was that! 
 
    Shrimpman made a production of looking around the deck, his face screwed up in disapproval. He glanced at Gus, who was all smiles. 
 
    Gus started to introduce himself. “Welcome aboard, Lieutenant. I am so glad to see you guys. I’m—” 
 
    “Hold on!” Shrimpman said, sticking his hand out in front of Grandfather’s face. “I am Lieutenant John Shrimpman, United States Space Navy. You failed to answer our hails. Identify yourself.” 
 
    Gus looked flustered. “What? You mean me or the ship?” 
 
    “Listen, mister,” Shrimpman yapped. “I don’t know who you are, but you’ve got a lot of explaining to do. Do you know what’s going on here? Do you know where you are?” 
 
    “What?” Gus repeated. 
 
    “Look at this boat. This is disgusting. You’ve got no navigation lights, no registration, no safety equipment. I don’t see any lifeboats or fire extinguishers. Besides that, you’re in the middle of Restricted Range 2303 during a US Space Navy live-fire exercise. Do you realize you’re liable for expenses involved in the postponement of a military training exercise? Mister, you are in one heap of trouble.” 
 
    Hawkins cringed at his Lieutenant’s uncalled-for attitude. 
 
    Shrimpman gestured vaguely toward the sun. “Are you responsible for the destruction of this system’s asteroids?” 
 
    “Well, sort of,” Gus said. “We had an unstable warp bubble, and—” 
 
    Shrimpman held up his hand once more, cutting Gus off. “Stop it right there, mister. Do not take me for a fool. Do not even try that. Now let’s start over, and when I ask a question, you answer!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Hawkins could stand it no longer. “Sir, these are the people that—” 
 
    Shrimpman silenced him with a gesture. “Thank you, Sergeant. I have this under control. Your job is to stand guard.” He whipped his head back and forth dramatically. “Watch our flanks. Get the rest of the men out here.” 
 
    Hawkins could not believe it. He clicked his mic over to Squad Only frequency and said, “Guys. You people know this is Grandfather Gus, right? Scampi wants everyone on deck. Come on down here but stand very easy.” He directed his men where to position themselves as they jumped onto the deck in pairs. He flashed an apologetic glance at Hannah, but her face now reflected a growing fear. He felt sorry for the kid. A boarding by armed marines was meant to be intimidating. 
 
    Shrimpman laid into Captain Gus once again, berating him for a wide range of imagined infractions of regulatory guidelines for civil spacecraft. He ended by saying, “The best thing I could do is just blast this piece of crap into dust and be done with it.” He tapped Gus on the chest forcefully to make his point. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    On the bridge of the New Orleans, Copeland watched his scout crew with growing concern. “What are they doing over there? Give me audio.” 
 
    Shrimpman’s voice came through the overhead speakers. He was giving hell to the civilian captain. 
 
    “What is he thinking?” Copeland growled. “He should be rendering aid, not writing a traffic ticket. He shouldn’t even be on that deck. Tell the scout pilot to pull back and get someone else over there. An adult this time.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Helm, move us in close.” 
 
    “Aye, aye. Moving in close.” 
 
    “Who is the NCOIC of that squad?” Copeland demanded. 
 
    “Sergeant Hawkins, sir,” the XO said. 
 
    “Patch me into Hawkins’s radio!” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko heard loud voices coming from the main deck. She sat up and tried to get her bearings. The last thing she remembered was that pirates were trying to board Alyssa. That seemed like a long time ago, but her mind was fuzzy. She got out of bed painfully. Her ribs hurt like crazy. How had that happened? She could sort that out later. Right now, it sounded like Grandfather was in trouble. 
 
    She made her way to the quarterdeck and looked down to see a dozen men surrounding Grandfather and Hannah. One of them with an ugly red face was making threats, and the rest were holding vicious-looking weapons. Wasn’t it just a few minutes ago that a pirate had tried to kill Grandfather? Her sense of time was all messed up but it didn’t matter. She would save him. She staggered down to the waist and approached the scowling officer. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Sergeant Hawkins grimaced at Kyoko’s appearance. Not that she was there, but she looked like someone had beaten the crap out of her. He could see her horribly bruised ribs under her unbuttoned shirt. The pirates must have done a number on her, and now she was nothing but skin and bones. 
 
    Hannah hurried over to urge Kyoko back to bed, but Kyoko shoved her aside and continued to head for Shrimpman. She had murder in her eyes…if she didn’t fall over on the way. 
 
    “Everybody stand easy,” Hawkins broadcast to his squad. “I don’t care what happens, nobody moves a muscle.” 
 
    Kyoko reached Shrimpman as he poked Grandfather Gus in the chest. She grabbed his extended index finger and bent it backward, forcing Shrimpman to retreat. 
 
    “Back the fuck up!” she snarled at the startled lieutenant. 
 
    She teetered for a moment and unconsciously put out a hand to steady herself, inadvertently grasping the barrel of Martinez’s blaster. Martinez flashed Hawkins a worried glance. 
 
    Hawkins replied by unobtrusively shaking his head and mouthed, “Don’t move.” 
 
    Gus urged Kyoko to stop, but she ignored him and pressed her attack on the little officer with red hair. 
 
    “You think you’re going to destroy this ship?” she gasped. “You aren’t man enough to even stand on the deck of this magnificent interstellar racing vessel.” 
 
    Shrimpman’s lip curled in disgust. “Lady, I’m in charge here. First of all, I’m Lieutenant John Shrimpman. Who are you?” 
 
    Kyoko absently looked at Martinez and seemed to notice she was leaning on his weapon. She smiled and said, “Oops. Sorry.” Martinez stood rock steady. 
 
    Hawkins had seen enough casualties in his career to know this was one very sick lady. Blood matted her blonde hair, and the hideous gash on her rib cage looked like a butcher had sewn it together. The pirates had a lot to answer for. 
 
    Kyoko let go of Martinez’s blaster and turned her attention back to Shrimpman. “Well, listen to me, Mr. John Shrimpface. I am not going to put up with a pip-squeak like you coming on my deck, on my ship, to threaten my Alyssa, no way! I’ve been lost, drowned, baked, starved, steamed, frozen, shot, beaten up, and ignored for two years!” With each exclamation, she stepped nearer, forcing Scampi backward until he was at the gunwale. She poked him in the chest, emphasizing each point. “And I’m not going to have some undersized, redheaded, bug-eyed, pug-nosed, little piss-ant shrimp face like you come and take this ship away after all I’ve been through. Have you GOT THAT?” 
 
    A snort of laughter escaped Hawkins’s lips. Martinez was having similar difficulties maintaining a professional demeanor. 
 
    Gus inched along behind, gently tugging at her torn blouse. “Kyoko,” he whispered. “This is the navy. We don’t want to get in trouble.” 
 
    Shrimpman recovered and leaned toward Kyoko with an outraged expression. 
 
    Captain Copeland’s voice unexpectedly came up in Hawkins’s headset. “God damn it, Hawkins,” Copeland shouted. “What’s going on over there?” 
 
    Hawkins wasn’t sure what to say. It’s bad form to call an officer in your chain of command a total idiot. He touched his mic button. “Sir. Lieutenant Shrimpman is counseling the civilian captain on ship safety, but the young woman is taking exception.” 
 
    Gus reached for Kyoko, but Hawkins’s reply distracted him. “What did you say?” Gus asked Hawkins. 
 
    “Nothing,” Hawkins replied. “Talking to the boss.” He nodded off the port beam. The massive New Orleans warship was positioned fifty yards away. 
 
    Shrimpman spewed out a general condemnation of Kyoko, her appearance, and that of the ship. He rolled his eyes in an exaggerated movement to prove how pissed off he was and rocked back on his heels. Kyoko drew her arm drawn back, making a tight little fist. 
 
    When Shrimpman leaned forward again to launch into another tirade, Kyoko’s right cross caught him solidly on the jaw. He fell backward over the railing, doing a complete backflip. 
 
    Hawkins burst out laughing. 
 
    “Kyoko!” Gus cried, and pulled her away from the railing. He called to Hannah. “Catch him quick, before he drifts out of the atmosphere.” 
 
    Hawkins, still chortling, eased Gus aside. “It’s okay, sir, his suit will take care of him. See?” Sure enough, Shrimpman’s helmet had already closed. He floated clear of the ship, waving his arms and legs. Hawkins clicked over to command frequency. “Hang on, sir. We’re coming.” He grabbed the end of Gus’s rope and stepped over the rail to push off after his boss. 
 
    Copeland barked at him again, “Hawkins, respond!” 
 
    “Sir, Hawkins here. We have one adult male and two adult females on the ship. Lieutenant Shrimpman informed the captain he was going to destroy their ship, and the woman struck him in the face. We’re retrieving the Lieutenant now, sir.” 
 
    Gus joined the NCOs at the railing and helped pull Hawkins and the young officer back aboard. He tried to apologize for the incident, but Hawkins only chuckled. “Don’t worry about it, sir. I got the whole thing on video, and my buddies are still not going to believe it.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko pushed Hannah away once more. “I’m okay. Help Grandfather.” 
 
    Her head pounded like a jackhammer, and her hand hurt where she’d slugged that guy. She leaned against the capstan, trying to clear the dizziness, and saw a gray ship sitting off the port beam. A smaller ship flew out of its hangar and appeared to be headed their way. Damn pirates. She made her way down to the gun deck. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    On the bridge of the New Orleans, the XO’s voice cracked going up an octave. “Sir?” 
 
    “I see it, XO.” Copeland saw it, but he couldn’t believe it. Along the galleon’s ancient hull, one of the gun ports was opening inch by inch with halting, jerky movements. Was a pre-historic sailing vessel that was somehow floating in space actually about to open fire on the New Orleans, the deadliest spacecraft ever created by mankind? He looked through the binoculars again. The old man was helping pull Shrimpman aboard, but the woman who slugged him was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Hawkins! What’s going on over there? Are you sure there are only three people?” 
 
    On the deck once again Hawkins replied, “Just a minute sir, I’m putting my suit on speakerphone.” He repeated the question for Gus. 
 
    Gus nodded emphatically. “There’s only me, Hannah, and Kyoko.” The old man looked left and right, but one of the women had gone missing. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Hawkins relayed to Captain Copeland. “He says there are only three of them. Should I search the ship?” 
 
    “Hell yes, you should search the ship,” Copeland barked. “And be quick about it.” 
 
    A black muzzle was now visible in the gun port. The blonde woman feverishly rammed something down the barrel. 
 
    This was right out of the textbook. What do you do in a peacetime encounter with a civilian ship and you suspect the crew may have a hostile intention? Or, what do you do when they appear helpless and need assistance? Or, what if you can’t tell what their intentions are? Scores of commanders had learned the hard way that perception isn’t reality. But one thing never changes; a ship captain’s job is to protect his ship. And now Copeland was staring down a cannon barrel clearly about to be fired on. He didn’t hesitate. 
 
    “Battle stations!” 
 
    “Aye, sir!” the XO said. “Battle stations!” 
 
    Alarms and klaxons went off all over the ship. The sound of pounding feet echoed in every corner as gun covers retracted, radars flared into activity, and missile launchers readied. 
 
    Copeland peered through his binoculars. “Where’s the second scout?” he demanded. 
 
    “Just launched, sir.” 
 
    Hawkins tried to explain that this was Captain Gus, the famous survivors from the Solar Princess incident two years ago. 
 
    “Hawkins!” Copeland shouted. “Quit talking and search the ship. Something’s happening on the gun deck. Move it, man, they’re about to fire on us.” 
 
    His men were acting like Dumb and Dumber. One ran onto the forecastle, another was on the poop deck. Two started climbing the shrouds for God knew what. The old man had Hawkins by the arm, trying to tell him something. Copeland shook his head and looked at his XO. 
 
    “Arm the Hanzo.” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus was surrounded by mass confusion. He worried that Kyoko might have re-injured herself, but first, he needed to sort out the chaos and explain that she hadn’t meant any harm when she’d slugged the redheaded officer. 
 
    Hawkins shouted at his men to search the ship, and Gus heard the radio crackling that someone was about to fire from the gun deck. The words hit him like a freight train. 
 
    No! 
 
    Surely not… 
 
    Gus looked over the side and saw the gun port open, the black iron barrel sticking out. 
 
    “Oh my God,” he whispered to himself. “Not again.” He shouted and sprinted for the stairs. “No, Kyoko. No!” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Copeland flinched when a jet of fire erupted from Alyssa’s gun deck and a loud CRACK came from the bridge’s view window. Spidery fracture lines spread outward from the new dimple in the center of the supposedly indestructible transparent barrier. He glanced at his XO with an incredulous expression. 
 
    “I cannot fucking believe this.” 
 
    “Sir!” the XO replied. “Shall we evacuate the bridge?” 
 
    “Stay at your posts,” Copeland said. He pointed at the edges of the new cracks. They were slowly disappearing. The self-healing system had kicked in. Although the window had been seriously damaged it had not given way. In a calm voice that understated his emotions, he said, “But keep us at General Quarters.” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    A Hanzo missile belatedly departed the New Orleans bow and flew across the deck of the galleon, slicing through some of the rigging, and then disappeared out into the cosmos. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    When Alyssa’s deck jerked sideways, Gus bounded down the stairs, calling for Kyoko. Hawkins and Martinez, their amusement gone, were right behind him. The cramped gun deck was filled with a blue, smoky haze coming from the cannon that had rolled inboard in its breeches. Tiny sparks floated out of the barrel. Kyoko stood next to the gun port, a primer lanyard dangling from her hand and black soot on her face. 
 
    “Grandfather. We have to....” Her eyes rolled back and she collapsed. 
 
   


 
  

 15 – A New Start 
 
    “Come, cuddle your head on my shoulder, dear, 
 
    Your head like the golden-rod, 
 
    And we will go sailing away from here 
 
    To the beautiful land of Nod.” 
 
    (Ella Wheeler Wilcox, “The Beautiful Land of Nod”) 
 
    Gus examined Kyoko quickly and decided she had just overdone it after regaining consciousness. “I’m taking her back to her room,” he said to Sergeant Hawkins. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Hawkins replied. “But if you could just hold on for a second, let me call for a medic. We have one on our launch, and we have medicine. You don’t.” He spoke into his helmet mic. “I need Luciana on the lower deck pronto.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Gus said. 
 
    “Captain Gus, I’ve been watching you every day for two years. We all thought you were dead after that pirate attack.” 
 
    Gus had no idea what Hawkins was talking about. How could the man have any idea about what he and the girls had gone through? But at the moment that didn’t matter. “Medical help would be great, Sergeant,” Gus said. 
 
    A uniformed woman appeared. She had a winged caduceus insignia above her name tag. Gus gave her a quick rundown on Kyoko’s condition. 
 
    The medic said, “Sir, I recommend moving her to our hospital bay. From what you say, she may have internal injuries. And if she’s been unconscious for that long, the doctor will want to do a brain scan.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Gus said. 
 
    “Not a problem, sir.” The medic called for a stretcher. She attached a cuff to Kyoko’s upper arm and other diagnostic leads to her fingers and torso. 
 
    “Hannah!” Gus called out. He found her peeking from the companionway, unwilling to come closer. Gus took her up to the main deck. 
 
    “I’m taking Kyoko to the doctor on the navy ship. I need you to stay here as our crew. Otherwise, they may say that Alyssa is abandoned and destroy her. We appear to be in the navy’s way.” 
 
    Hannah nodded reluctantly, and her face was filled with fear. “Will you come back for me?” 
 
    “Of course, I will. I just want one of us aboard.” 
 
    Hawkins appeared at Gus’s side and pointed at the second launch now rafted up to the side rail. “Captain Gus, this is Lieutenant Jackson. He’s the new on-scene commander. Sir!” 
 
    Yet another uniformed officer had arrived on the deck. 
 
    “Captain Gus,” Jackson said. “Sir, it is an honor to meet you. I just overheard your comments. I promise you there is no intention on our part to make any claim or do any damage whatsoever to your ship. I am here to render aid; that’s all.” 
 
    Gus looked at the man skeptically. He had received many kinds of assurances from the government over the years and learned the hard way that any verbal promise, no matter how well-intentioned, was worth squat. 
 
    “Hannah,” Gus said. “You go with Kyoko. I’ll stay here.” 
 
    Hannah shook her head vehemently. “What if they put me in jail?” 
 
    “That’s crazy. Why would they do that?” 
 
    “Kyoko shot them with the cannon.” 
 
    “Well, that’s true,” Gus said. Maybe she had a point. 
 
    Alyssa’s voice boomed over the deck. “Captain Gus, stand by for a message from retired Rear Admiral Daniel Wesson, Assistant Secretary of the Navy for Research, Development, and Acquisition.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    A new voice came across Alyssa’s speaker system. “Captain Gus, this is Dan Wesson. Can you hear me?” 
 
    “I hear you,” Gus said, wondering what was going on. 
 
    “I’m retired from the navy, but I’m here on the cruiser off your port beam. I’m on the bridge.” 
 
    Gus looked over at the massive warship. Sure enough, standing in the bridge’s main viewport an older man wearing a coat and tie was waving at him. A military officer stood by his side. 
 
    “I see you,” Gus said. 
 
    “I know who you are and I know who the young women with you are. My granddaughter and I are big fans. I personally guarantee that the military personnel on this ship will protect you, your crew, and your vessel while Miss Yoshimoto receives medical treatment. Afterward, you may return to your vessel, and we will not hinder you in any way. This man next to me is Captain Copeland, commanding officer of the USS New Orleans. He can confirm what I just said. Vince?” 
 
    Copeland said, “I stand by Admiral Wesson’s guarantee.” 
 
    “End connection,” Alyssa said. 
 
    “How about it, Captain Gus?” Lieutenant Jackson said. “Please come aboard.” 
 
    There was no sense in being an idiot about it. Besides, he knew from experience that Wesson was a man of his word. “Thanks, Lieutenant,” Gus said. “We’ll be happy to.” 
 
    Four men came onto the deck from below, carrying a stretcher with Kyoko’s unconscious form. Very professionally, they loaded her into the launch and gestured for Gus to follow. He climbed aboard with Hannah latched onto his arm with a viselike grip. 
 
    As Gus boarded the launch, several of the marines were using wrist cams to film the ship. Gus called out, “Alyssa, take care of yourself until I get back.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Captain.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Welcome back, everyone,” Russell Kline said on the set of Studio 37. “And good morning from the Russell and Cassie show. Today we’re bringing you an exclusive interview with none other than Carol Cartwright, the attorney who, as of yesterday, single-handedly took down the Star Group, the corporation responsible for the loss of the Solar Princess. Welcome, Carol.” 
 
    “Thank you, Russell.” 
 
    “You were a hard get, if I may say so. You rarely do interviews.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Carol said. “At least not during the trial phase of litigation. Judges don’t like that.” 
 
    “That didn’t seem to stop the Star Group,” Cassie said. “They give interviews like every week.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Carol agreed. “And you can see where it got them.” 
 
    “Then why did you agree to do an interview today?” Russell asked. 
 
    “Because the trial is over now. And although we won, the Star Group declared bankruptcy yesterday afternoon. We’re not going to let them get away quite that easily. I wanted people to understand we’re still fighting for them.” 
 
    “You mean the families of those lost on the Solar Princess?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “I mean everyone. You would not believe how many letters we receive from people all over the world. A lot of them are fans. Many became aware of the situation through the video blog. They all want justice for those lost.” 
 
    “You mean the video blog of Captain Gus?” Russell asked. The Grandfather Watch counter no longer appeared on the backdrop when the sad topic was brought up. 
 
    Carol’s eyes dropped. “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
    “I know,” Russell said, looking into the camera. “It’s a sad topic for all of us these days. It’s been weeks now since we have received anything from the crew of the Alyssa.” He turned back to Carol. “Do you think the pirates ended up murdering Captain Gus?” 
 
    Carol’s eyes shot lightning bolts at Russell. “I will never accept that!” she hissed. “And if it’s the last thing I do, I will track down those responsible for that attack.” 
 
    Russell flinched at the venom in the attorney’s words. No wonder she was known as such a fierce opponent in the courtroom. He backtracked defensively. “Well, I understand that law enforcement is on their trail.” 
 
    Carol recovered from her initial reaction and looked a little embarrassed by her outburst. “Yes. Sorry. I just…” Her phone vibrated on the glass-topped anchor desk, and she swiped it off. “I just hate…” The phone buzzed again, and she swiped it off once more. “Sorry. I have to leave it on…” 
 
    “That’s not a problem,” Cassie said. “We all have to live…” 
 
    Carol’s phone buzzed one more time and her face turned pink. “It’s my granddaughter,” she said, embarrassed. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Russell said with good humor. “You’re not the first.” 
 
    Carol picked up her phone. “I can’t talk now, Squid. I’m on the… What? Wait, are you sure? Okay, gotta go.” She gave Cassie an uncertain look as though she wanted to bolt from the set. 
 
    Russell flinched noticeably. “What are you talking about,” Russell asked. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Carol replied nervously. 
 
    “Not you,” Russell said, waving his hand dismissively. “Sorry, my director is yelling in my ear. He is saying Captain Gus is alive.” 
 
    Cassie had a similar expression of astonishment. “Is this confirmed?” she asked, looking at the back wall of the set. 
 
    Russell turned to face Camera Two as it moved toward the anchor desk. “We have breaking news and…sorry to cut you off, Carol. Don’t go away. Anyway, I have to say this is unconfirmed but we are getting reports saying that Captain Gus is alive! Here it is.” He swiveled to look at the video backdrop as the Breaking News banner swirled across the screen. 
 
    A view of Alyssa’s deck appeared. Captain Gus and Hannah stood in the middle of a dozen marines. Four uniformed men came from belowdecks carrying a stretcher. The camera zoomed in to show a very frail-looking Kyoko. The scene switched to a different angle. 
 
    Cassie explained what they were looking at. “We are being told that these are personal videos of some of the military. The video shots are appearing on various social media accounts. What we’re seeing can’t be but an hour or two old, if not less.” 
 
    Russell said, “I want to state clearly this is unconfirmed, but you can see for yourself, it appears that our Space Navy has discovered Captain Gus. Now, just to recap…” 
 
    Carol’s phone buzzed again. She moved to swipe it off but then stopped and looked in amazement, first at her phone and then at the backdrop behind the anchor desk. It was a view of the New Orleans from the deck of the Alyssa. The military ship’s name was clearly visible on the bow. She gasped in astonishment. 
 
    “What is it?” Cassie asked. 
 
    Carol held up her phone uncertainly for Cassie to see. It was an incoming video call, and the caller ID was USS New Orleans. Carol gave Cassie a questioning glance. 
 
    “Answer it!” Cassie hissed. 
 
    Because all visitors on the popular morning TV show have to sign a release that essentially says there is no privacy when on the set, Camera Three discreetly slid around behind Carol and zoomed in on her phone. 
 
    In the control room, the director, Kent, pushed the button to display the feed from Camera Three onto the backdrop behind Russell and the anchor desk. 
 
    Carol’s phone display was live to the world. 
 
    She swiped the screen, and a face appeared that was now recognized the world over. Carol gasped. “Gus?” 
 
    “Hey, babe. God, I’ve missed you!” 
 
    “Gus?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me. The navy found us. We’re okay, I just wanted you to know.” 
 
    “Oh my God! Gus? I can’t believe it.” Carol burst into tears. 
 
    Gus smiled affectionately. “Hey, don’t cry, babe, you’ll have me bawling like a fool. I told you I’d get back. Did you get my videos?” 
 
    Russell looked back and forth between the backdrop and the attorney sitting across the desk. He started to speak, to try and explain what was happening, but Cassie stopped him with an index finger to her lips. 
 
    The director’s voice came up in Russell’s earpiece, “Cassie is right, don’t say a word. Just let it play out. I can’t believe the entire world has been trying to identify this guy and the answer was right under our nose. Here comes a photo.” 
 
    The backdrop display split in two. On the right was Carol’s video call, and on the left, a photo appeared of a distinguished elderly gentleman. It was the kind of picture that the public affairs offices of massive corporations distribute. The man in the photo sat straight and tall, his gray hair swept back, and black-rimmed glasses not hiding his dark, penetrating eyes that sparkled with intellect and a touch of humor. 
 
    Russell examined the photo. It didn’t look at all like Grandfather Gus. The audience would never buy it. As the thought came into his mind, another image popped up. It was a shot of Gus standing on the quarterdeck from when they passed near the center of the galaxy. The image zoomed in until it was roughly the same portrait. Aside from the scraggly beard, the long hair, and the earring, it became clearly apparent that this was the same man. A caption appeared that read, Alphonsus Gustavus Cartwright, Former Chairman, Cartwright Industries, AKA Captain Gus. 
 
    Carol, oblivious to the world around her, poured her heart out to her long-lost husband. It was a touching and intensely private moment for both of them. They certainly deserved to share the experience alone, without the eyes of the world upon them. 
 
    The set director’s voice came up in Russell’s earpiece and said, “Camera Two, zoom in close on Mrs. Cartwright. See if you can get a shot of those tears rolling down her cheeks.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “Okay, babe,” Gus said. “I’ll call you again later. I need to check on the girls and make sure Alyssa is okay. It won’t be long now, I promise. I love you, bye.” He leaned back in the chair with a sigh of satisfaction. “Thanks, Lieutenant. I really needed to make that call.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Jackson replied patiently. “You said you wanted to see Miss Yoshimoto? She’s just across the hall.” 
 
    Jackson led Gus into Trauma Center Seven. A doctor stood next to a fully conscious Kyoko. She was sitting on a bed, partially screened by a curtain. 
 
    “Doc,” Jackson said, “this is Miss Yoshimoto’s guardian, Captain Gus.” 
 
    The doctor smiled broadly. “Captain Gus! I’m such a big fan. And my kids think you’re the greatest.” 
 
    Gus was taken aback. Everyone on the New Orleans had responded to him the same way. It was a little disconcerting. “Thanks, doc. How’s Kyoko?” 
 
    “So far, so good. I want to keep her overnight for a few more tests, but at the moment I’d say you and Hannah did a great job taking care of her. Her blood test indicates no sign of infection. I’m still concerned about the concussion. I understand she was in a coma for over two weeks.” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Gus said. “I wouldn’t call it a coma, exactly. She was sort of in and out. Like she didn’t know what was going on.” 
 
    “Understood. Delirium and coma are symptoms of cerebral dysfunction. It could be the result of direct trauma or as a complication of a systemic issue. That’s why I would like to check a few more things. If it all comes up good, you can have her back in the morning. I understand Hannah is with you? It wouldn’t hurt for her to have a physical too. Doctor Marsha Espinoza is available.” 
 
    “I’ll ask her, doc.” Gus looked around. “Where is she, anyway?” 
 
    Jackson nodded toward the passageway. “She would not come into the sick bay. I left her with Esther—Lieutenant Sanders, I mean. Esther took her to the ship’s Exchange. Would you like to go down there?” 
 
    Gus turned to Kyoko. “You okay to stay here and get some extra tests?” 
 
    For the first time since Gus had known her, Kyoko’s lower lip jutted out in a disappointed pout. “I want to go shopping.” 
 
    The doctor smiled in understanding. “Okay. But just for an hour. And come back if you feel dizzy. You really need these tests.” 
 
    Kyoko beamed, and Jackson helped her to her feet. The officer tried to keep his arm around her waist as he escorted her out into the passageway but Gus stepped between them and glared at the man. “You can lead the way, Lieutenant.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    In the onboard Navy Exchange store, Kyoko and Hannah loaded a shopping cart with face cream, skin cream, moisturizer, hair conditioner, shampoo, and much more. They now had more toiletries than they could use in a year. Hannah tried on at least a dozen pairs of shoes. They added skirts and dresses to the load and Kyoko took some overlarge, plain button shirts that wouldn’t rub against her still-sensitive side. Then they reached the lingerie section and both of them squealed with excitement. 
 
    After thirty minutes Kyoko started to look pale, and Gus forced them toward the checkout line. Two older men entered the store, and Jackson stood to attention. “Sir!” 
 
    Copeland nodded and said, “At ease, Lieutenant. Mr. Cartwright, welcome aboard the New Orleans.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. You’re the first person on board to call me Cartwright.” 
 
    “The entire world knows who you are now,” Copeland said. “A television studio eavesdropped on your phone call to Mrs. Cartwright.” 
 
    Gus sighed. “I wish that hadn’t happened. I didn’t even think; I just wanted to call her.” 
 
    Admiral Wesson stepped forward and held out his hand. “I wouldn’t worry about it, Gustavus. Carol knows how to take care of herself.” 
 
    “Hello, Daniel,” Gus replied, shaking hands with the admiral. “I was surprised to hear your voice a little while ago.” 
 
    “I’m even more surprised that I never put two and two together. I didn’t once recognize you in all those videos.” Wesson chuckled. “I like your new look. Retirement suits you.” 
 
    Hannah bristled at Wesson’s comments. 
 
    “Relax,” Gus told her. “Daniel and I go back a long way.” 
 
    “We do indeed, Miss Schubert. I’ve purchased quite a lot of equipment from your adopted grandfather over the years. I just wanted to say hello to all of you.” 
 
    “Mr. Cartwright,” Copeland said, “we have assigned VIP quarters to you and the ladies. And I instructed the Exchange manager to provide you with unlimited credit.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. Frankly, I don’t know if that will be necessary or not. Let’s check.” Gus held the back of his hand against the cash register. It blinked green and beeped with a comforting sound. “Looks like Mrs. Cartwright hasn’t cut off my allowance. Go ahead, kids. Let’s checkout. Are you okay, Kyoko?” 
 
    Kyoko leaned against Hannah. “Not really,” she said quietly. 
 
    Jackson stepped forward eagerly. “Perhaps I should escort you back to sick bay,” he offered. 
 
    Gus stepped in front of Kyoko protectively. “I think Esther can do that,” he said. “Why don’t you show Hannah and me to our rooms.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The next morning Gus finished his breakfast of hash browns and scrambled eggs and leaned back in the padded chair of the officers’ mess. “So everyone really knows who we are?” he asked. 
 
    “You have no idea,” Wesson assured him. “A lot of the videos you sent back got hundreds of millions of views in the first forty-eight hours. They say the company had to dedicate specialized web services just because of that.” 
 
    “Carol must hate it,” Gus mused. 
 
    Wesson shrugged. “Until yesterday, no one knew it was her. Did you speak to her yet?” 
 
    “Twice. We talked for a couple of hours last night. She seemed fine.” 
 
    “So now what?” Wesson asked. “Copeland put a hold on testing for today, but he’s going to have to get back to it pretty soon.” 
 
    “I need to talk to the girls,” Gus said. “I imagine they would like a ride back with you. Is that possible?” 
 
    “I’m sure Captain Copeland can accommodate them, but keep in mind that he has a schedule to finish.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Gus acknowledged. 
 
    “Just keep them,” Wesson suggested. “Your old sailing ship is faster than this boat, anyhow. Which is kind of amazing when you think about it. Besides, here they come. You should ask them.” 
 
    Hannah and Kyoko appeared in the doorway. They spotted Gus and came over. “Morning!” Hannah chimed cheerfully. 
 
    Wesson stood and invited them to sit down. Gus eyed Kyoko carefully and turned to Hannah. “What’s the verdict?” he asked. 
 
    “She’s better,” Hannah replied. “But they want to keep her in the hospital for another day.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Kyoko insisted. “I feel good.” 
 
    Wesson resumed his seat once the girls were settled. “Mr. Cartwright was wondering if you would rather stay on the New Orleans or continue on to Earth with him?” 
 
    “What?” Hannah exclaimed. 
 
    “No!” Kyoko said turning to Gus. “Grandfather, you can’t leave us behind!” Her pout suddenly reappeared in full bloom. “Do you not want us anymore?” 
 
    Gus sighed. “It’s not that. I just thought you might be more comfortable on this modern starship. Good food, medical…lots of shopping.” 
 
    Both girls protested again vehemently. 
 
    “All right,” Gus said. “It was only a question.” He looked at Wesson. “Can you clear that with Copeland?” 
 
    Wesson shook his head. “Not within my purview, I’m afraid. But here he comes now; he can tell you.” 
 
    Copeland entered the officers’ mess and spotted Wesson’s wave. He headed toward their table. 
 
    “We’re getting quite a crowd here,” Gus observed. 
 
    “You’ve been on a deserted island too long, Gustavus,” Wesson replied. “Five people is not a crowd. Besides, you can always fit in one more person at a round table.” 
 
    Copeland grabbed a chair and scooted in between Kyoko and Hannah. “Good morning, gentlemen…ladies.” 
 
    The two girls responded with effusive thanks for their rescue. Gus thought they were laying it on rather thick. 
 
    Wesson said, “Good morning, Captain. Mr. Cartwright was wondering if you could perhaps delay your testing one more day to allow Miss Yoshimoto the necessary recovery time suggested by your physician.” 
 
    Copeland looked pensive. “Well, I have been in touch with Fleet HQ this morning. It seems our rescue efforts have been received quite favorably by the public. I’ve been given leeway to adjust our schedule as necessary…but.” Copeland raised his eyebrows at Gus. 
 
    That didn’t sound promising. Copeland was clearly after something. That’s why you couldn’t deal with the government. They always came back and tried to screw you over. “But what?” Gus inquired in a cynical voice. 
 
    “The German Chancellor has offered to send a military cruiser for his granddaughter.” Copeland looked at Hannah. “I would appreciate it if you could straighten out your intentions with your grandfather. In the meantime, since Alyssa is too big to bring on board, the navy has agreed to postpone our testing until Miss Kyoko is medically cleared. The doc said another couple of days or so.” 
 
    Hannah flashed Gus a guilty look. “Of course, Captain. I’ll give Grandpa a call. I’d rather go with Kyoko and Grandpa Gus.” 
 
    Kyoko grinned at her friend. “How many grandfathers do you have?” she asked. 
 
    Hannah looked around the table sheepishly. “Three so far.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko spent most of the morning in sick bay. Dr. Marsha Espinoza gave her a thorough going over that included chest X-rays, an electroencephalograph, and even a brain scan. 
 
    “A two-week coma is a significant event,” Marsha explained to Kyoko. “I don’t see any lingering physical issues, so that’s good. This afternoon I’m going to have Dr. Donnetta Rush check out your memory and cognitive functioning.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kyoko said. She felt better than she had in a long time but could tell she was still a little weak. Being in sick bay was no fun, but the medical technicians pampered her, so she put up with the tests. 
 
    Hannah came by before lunch to report on Alyssa’s status. “Don’t worry,” Hannah said. “The navy is making repairs to the rigging that one of their missiles hit. Are you up for a fancy dinner? They’re going to have a reception line.” 
 
    “I can barely stand up as it is,” Kyoko complained. “And we don’t have evening clothes.” 
 
    “I’ll find us something,” Hannah guaranteed. “Can you come to lunch?” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Copeland wanted to see the galleon for himself and asked Gus for an informal tour. Wesson heard the request and said he would like to tag along. Gus agreed; he wanted to get back to the ship, anyway. A launch took them over, and Gus showed off his galleon. The military men were fascinated by the blend of old-fashioned methods mixed with ultra-modern alien technology. 
 
    “What are you going to do with her when this is over?” Copeland asked. 
 
    “I talked about it with Carol and my so-called crew,” Gus said. “We’re giving her to the Smithsonian. That will put all the science into the public domain. Our hope is this becomes a boon for mankind, not a curse.” 
 
    Copeland was amazed by the entire saga. “I had no idea about your situation or your ship. Wesson says I need to get out more. It was hard for me to believe that I was being fired on by an eighteenth-century sailing ship, in space no less.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Gus said. 
 
    “What upsets me is the Hanzo system. The thing couldn’t stop a thirty-pound shot.” 
 
    “Let me show you one,” Gus said, and took the men down to the gun deck. “Here you go.” Gus took one of the cannonballs from the center garland and handed it over. “Compliments of Alyssa and her crew.” Wesson cleared his throat rather loudly and raised his eyebrows. Gus scoffed. “And here is one for you, Daniel. Don’t hurt yourself.” 
 
    “I have a particular reason,” Wesson replied with a knowing smile. “Why don’t you guys join me for lunch. Gus, I don’t think you know Henry Kopple. He’s the Hanzo manufacturing rep.” 
 
    Midway through the meal, Wesson announced the bad news. “Henry, I’m letting you know your Hanzo system failed the first test. Copeland here took a hit that almost wiped out the bridge crew.” 
 
    “That’s not very funny, Admiral,” Kopple replied. 
 
    “I agree. I don’t think it’s funny at all. Can you imagine me in front of a congressional review on defense appropriations saying, ‘Yes, senator, I knew the system didn’t pass design specifications when I approved payment’? I can’t picture that at all, because it’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “But, Admiral. We filled the contract with the current prototype.” 
 
    “Not really. You missed that cannonball.” 
 
    Kopple’s voice rose a notch as he tried one last time. “That old ship isn’t a weapon system. It’s an antique, a piece of museum junk. It couldn’t go against a modern ship.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, Henry,” Wesson growled, “it just did,” He rolled the projectile across the table into Kopple’s lap. 
 
    Kopple’s reflexes were faster than Gus expected. The little man managed to catch the cannonball before it crushed his testicles. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko examined her reflection in the mirror. Not good at all. Her skin was in terrible condition and her bones stuck out everywhere. 
 
    “You’re fine,” Hannah insisted. 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Kyoko complained. 
 
    “Ready, girls?” Esther asked from their door. 
 
    All three headed to the officers’ mess for dinner. Serving tables had been pulled together into a buffet-style arrangement. Esther explained it was a sort of formal occasion to welcome them back. 
 
    “Oh, look, there’s Jackson,” she said with a big smile on her face. 
 
    Kyoko followed her gaze and saw two men along the far wall at the buffet spread. They looked well turned out, one in a white uniform shirt and slacks and the other in a business suit. Both had short hair in a military-style haircut. They were heaping food on their plates. One of them turned in their direction and smiled. It was Lieutenant Jackson. Esther waved in return. 
 
    Jackson spoke to the man next to him, who turned to look at the women. Kyoko gasped. It was Grandfather! But it was someone she had never seen before. His scraggly beard and long hair were gone. And he wore glasses for the first time since she had known him. It made him look sort of distinguished. The shirt fit tightly around his arms and shoulders and tucked into his narrow waist. 
 
    “Wow,” Esther said. “Mr. Cartwright cleans up pretty nice.” 
 
    Before they had a chance to speak, Captain Copeland entered and welcomed Kyoko and Hannah to the mess. He took Kyoko by the arm, and Admiral Wesson appeared and offered to escort Hannah. They went through the serving line and wound up sitting at one of the long tables with a big Reserved sign on it. 
 
    Copeland sat in the middle. Jackson steered her and Esther to sit across from the captain. Hannah and Grandfather were to his left and Wesson to his right. Another dozen officers filled the remaining chairs. Captain Copeland stood and officially welcomed the three travelers back to US territory, that being the New Orleans. After light applause, Grandfather Gus stood and offered thanks and then proposed a toast to the United States Space Navy. 
 
    Kyoko felt out of place by the pomp and was surprised by how comfortably Grandfather fit right in. 
 
    Esther noticed her discomfort and whispered, “Don’t worry. We just sit here until those two start on their meal.” She nodded at Grandfather and the captain. 
 
    The mood was light and friendly. The captain was an entertaining host, and the officers around the table wanted to know all about the amazing voyage, what they had done to the Alyssa to make her seaworthy, and more. They expressed amazement at the incredible adventure and asked dozens of insightful and penetrating questions. 
 
    At one point during the conversation, Kyoko said something about “my beautiful little galleon,” and Jackson interrupted. 
 
    “No. It’s not really a galleon, it’s a barque.” He gave her a patronizing smile. “I’m something of a history buff, and I’ve studied Earth’s ancient sailing ships for years. There were several classes of square-rigged vessels. They included the brigantine, the cutter, a square-sail ketch…yes?” 
 
    Kyoko faced Jackson head-on. She knew he hadn’t meant anything by the comment, but it suddenly pissed her off. It was like he was diminishing what Alyssa was and what she meant to Kyoko personally. She could feel her face turning red, and the atmosphere was suddenly tense. 
 
    “What are you saying, Mr. Jackson?” she asked threateningly. 
 
    “Well,” he said with an instructor’s tone of voice. “You see, a barque is a square-rigged vessel with three masts, sometimes more. Only the mizzenmast is rigged fore-and-aft; I’ve heard you call it your lateen sail.” Jackson looked down the table, eager to talk about sailing with his crewmates. He missed the warning signals that several of them were trying to send. 
 
    He continued his explanation to the group at large. “The Royal Navy coined the term in the eighteenth century. Later the US Navy adopted the vessels because they were so cheap. They were fairly common until the late nineteenth century.” As his gaze returned to Kyoko, he suddenly became aware of her displeasure. 
 
    “Although, you might call your ship…a brigantine. Those were…also built…by…” His voice trailed off, silenced by the laser beams coming from Kyoko’s eyes. The table grew quiet, and Jackson leaned away from the onslaught of her grim stare. 
 
    Unconsciously Kyoko’s fingers curled around a steak knife. She leaned toward him, using the knife as a pointer. “Alyssa is a galleon, Mr. Jackson.” 
 
    Jackson swallowed hard. 
 
    Esther piped up, offering her opinion. “I think she looks like a galleon.” 
 
    There was a chorus of “Me too” and “That’s what I thought” down the table. 
 
    Jackson looked helplessly at his fellow officers and finally turned to Captain Copeland, who was thoughtfully sitting back in his chair. Jackson raised his eyebrows in a silent plea. Copeland cleared his throat and said, “I thought she was a galleon, Mr. Jackson.” 
 
    Everyone at the table focused their eyes on Jackson. He capitulated and turned back to Kyoko with a big smile. “Exactly my point. Galleons were famous as both warships and mercantile vessels and were used extensively by several countries. They had square sails and multiple decks for armament and stowage. They were in use from the sixteen hundreds through the eighteen hundreds, especially by Spain.” 
 
    There was a collective sigh when Kyoko smiled. She turned back to Esther to finish their conversation about the problems of interstellar navigation. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko grinned inwardly at her momentary wrath. She hadn’t meant to get so possessive over the Alyssa. It was a good thing no one had criticized Hannah or Grandfather. 
 
    After dinner, Captain Copeland and the other officers monopolized Grandfather’s time, and Esther drew Hannah away to meet some of her onboard colleagues. 
 
    When Kyoko settled down in her bunk that night, she was frustrated at not being able to talk with Hannah and Grandfather, just the three of them. Since being aboard, it had been one thing after another keeping them apart. They were her family now, and she wanted them at her side. 
 
    At the same time, she felt an overwhelming sense of completion. They had done it. They had survived impossible odds to reach civilization. She didn’t know exactly what the future held in store, but she was confident that within a few weeks they would be back on Earth. After all, now that she was on a navy ship, what could possibly go wrong? It’s not like there would be any more pirates. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The following evening Gus called Carol. Having a real two-way conversation was the highlight of each day. She was proud and told him about how his YouTube channel had become one of the most watched series ever; a two-year-long rescue drama. 
 
    “How can it generate that much interest?” Gus asked her. 
 
    “That’s what celebrities do,” Carol said. “Just like artists and sports idols, you bring people together.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not interested,” Gus said. “That’s why I retired. So I could get away from all that.” 
 
    “Be nice to the girls,” Carol urged. “You only have a few more weeks. Get some sleep now. In the morning I’m going on TV to brag about you. I love you.” 
 
    After the call, Gus needed a whiskey, but before he could pour it there was a knock on the door, and Kyoko and Hannah rushed in. They looked happy and wore sweats. But they were excited and wanted to talk about all the interesting things they had done on the cruiser. It was like the Squid coming home from an event at school. They had to relay all the little details. 
 
    Gus thought about his whiskey but listened patiently, nodding his head from time to time. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The studio floor manager mimed the countdown to On-Air and pointed at Russell Kline. 
 
    “Good morning, everyone,” Russell said. “Morning, Cassie.” 
 
    “Good morning, Russ and good morning to all of you joining us on this sunshine-filled day. We are quite excited to have back the person we now know as Mrs. Grandfather, or Grandmother. Today we’ll call her Mrs. Carol Cartwright, senior partner of the law firm Cartwright, Tillman, and Hawley. Good morning, Carol. Welcome back.” 
 
    The Grandfather Watch was back in the form of a grandfather clock with a digital face that said 802 days. 
 
    “Thank you. Good to be back.” 
 
    “So, I can’t believe you were holding out on us all this time,” Cassie said. 
 
    “I would disagree with your characterization,” Carol replied. “Rather, I was simply respecting attorney-client privilege.” 
 
    “Is that legal for you to represent your husband?” Cassie asked. “Isn’t that a conflict of interest?” 
 
    “Not at all. Attorneys represent family members all the time.” 
 
    “But shouldn’t you have said who he was? I mean, like, everyone in the world wanted to know.” 
 
    “Perhaps. At the time the more important point was that we represented everyone on the manifest.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Russell intervened, cutting off his co-host’s persistence. “Asked and answered, Cassie. Let’s move on to a more current topic. Carol, I understand law enforcement has made progress on identifying the pirates. Is that right?” 
 
    “I can’t talk for law enforcement, Russell. But I am quite happy to talk about what we have found.” 
 
    “Please do so.” 
 
    “From the video that Alyssa was streaming at the beginning of the attack, we were able to capture the yacht’s name, Chicksdigit.” Carol rolled her eyes. “That alone should give you a clue as to the mentality of the operator.” 
 
    “And that would be?” Russell prompted. 
 
    “I won’t go into all the cutouts that we had to wade through, and there were several. But essentially, our people on Wheelers Bright discovered that the yacht was owned by the Council for Interstellar Policy. They are ostensibly a non-profit that develops policy proposals for the safe use of technology in space.” 
 
    “The name is unfamiliar,” Russell remarked. 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Carol said. “It’s a shell corporation set up by one Mr. Stephan Bullock. He is the owner of that yacht and several others like it. Our associates tried to contact Mr. Bullock on Wheelers Bright, but it appears that he and the rest of his organization have closed up shop and left the planet. We gave our information to Interpol.” 
 
    “So are you saying that Bullock is behind the attack on Grandfather Gus?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “I am not saying that. It’s not my place to make accusations. But I am saying that the yacht that attacked my husband near a planet where he discovered several murdered UN scientists is registered to an organization that Mr. Bullock owns. It is up to the authorities to draw conclusions.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Captain Copeland read through the message traffic from Headquarters. HQ had given him carte blanche to provide Gus with whatever he needed for the rest of his voyage. But Copeland should keep a record, and the navy would settle accounts with Cartwright Industries at a later date. Copeland’s office door opened and the XO showed Gus into the room. 
 
    “Morning, Captain,” Gus said. “Daniel said you wanted to see me before we shove off. Thanks for all you’ve done, by the way. Especially for getting Kyoko back on her feet.” 
 
    “My pleasure Mr. Cartwright. I just had a quick question. It’s my understanding that since you lost your autopilot system, you’re the one who has to handle all the deck work.” 
 
    Gus sighed. “I’m afraid so. It was nice when Alyssa managed it herself, but it won’t be for much longer now.” 
 
    “Isn’t that pretty strenuous?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Takes pretty much all I’ve got, but it’s not like when we were at sea, and we had to deal with storms on top of it.” 
 
    Sitting across Copeland’s desk, dressed in a business suit, Gus looked every inch a corporate chairman. According to his online bio, he took early retirement to get away from the rat race. It was difficult to resolve the dignified senior citizen in front of him with the fierce survivalist who never quit in the face of the extraordinary odds that were thrown at him. 
 
    It wouldn’t hurt to even those odds a little. 
 
    “Mr. Cartwright, I was wondering if you could use a few extra deckhands for the last leg of your journey. Even though we’re in space, quite a few of the crew consider themselves sailors at heart.” He explained what he had in mind, and Gus listened with growing interest. 
 
   


 
  

 16 – Real Sailors 
 
    “A ship is referred to as she because it costs so much to keep one in paint and powder.” 
 
    (Fleet Admiral Chester Nimitz) 
 
    Gus stood on Alyssa’s quarterdeck between Lieutenant Jackson and Chief Petty Officer Rogers and watched the activity below. Sailors carried load after load across the gangplank from the New Orleans’s hangar bay onto the main deck. Gus lost count of people going back and forth but was reasonably sure more had come on board than had returned. 
 
    He wanted to go below and see what they were doing, but his new officers seemed content to let the crew do their job without micromanaging. The pile of gear continued to grow, and even more disappeared below. Equipment that had been brought over included metal crates, ropes, five-gallon cans, luggage, cloth bags, a pair of small diesel engines, and some aluminum kettles. 
 
    If Alyssa were in the water, she would surely sink under all the weight. Jackson just smiled and exchanged humorous observations with Rogers. 
 
    Finally, the cavalcade began to peter out, and the gangplank was pulled in. Captain Copeland waved from the hangar deck on the New Orleans, and the big cruiser turned away, headed back to her mission of weapons testing and training. Once again, Alyssa was alone in space. The difference was that she now had a crew of over thirty men and women. 
 
    Jackson looked in his direction. “Shall we read the orders, sir?” 
 
    Gus glanced over his shoulder and belatedly realized Jackson was talking to him. “Yes, by all means.” 
 
    “Chief, please call all hands.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Rogers smiled and his chest swelled. Gus recognized the expression. It came from just standing on Alyssa’s deck with the infinity of the space on all sides. It gave a man an appreciation of his place in God’s creation. Not that he was inconsequential, but that he was at least a thread in the incredible tapestry that made up the universe. 
 
    The chief stepped to the quarterdeck railing, and in a voice that carried easily over the buzz of activity on the waist, called to one of the men. “Boson, call all hands on deck.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    The man pulled an elongated whistle from his uniform and sounded the call. Men came running from all over the ship; down from the forecastle and up from the hold. Lieutenant Esther Sanders and Hannah came from the navigation room. They stood next to Gus and his companions. In seconds, a virtual sea of faces stared at those on the quarterdeck. 
 
    During yesterday’s selection of crewmembers, Captain Copeland made it clear this was no vacation and wasn’t likely to be a cakewalk. In spite of the promised hardship, Copeland had to sort through almost three thousand volunteers for Gus’s new crew. 
 
    The chief took a paper from his breast pocket and began to read. “Attention to orders. By the order of Captain Vince Copeland of the United States Starship New Orleans the following persons…” He methodically read from a list. 
 
    “Brown.” 
 
    “Here, sir.” 
 
    “Coleman.” 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “Fisher.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    He read the entire crew list and then continued, “…are temporarily appointed as crew aboard the Acevedos ship Alyssa and will obey the orders of her officers and Captain Alphonsus Gustavus Cartwright. Captain Cartwright is charged to deliver said crew safely to Armstrong Station. Said crew will be discharged and return to the New Orleans. Any violation of standard shipboard discipline will be dealt with severely.” 
 
    Chief Rogers frowned at the men and women on the deck and said threateningly, “You know who I am.” He turned to Gus. “Sir, the orders have been read. All present and accounted for.” 
 
    Gus looked blankly at the chief. He should give an order, but he wasn’t exactly sure what to say. Jackson helped him out. “The crew is ready to make sail, sir.” 
 
    “Do I give that command?” Gus asked, feeling a bit silly. 
 
    “Absolutely. The chief will take it after that.” 
 
    “Please make sail, Mr. Rogers.” 
 
    “Aye, sir!” 
 
    Gus had gone over the requirements with the chief yesterday, who then made the assignments for individual crew members. The men had an inkling of what their duties were if not how to accomplish them. Gus hated to think what would happen next, but regardless, felt this would be a lot of fun. 
 
    Rogers faced the men below. “Away aloft!” he shouted. Gus felt an unaccountable pride as men and women scampered up the ratlines to the yards. 
 
    This was how Alyssa was meant to be. This was the Alyssa of many years ago when she competed against similar vessels in the heralded Masters Cup race. 
 
    The atmosphere was alive and bustling, the deck filled with goods and equipment. Chief Rogers moved down to the main deck, yelling at the crew on both masts, cursing at them, swearing at them, and laughing out loud for the sheer love of this new adventure in space. 
 
    Those aloft responded eagerly to the commands, excitement on their faces while they strained to comply with their duties, untying the sails and holding them for the next command. Finally, twenty pairs of eyes looked expectantly at the chief. 
 
    “Loose sails!” Rogers bellowed, and all of Alyssa’s canvas came down at once. The deck crew ran back and forth, struggling with the braces, tightly winching the sheets, letting out the clew lines and buntlines, all with much more vigor than Gus had ever managed. Kyoko and Esther gripped the wheel. Gus signaled Hannah to make her way to the star sail at the bow. He wanted her to oversee that crucial task. 
 
    Finally, they were ready, and the star sail flew up. Alyssa fired the star drive and the light atop the mizzenmast illuminated. The sails billowed out bigger and tighter than Gus ever recalled. The ship picked up speed, and the swirling phosphorescent flurry of firefly lights appeared in their wake. 
 
    Standing beside Gus on the quarterdeck, Lieutenant Jackson gazed around the heavens with an expression of awe. “I am rarely envious of other men,” he said. “But that you have lived with this view for so many months just boggles my mind.” 
 
    Gus nodded. “It is beautiful. But you should have seen it when we skirted the edge of the galactic center. That was a sight I’ll never forget.” 
 
    “I saw the video but can’t even imagine what that must have looked like from this deck,” Jackson agreed quietly. 
 
    “You will someday. Anyway, time for the rounds. As you can see we’re picking up speed pretty quickly. We’ll be out of the solar system in a few minutes. This is when I give everything a once over. Looks as though our helm is in good hands.” 
 
    Kyoko and Esther chatted like sisters. Chief Rogers ruled the main deck, directing the men in response to Alyssa’s verbal orders to tighten this brace or loosen that tack. On the foremast, above the fore topgallant yard, a couple of sailors were rigging a cluster of antennas. 
 
    Jackson explained, “Once that’s done we’ll have full communications. The avionics guys are waiting for your approval to proceed down below.” 
 
    At the bow, Hannah was explaining the star drive to two young men who appeared more interested in the lecturer than what she had to say. 
 
    Gus told Hannah, “Once you finish here, head down to the data center. A couple of techs want to upgrade our comm. You know how I am about people messing with our electronics. Can you take care of that?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” she replied smartly. 
 
    Gus suddenly realized that he trusted her absolutely to manage the operation safely. They had come a long way since he caught her experimenting on Nineteen’s avionics. 
 
    Gus peeked into the galley. It was almost unrecognizable. Supplies of real food, not cases of freeze-dried, filled every nook and cranny. Kyoko’s old countertop now featured a substantial electric griddle on one end and a good-sized oven on the other. Power cables for the appliances snaked out onto the starboard deck where a generator hummed silently. Culinary Specialist Brown was furiously mixing something in an oversized aluminum bowl. 
 
    Down on the gun deck, Gus inspected the men’s mess area forward of the foremast. They had bolted tables and benches to the floor. 
 
    Jackson said, “I promise those aren’t permanent. Captain Copeland was explicit that we not damage the ship. They just…” 
 
    “I know what they are,” Gus said. The glue bolts were good as a weld when installed with proper chain plates. And when twisted counterclockwise, the bolts released a solvent that dissolved the adhesive, leaving the surface undamaged. Cartwright Industries made the best product on the market, and Gus was glad to see the letters CI stamped into the bolt heads. 
 
    Electric lights were strung up all along the gun deck. Long orange extension cords were fastened to the spars and ran the length of the ship to the generator above. Gus was certain that the umpires of the Gugje and Yoteu Masters Cup would be scandalized. 
 
    Nearer the stern, several men had already set upright the fallen cannon’s carriage. They stood around the barrel as though gathering courage. 
 
    “That thing has to weigh over five thousand pounds,” Gus said. “You think they can lift it?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t bet against them.” 
 
    “Let’s not get any hernias on our first day,” Gus suggested. “Alyssa, inform the crew and then reduce gravity on the gun deck to one-sixth normal for fifteen seconds.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. Standby.” Her voice sounded throughout the ship. “Warning. Gravity shift in three, two, one.” 
 
    “Now!” Gus told the men. 
 
    They lifted the cannon easily and set it in its cradle, cheering their success as normal gravity returned. “Can we shoot it now?” one of the men asked. All the rest excitedly echoed the request. 
 
    Rogers appeared and shouted at the men to get back to work and not bother the captain with such entreaties. 
 
    Gus pointed at the broken ringbolt on the bulwark and said to Rogers, “The cannons are out of commission unless you can repair that and vouch for the rest. That’s what put Kyoko in the hospital.” 
 
    “Understood, sir,” Rogers replied. “We’ll get that done.” 
 
    The chief petty officer sounded confident, and Gus looked forward to seeing what they came up with. 
 
    In the warrant officers’ berths, thus far never used during their life aboard, a pile of duffle bags was stacked on each bunk. Further back toward the stern, the infirmary now looked like a legitimate medical facility. 
 
    Jackson introduced him to a young woman. “Captain, this is our hospital corpsman, Doc Luciana Finch. Doc, say hello to the Captain.” Gus recognized her as the medic that had first come aboard during their initial encounter. 
 
    She flashed him a wide smile. “Sir, I’m such a fan of everything you’ve done.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Gus said. “Just trying to get home.” 
 
    Down in the hold, Gus discovered what had happened to all the boxes the men had brought aboard. Much of it turned out to be food. “What’s with all this?” Gus asked. 
 
    Jackson shrugged it off. “You said about thirty days. I told the quartermaster sixty. With your luck, I just wanted to be safe.” 
 
    In the ship’s magazine, Gus emphasized the necessity for safety. “That’s real gunpowder,” he said. “And it is just as deadly as when it was first made. If you want your guys to fire the big guns, you have to assign a powder monkey. He will be the only person allowed in here.” 
 
    Jackson agreed it was a wise policy. “What’s up with the sabers?” he asked when Gus opened the cabinet. 
 
    “Don’t call them that around Kyoko,” Gus warned. “After we found them she decided this was a Japanese galleon. She calls them katana swords and I can promise you she knows how to use them.” 
 
    “I know,” Jackson said. “She was awesome in The Samurai’s Handmaiden.” 
 
    “You’ve seen that?” 
 
    “Of course. The more popular you guys got, the more it took off. They say it’s a cult classic now. Kyoko’s been in half a dozen films.” 
 
    “The hell you say.” 
 
    “You should check it out. You’d be impressed.” 
 
    Gus doubted it. The last movie he’d seen was twenty years ago, and it had left him unimpressed. Something with loud explosions and people constantly shooting at other people. 
 
    “Maybe,” Gus said. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    In the now empty sail locker, one of the men had erected a metal table. Jackson explained this would be their communications center. “Once everything is up, we can talk to anyone.” Cables snaked down from the foremast above and connected with a multitude of black boxes. Others disappeared through the deck, presumably down to the data center below. 
 
    “I’m happy for you to set this up,” Gus said. “But anything that touches her electronics has to be approved by Hannah first.” 
 
    Jackson was a bit skeptical. “Does she even understand this stuff?” 
 
    “She has an EE degree,” Gus replied dryly. “And she knows Alyssa inside and out. It’s her call.” 
 
    Hannah was already in the data center deck lecturing the avionics crew about testing and more testing before they could touch Alyssa’s rack space. She explained the plan to Gus. “Probably another day to finish. This will bypass Nineteen and his fifteen-minute restriction. Everyone on board will have two-way subspace back home. Unlimited.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    All over the ship, crewmen installed equipment, made repairs, and cleaned. In fact, they cleaned everything. Rogers inspected every rope, bracket, halyard, brace, plank, rail, and person. If he saw something that didn’t shine, he found a crewman and set them to work. Gus started to feel a little guilty for the ship’s grubby condition. He said as much to Jackson. 
 
    Jackson was surprised by the comment. “Seriously, sir? If I can speak frankly?” 
 
    “Spit it out.” 
 
    “Captain, I’m not sure you realize just how historic an achievement you and the ladies have pulled off. I mean, this will literally go down in history. It’s not that the Alyssa herself is the most incredible alien artifact ever discovered. It’s what you three did under the conditions you were in.” 
 
    “Carol told me something similar last night. She said we’re a phenomenon. I don’t get it. People all over the planet work a lot harder than we have.” 
 
    “That’s not the point. It’s the adventure. Most people never get more than a few hundred miles from their home. But you guys literally traveled farther than any person on Earth. And the work you did, the stuff that got you dirty like the ballast. Every woman I know said you were sexy when you were lifting out all those ingots. You ever look at the videos that came back?” 
 
    “In a word, no,” Gus said. “All I did was send messages to Carol. I thought they were private.” 
 
    Jackson laughed. “Captain, my wife says you have the soul of a poet and you don’t even know it. Maybe that’s why you became such a sex symbol.” 
 
    “Let’s just forget I ever brought it up.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. But I hope you realize that no one on this ship could be more impressed with what you three have done; especially anyone who knows anything about ships.” 
 
    “I didn’t gather you were married. How long?” 
 
    “Esther and I got married three years ago.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Sanders?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s why we’re bunking together. You only have two officer’s berths, and Hannah said she’d room with Kyoko.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize that,” Gus mumbled. He had been a bit suspicious of Jackson. 
 
    Jackson laughed. “I know. You thought I was stalking Kyoko. Esther thought it was cute that you were actually behaving like her grandfather. Sorry,” he said when Gus winced at the description. “I probably wasn’t supposed to say that.” 
 
    “I don’t pick up much about other people,” Gus admitted. It was a fact that Carol had pointed out more than once. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus stood on the quarterdeck, appreciating all the effort being put into Alyssa. Some of her brightwork was actually reflecting starlight. Even traces of underlying paint were showing up. 
 
    The splashes of color reminded Gus of a task he’d never gotten around to. He showed Jackson the signal flag locker against the back rail of the poop deck. 
 
    “Alyssa told me what they all stand for, but they’re kind of useless out here,” Gus explained. “I thought about having Kyoko put together a US flag, but she would only make a Japanese one.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I forgot this,” Jackson said. “I was supposed to do it first thing.” He looked down at the waist. “Fisher!” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” a voice echoed from the forecastle, and a young man hurried up. Jackson introduced him to Gus as the ship’s purser and then scolded the sailor. 
 
    “Fisher, you failed to bring me the colors, man. Where are they?” 
 
    Fisher cringed at his forgetfulness and dashed off, taking the stairs in one jump. In less than a minute, he was back, charging up the steps, carrying a long cardboard tube, looking at Jackson expectantly. 
 
    Jackson nodded in Gus’s direction. “If the Captain approves.” 
 
    Fisher pulled out the contents and held it up for Gus’s inspection. 
 
    “It’s perfect, Mr. Fisher,” Gus approved. “Please tend to it immediately.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Fisher charged back down the deck with his flag. Chief Rogers saw him dashing by and grabbed him by the arm. He too had forgotten this important task. “Boson! Pipe all hands.” 
 
    Five minutes later, Rogers’s voice boomed, “Present arms!” and a bugle sounded from the forecastle. From the quarterdeck, Gus watched the Stars and Stripes rise to the top of the mainmast, flying majestically in the star drive’s brilliant light. 
 
    Kyoko bumped her shoulder against Gus. “I’m glad you finally got your flag, Grandfather.” Every man on deck looked taller and prouder when they went back to work. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The Alyssa sprouted new additions everywhere. Fire extinguishers appeared; a few on the main deck, several on the gun deck, and more in the hold. The sailors produced cameras of amazing complexity with dozens of attachments. Gus estimated the galleon must now boast twenty thousand dollars’ worth of cameras and accessories. 
 
    Nikons, Pentaxes, and Canons zoomed, focused, and snapped pictures of the Alyssa from every conceivable angle. There was much exchanging of equipment with comments such as “Get me up here…” 
 
    When Kyoko appeared on the quarterdeck, one of the men asked permission to stand next to her for a photo. She smiled for the photographer and made a victory sign. In no time a line formed at the foot of the stairs until Rogers chased them away. 
 
    “I guess I can still do a photo shoot,” Kyoko said with a wry smile. 
 
    Hannah arrived on the quarterdeck with the news that communications were back up and Gus headed to his cabin to call Carol. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    In the early evening, Alyssa informed Gus his presence was required in the officers’ mess. The previously unused room was now quite formal, complete with silverware from the New Orleans, and a modest wine cellar. 
 
    Gus was astonished when he entered to see three women wearing long dresses. The ladies were standing at the sideboard, appreciating the craftsmanship that so incredibly matched the style of old English furniture. Jackson came in immediately behind Gus. 
 
    Esther frowned at the men. “Did you two at least wash up?” 
 
    Both men beat a hasty exit, returning to their respective quarters. Gus dug around in the bag of clothes he had purchased while on the New Orleans and found a white shirt. He took a quick shower and in short order met Jackson at the mess entrance. 
 
    Jackson began the meal by popping the cork on one of the two bottles of champagne he’d brought aboard. “One to begin and one for journey’s end,” he announced, pouring everyone a share into carefully unpacked crystal goblets. They toasted each other, the US Navy, Captain Copeland, and finally Alyssa. She was a living testament to the ingenuity of her original builders and the spirit of adventure. 
 
    The conversation over the meal was lively and interesting, on topics ranging from ship operation to speculation about whatever happened to the Acevedos. The setting evoked a rush of memories for Gus. 
 
    “I wish Carol was here,” he said. “She loves formal dinners, and I hate them. I shouldn’t have given her such a hard time about her dinner parties. She would enjoy this.” He gestured at the room in general. 
 
    Kyoko said, “Then I invite both of you over for dinner. We’ll make it absolutely fancy.” 
 
    “Me too,” Hannah added. “Or you could have us over.” 
 
    “My granddaughter would like that. Evidently, the Squid has become a fan of you two.” 
 
    “Bring her to the dinner then,” Hannah said. “How old is she?” 
 
    Gus shrugged. “I’m not sure exactly,” he admitted. “Twenty-something. Carol told me she’s married now.” 
 
    “I was going to get married,” Kyoko said wistfully. “I had a boyfriend.” 
 
    Everyone was shocked by the news, Hannah most of all. “You never said a word!” 
 
    “I didn’t think we’d make it back. After the geyser and our move aboard Alyssa, I told him in one of my messages not to wait; to find someone else. I imagine he’s married now.” 
 
    “Haven’t you called him?” Hannah wanted to know. 
 
    “I have no idea what his number was; it was in my phone. And he doesn’t have a family either. I’ll probably always wonder what happened to him.” 
 
    Esther and Hannah sighed in sympathy. 
 
    “What about you, Captain Gus?” Esther asked. “How long have you been married?” 
 
    Gus thought for a moment. “I guess this coming April will be fifty-one years.” 
 
    “He missed his golden anniversary,” Hannah teased. “He’s going to be in so much trouble.” 
 
    “Grandfather was underage when he got married,” Kyoko added. “He and Grandmother eloped to Mexico.” 
 
    That brought another round of exclamations from the two military officers and started one more round of remember-when. It was late when Gus finally reached his cabin. The first thing he did was call Carol. Much to Gus’s surprise, she had just watched the video of everyone having dinner. 
 
    “How does that happen so fast?” Gus asked. “I didn’t even know Alyssa was recording.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she said primly. “The important thing is that this April will be our fifty-second anniversary.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The next morning, Alyssa reminded Gus a stability check would soon be required. This was a task he could now delegate. He found Chief Rogers on the main deck, explaining the intricacies of rigging to several of the crew. 
 
    “Sir?” Rogers inquired when Gus arrived. 
 
    “What’s the status of the ringbolt, chief?” 
 
    “All repaired, sir. Let me show you.” They had installed a double glue bolt with a new block and tackle. “We ran a magnetic NDI on the rest and found four with microscopic cracks. We rerouted the breeches on those through new glue bolts.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Gus said. 
 
    At least the crew would be safe from faulty breeches. Now he had to keep them safe from themselves. As a CEO, he always considered training to be one of his most important tasks. In his mind, employers who didn’t spend money on training were fools. Where safety was concerned it was even more crucial. It was time to get back into the instructor mode. 
 
    Rogers gathered up the gun crews, and Gus explained the requirement for periodical stability checks. 
 
    “But first things first,” he said, and explained his inspection checklist. “Before each shot, inspect the anchor rope, the ringbolt, and the breech lines.” Next, he showed them how to use the worm screw. After an initial demonstration, he left it to them to clean out the bore on the unfired cannons. “Once you get the cannons spotless inside and out, we can talk about actually shooting the gun.” 
 
    With the gun crews occupied, Gus took Rogers below to the magazine where he laid down strict safety procedures and bloodthirsty penalties for anyone who didn’t follow them. Rogers designated Ray Peavey and Dean Hernandez as powder monkeys. Gus had them fill several cartridge bags with gunpowder for the upcoming practice. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Alyssa announced it was time for the midday meal. Gus and Kyoko sat down with Jackson and Esther. Hannah stayed above at the wheel with Chief Warrant Officer Gamble. 
 
    “What’s for lunch?” Gus asked. It was a luxury to be waited on. 
 
    In answer, CS Brown appeared with a heavily laden tray. “Hamburgers today, sir. Tomorrow there’s pizza, then tacos, chicken nuggets, fish burgers on Friday, baked potatoes, and then chili mac on Sunday.” It was an obviously well-rehearsed litany. He set the tray on the table and left. 
 
    “It’s not fancy, but it does the trick,” Esther said. “His dinners are pretty good.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining,” Kyoko said. “At least someone else is cooking. For me, this is a treat.” 
 
    Jackson and Esther laughed at Kyoko’s exclamations of delight. “Breakfast is my favorite,” Jackson said. “The biscuits are always warm and fluffy. Esther covers hers with butter and a speck of government-issue strawberry jam, but I like mine with gravy.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    After lunch, Esther and Kyoko returned to the navigation room. Gus and Jackson went up to the poop deck to evaluate the status of repairs and ship’s operations. By now Chief Rogers had broken open the paint cans. Some of the crew prepared the metal surfaces while others came behind, applying fresh paint to gunwales, trim, and molding. One man hung suspended under the bowsprit by safety straps, furiously scrubbing old paint off the figurehead’s mounting, giving Alyssa herself a badly needed facelift. 
 
    “As I am sure you are aware,” Jackson said, “the navy has a passion for painting ships and the chief shares it more than any man I know. He’ll leave the decks and masts as they are, but he brought a hundred gallons for everything else. If there’s anything you don’t want painted, you better speak now.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The following morning, the chief reported that the guns were clean and four teams were ready for firing practice. Gus was impressed when he inspected the cannons. They could not have been in better shape when they first came out of the foundry. 
 
    After he trained the initial cadre on the cannons, the plan was to cycle the rest of the crew through the gun deck so all aboard would have the opportunity to shoot one of the big guns. Sergeant Hawkins, the same Hawkins who had been on the initial boarding party, served as the gun deck officer. 
 
    In each crew, there was one man to load, another to swab and ram the barrel, one to prick the powder bag through the vent, and a gun boss to insert the primer and yank the lanyard. Peavey and Hernandez stood by as powder monkeys to deliver cartridges and cannonballs to the crews as required. 
 
    “All right,” Gus said as the men gathered around. “This is not rocket science; just remember that safety is the biggest priority.” He methodically rammed a powder bag, a cannonball, and some wadding down the bore. At his direction, two of the crew hauled on the breeches until the carriage was firmly against the bulwark. After piercing the powder bag, he inserted the primer and called out a safety warning for feet and toes. He then fired the cannon to the cheers of everyone on the gun deck. “Over to you, Chief. Try to keep everyone alive.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “And let’s shoot the guns one at a time. I’d rather not fire a complete broadside all at once.” 
 
    “You heard the Captain,” Rogers said to Hawkins. 
 
    “Aye aye,” Hawkins replied. He looked down the gun deck, and in a deep voice called out the instructions. “First gun crew to your positions!” 
 
    The active crew took their places around the gun while the other men stood well clear behind their own cannons. 
 
    “Open the gun port!” The cover was jerked up and tied open. 
 
    “Load your weapon!” The assigned loader took a bag from Peavey and shoved it into the barrel. His partner then rammed it down firmly. The cannonball and wadding followed in sequence, rammed home fiercely. Gus winced each time; he had never pushed the load in quite so hard. 
 
    “Run out the gun!” The rammer and loader tugged on the breech lines until the carriage was tight against the bulwark. The vent man and gun boss used handspikes to lever the back of the carriage until the line of fire was perpendicular to the ship. From Hawkins’s first command, the entire process took less than two minutes. 
 
    Gus sighed. Over the last several months the same process took him about half an hour. 
 
    “Is the line ready?” Hawkins yelled. 
 
    The four team-chiefs gave thumbs-up. 
 
    “The line is ready. Charge the shot.” 
 
    The vent man shoved his brass pick down the vent to pierce the cartridge and shouted, “Home!” 
 
    The gun captain pushed one of the primers into the vent and stepped to the side of the cannon’s carriage. Hawkins checked they were clear of the recoil and yelled, “FIRE!” 
 
    The gun captain yanked on the lanyard, and the cannon detonated, sending an iron ball out into the cosmos. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus watched one additional round and then returned alone to the waist. Hannah and Esther were deep in conversation at the wheel on the quarterdeck. Now and then Alyssa spoke to the deck crews, who trimmed the sails as instructed. 
 
    Seaman Brown clanked equipment around in the galley while Hawkins’s voice sounded from below. Three men were aloft, tending sails and making repairs to the rigging where the Hanzo missile had left its mark. Others were polishing everything within reach. 
 
    Another shot fired and the cannonball disintegrated into a streak of light at the edge of the warp bubble. Smoke drifted up over the starboard rails. Firing the gun every day should keep any stability issues at bay. 
 
    Gus felt a bit of nostalgia. All around him, chores were being accomplished by men and women enjoying what they were doing. Old memories came back from when he used to make rounds at the shipyards where his company built mammoth space-going vessels. 
 
    Then as now, there was an order to the work with clear objectives. It was a good feeling and quite different from the past two years when he never had a spare moment; when he always had more to do than he could possibly manage. What a difference the last couple of weeks had made. 
 
    He went up onto the forecastle deck and looked at the stars ahead. So many times, he thought they would never make it home, and now it was just around the corner. “How much further, Alyssa?” 
 
    “We will reach Armstrong Station in twenty-six days, including three brief stops for stability,” the ship responded. “Lieutenant Jackson has already requested a docking station for our arrival.” 
 
    An hour later the cannons fell silent. Every crew member had had the opportunity to participate at least once in a gun crew. Rogers assigned several men to clean the gun deck, and the ship began to prepare for the coming night. 
 
    Hammocks appeared, and the gun deck became more like a barracks than a place of war. Thirty men and women were jammed in among the guns. It didn’t seem possible that thousands of years ago the crew had numbered fifty men sharing the same space. 
 
    A movie projector appeared, sparking debate over what would be shown. Hammocks were shifted, and eventually the forward deck became a self-contained theater complete with popcorn from CS Brown. Closer to the tiller someone produced a speaker cube, and contemporary rock filled the stern. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Hannah tried again to sip her diet cola but didn’t like the taste. “I used to live on these things,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Not like you remember?” Esther asked. 
 
    “Nothing is like I remember.” 
 
    “Something must be the same,” Esther prompted. “What’ve you seen that’s same as before.” 
 
    Hannah looked around the ship. Two of the sailors were laughing and one of them spit over the rail. “The boys. I guess men act like kids their entire life.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth? What about Grandfather Gus though? I wouldn’t exactly call him a boy. Whew.” 
 
    Hannah smiled at her friend’s exclamation. Esther didn’t hide that she considered Gus an exciting man. 
 
    “You and I have different perspectives,” Hannah said. “My mom told me he’s a sex symbol on Earth, which is really hard for me to believe. I guess you haven’t seen him like I have. He’s gotten pretty angry with me a few times, so I can vouch that he has a temper. And sometimes he’s just so clueless I want to wring his neck.” 
 
    “Overall?” Esther asked. 
 
    “Overall, he’s a pretty good grandfather. And he misses his wife so much that sometimes Kyoko and I get all teary-eyed. I hope I find someone like that.” 
 
    “Don’t we all? Do you have someone waiting?” 
 
    Hannah laughed, ignoring Ether’s question. They watched Gus meandering around the deck, inspecting, observing, sometimes directing the sailors to accomplish a task. He walked and spoke with a quiet assurance that the men responded to. Gus looked in their direction and threw them a quick, distracted smile. Then Chief Rogers called, and he turned away. 
 
    Hannah missed the early days in space when they weren’t so busy and had time to rest. The last month of watch-on-watch had not been fun. Mostly it was a blurry memory of worry about Kyoko. 
 
    In a way, it was hard to imagine the trip being over. The idea of going back to the same life she’d had before wasn’t appealing. Too much had happened in the last couple of years. She wanted more out of life. It was time to rethink.  
 
   


 
  

 17 – Reattack 
 
    “No man will be a sailor who has contrivance enough to get himself into a jail; for being in a ship is being in a jail, with the chance of being drowned…a man in a jail has more room, better food and commonly better company.” 
 
    (Samuel Johnson, “James Boswell, Life of Samuel Johnson”) 
 
    After three uneventful weeks, the thrill of firing the cannon wore off. Chief Rogers asked if the men could get trained on the muskets. Gus left it to Rogers to oversee that operation. For a couple of days, their sharp popping noise occurred during scheduled training sessions. 
 
    But then someone had the brilliant idea of sailing paper airplanes from the main yard while everyone else blazed away at the flimsy targets as they dipped and swirled around the mast. Gus came unglued at the sight of barrels pointed every which way, but before he could get off the quarterdeck, Rogers had intervened in a towering rage. The muskets got locked back in the gun cabinets down in the hold. 
 
    “Sorry about that, Captain,” Rogers apologized afterward. 
 
    “Make sure no one touches the swords,” Gus said. 
 
    “Aye, Captain. Already taken care of.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Two days later, Gus took a turn at the helm. Esther was explaining solar system arrival procedures to Hannah. 
 
    “You can’t just come scorching into Earth orbit without clearance,” Esther said. “Not anymore. Try it, and you’ll get shot full of holes. Once we discovered the Acevedos ruins, people got all freaked out about aliens.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “We slow to something less than lightspeed prior to reaching the Kuiper belt. The navy—” 
 
    “What’s the Kuiper belt?” 
 
    “Well, you can think of it as an extra asteroid belt, a very thin one, beyond the edge of the solar system. The navy has a dozen starbases on dwarf planets all around our system’s circumference. We have to clear through one of the stations to get clearance in. Those assignments really suck, by the way. I served a year on Haumea Station and thought I’d go crazy.” 
 
    Jackson heard the comment as he came out of the navigation room. “You picked the wrong spot to serve a remote tour,” he said. “I did my remote on Eris, and it was a hopping place. About five universities have a presence there.” 
 
    “Where are we headed?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Eris,” Esther said. “Once they verify our identity, they clear us into the solar system. Then we talk to System Control, who hands us off to Earth Approach, and finally to Armstrong Station. It’ll take about three days just to reach Earth’s orbit. But that’s not what I’m really worried about.” 
 
    “Pirates?” Hannah asked, her eyes all wide? 
 
    Jackson laughed. “No. Not pirates. Esther is talking about college students…and worse.” 
 
    Hannah looked relieved. She smiled and said, “What’s worse than college students?” 
 
    Esther shook her head. “Media and thrill seekers. I suspect we’ll have a noisy escort once we get closer. And it’s your fault!” she said, pointing at Gus. “You just had to go and become a superstar. It’s not like we don’t already have enough celebrities on this boat.” 
 
    “You talking about me?” Jackson asked. 
 
    “Get out of here!” Esther laughed, slugging her husband gently. “We’re navigating.” 
 
    A couple of hours later, Alyssa reduced the star drive to minimum power and slowed to sub-light. At that speed, the distortion of normal space around them was barely noticeable, and the star sail was stowed in favor of the round gravity disks. 
 
    After lunch, Gus went up to the navigation room to monitor their arrival. Alyssa’s new transponder broadcast their identification. To prevent misunderstandings, Captain Copeland had arranged a special ID code designating the galleon as an experimental spacecraft. It would keep them out of trouble when they appeared on the military’s radar. 
 
    The initial call came through quickly. “Sailing Vessel Alyssa, this is Eris Station, squawk ident.” The man’s voice had an amused tone. “And may I say, that’s a ship designation I never thought I would use out here?” 
 
    Esther answered, “Eris, this is SV Alyssa. You better get used to it. I’m going to order one of these things when they come on the market.” 
 
    “SV Alyssa, Eris, you can add my name to that list. You are cleared to enter the solar system and proceed direct to the Point Gleam initial approach fix. Maintain sub-light speed and be advised there is more traffic than normal between your position and Neptune. You folks have generated a lot of interest. All spacecraft have been advised to give you a wide berth. My regards to Grandpa Gus.” 
 
    “Alyssa copy. Cleared direct to Point Gleam for approach to Armstrong Station. Grandfather Gus is standing right beside me; I’ll let him know.” Esther glanced at Gus with a smug smile. “Told you so. You’re famous now.” 
 
    The first spectators showed up almost immediately. Rich playboys with fancy yachts executed hull-straining intercepts on Alyssa so they could come in close for a look of the tall ship. 
 
    Gus grumbled about their shenanigans. “I thought they were told to give us a wide berth.” 
 
    “They were,” Esther said. “But as long as they don’t actually impede our way or make us take evasive action, the military won’t take any action. Most of these kids’ families have an attorney on retainer for just this sort of thing. They would rather subsidize an entire law firm than pay a fine. It’s part of the game.” 
 
    The fancy yachts, almost all much larger than Alyssa, pulled up on the beam, bay doors wide open with men and women inside, many of them scantily clad, shouting and waving. Of course, the sailors loved it and responded in kind. Gus thought they might lose one or two crewmen, as shouted invitations had gone both ways. 
 
    Fortunately, after a few hours the squares had been filled. The fun-seekers had notched their personal bucket lists and zoomed off into the cosmos. They would return to their gilded lives and brag they had actually seen Alyssa up close and personal. 
 
    Gus went up to the poop deck to enjoy a moment of solitude. For now, space around them was empty. Alyssa and her crew floated alone through the solar system toward their visible but still distant home sun. They passed the orbital plane of Neptune. The planet itself was not in sight; it was about a quarter of its orbit away from their position. The same would be true for Uranus and Jupiter, but Saturn would be visible as they cruised by. 
 
    A movement drew his gaze to starboard. Well, perhaps they were not entirely alone. Another tourist was coming into view. For a moment Gus considered charging admission. Let the kiddies come on board and see the fearsome Captain Gus and his band of dancing sailors. 
 
    The approaching vessel became two and then three. Alyssa had become quite an attraction. Four more yachts came into view. They approached almost in formation, like a squadron of spacecraft on a mission. 
 
    They were still too far away to identify. All he could tell was it looked like a lot of people with too much time on their hands. 
 
    “Grandpa?” Hannah called. “You want some coffee?” 
 
    “Be right there,” he said, descending to the quarterdeck. “Thanks.” He accepted the warm mug with gratitude. To Gus, the navy coffee was excellent, but it seemed he was the only one aboard who thought so. “Where’s Kyoko?” 
 
    “She’s in the hold doing laundry.” 
 
    Gus chuckled. The washer and dryer had been another navy addition to Alyssa’s amenities. 
 
    Ingrained habit drew his gaze upward to check the sails, making sure they were sheeted properly. A shout of laughter over some joke echoed up from the gun deck. The navy crew members were below having lunch. At sub-light speed, it was not necessary to keep the sails in constant trim. Gus continued down to the waist. 
 
    Something about the well-orchestrated motion of the approaching yachts drew his gaze again to the sightseers. They were already much closer, driving toward the galleon at too high a speed. The sight irritated him slightly. He wasn’t in the mood to play chicken with a bunch of juvenile boaters. 
 
    He counted nine craft in all and muttered a curse under his breath. A gaggle of drunken youngsters racing around the Alyssa in high-powered yachts was a recipe for disaster. 
 
    But then, as they drew closer, he felt his hackles rise. The vessels were Necker Craft business yachts. It was the same model yacht he had seen once before. 
 
    With a fatalistic certainty Gus realized the pirates had returned in force, and thanks to Alyssa’s hack of their first AI, he knew why. The idiots wanted the first aid containers. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Carol Cartwright glared at the Studio 37 camera as it moved in for a closer shot. She only agreed to be on the show because she wanted to share the update from Gus the night before. 
 
    Russell had a perplexed expression. “You’re saying that Stephan Bullock is a drug runner?” 
 
    Carol sighed. “No, Russ. That’s not what I said at all. Cassie, you explain it to him.” 
 
    “Okay. Russ, it’s simple. Bullock raided the archeological site because of…I mean…” Cassie gave Carol a puzzled look. “I don’t think I understand either. What did you say?” 
 
    “Let’s start over,” Carol said patiently. “Maybe it will help if we go back to Gus’s encounter with the pirates. Remember when the video feed died right at the start of the attack and everyone thought they were dead?” 
 
    “Except you,” Cassie said. “You swore he was still alive.” 
 
    “That’s correct, I did. I just always believed that he was still out there, trying to get back. What none of us knew was that Alyssa kept recording that entire attack. We didn’t see the rest of the encounter until Gus and the girls joined up with the navy. Once the military restored their communication system, Alyssa sent everything that happened in the intervening weeks to Gus’s blog.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Russell said. “All of a sudden a ton of new video showed up. Our people spent an entire week going through all that material. But I didn’t see anything about drugs.” 
 
    “I know that,” Carol said. “I’m the one who talked about drugs. Gus told me about it last night during our nightly call. We can do that now.” 
 
    Russell looked disappointed. “You mean there’s stuff we’re not getting?” 
 
    Carol smiled. “Of course. Even on the island, Gus had Nineteen send a couple of private messages to my email.” 
 
    “Like what?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “Like someday, maybe I’ll tell you. But that’s not the point of discussion at the moment.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Russell said. “Then explain what you mean.” 
 
    Carol took a deep breath. “What I’m trying to say is that Alyssa was able to hack that pirate ship’s AI. She downloaded everything out of its brain, which included a lot of communication directly between Bullock and those henchmen.” 
 
    “And what did they say?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “That the pirates raided the planet because they were trying to find the secret to Alyssa’s star drive. If you recall, Gus talked about it a couple of times. He said the sails were made of some kind of exotic material. Remember?” 
 
    “I do,” Russ said. “I was curious what that meant, but he never said. Is that what they found?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Carol said. “Bullock’s men did find an exotic material, but it has nothing to do with the star drive. When the pirate ship was destroyed, do you remember the medical containers floating out of its cargo hold? Gus needed medicine and pulled them aboard Alyssa.” 
 
    “I do remember that scene,” Cassie said. “It was in the extra videos you just mentioned. Hannah opened them trying to find medicine because Kyoko was injured. But they were full of junk.” 
 
    “Not exactly junk,” Carol said. “They were full of Acevedos relics, and one of the containers did, in fact, contain what might be called an exotic material. They were small packages about the size of a stick of butter. At first, Gus thought it was drugs and that these guys were drug runners.” 
 
    Russell nodded. “So that’s why you’re saying that Bullock is a drug kingpin or something like that?” 
 
    “No,” Carol insisted. “You’re not letting me finish. It turns out that it wasn’t drugs at all. It’s totally different.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” Russell asked, getting exasperated. 
 
    “It’s spice…for cooking.” 
 
    “Spice? What, you mean like rosemary and thyme?” 
 
    “Yes! Alyssa knew exactly what it was. The Acevedos considered it a precious commodity. Gus tried it on some of their freeze-dried food and said it’s the greatest stuff in the world. He’s bringing it back.” She looked at Russell with a mischievous smile. “He told me to set up a company owned jointly by him and the two girls. He thinks it will be worth a fortune.” 
 
    Cassie laughed and Russell shook his head, saying, “Please tell me you’re pulling my leg.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Carol said. “The irony would be funny if it wasn’t so tragic. In my opinion, Bullock should be arrested and tried for murder.” 
 
    “I agree,” Russell said. “So does this Bullock guy know he killed a bunch of scientists for an old family recipe?” 
 
    Carol shook her head. “No one knew until last night when Gus told me. He’s been a little preoccupied. While we were talking, I said I’d take him out for a spicy Thai dinner when he got back, and that prompted him to tell me the story.” 
 
    Cassie looked at Camera Two and said, “Carol won’t say so, but our reporting is that her law firm and Cartwright Industries have established a trust for the families of those scientists.” 
 
    Carol was perturbed by Cassie’s announcement but let it go. It was true that by the time Gus had finished burying the scientists and gathering up their personal possessions, he felt an obligation toward those family members left behind. The food and medicine at the research site had made a big difference in his life, and in fact, had saved Kyoko’s, so he wanted to return the favor. At Gus’s direction, she’d set up a trust to make sure no one lost their homes and that any kids got an education. 
 
    Carol said, “The main point is that my husband told me to keep going after those responsible. That’s why we’re giving everything we have to law enforcement.” 
 
    “Good for you guys,” Russell said definitively. “I hope Stephan Bullock gets what coming to him.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Bullock stood in the open door of his yacht, more determined than ever to get what was coming to him. And against all the odds, the prize was once again within his grasp. He looked through his binoculars. 
 
    The familiar figure of Grandfather Gus was leaning against the galleon’s starboard gunwale. He didn’t look as ragged, but it was the same guy. Bullock heaved a sigh of relief. Over the past two years he, like everyone else, had watched videos of the old man. But he quit watching during the last two months because he’d been on the run. 
 
    When Carey’s last message first came in, Bullock could not believe the luck. Carey had actually discovered Grandfather and the famous Acevedos ship. 
 
    But instead of dying as the old man should have, Gus took Carey apart, along with a full crew of very expensive muscle. All of them murdered by a senior citizen and a couple of bimbos! 
 
    Had that one yacht been the only cost, Bullock would not have cared. The real damage was the video of Chicksdigit. He’d freaked out when he saw video clips on news channels showing the closeup of the ship’s name. The paper trail was convoluted, but someone would inevitably connect him to the registration. 
 
    Instead of waiting around and hoping for the best, Bullock wrote off the Wheelers Bright operation and left. It was a setback to be sure, but he had no choice. And besides, that’s what backups were for. There were no links between his name and the setup on Jupiter’s moon. He sent an encrypted message to his Titan operation to get ready for his arrival. It was time for Plan B. 
 
    One thing was certain, Gus was a survivor. Bullock had a feeling that sooner or later the old man would show up on the standard route between Eris Station and Armstrong. He’d be almost home, and his guard would be down. All Bullock had to do was wait. 
 
    He looked at Rudy, his new second-in-command. “See, I told you we would find him here. I’m going to enjoy this.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rudy replied, examining the approaching prize. “I keep asking myself how he took out Carey and his ship. It’s alien tech, man. Who knows what he’s got?” 
 
    “Everyone knows,” Bullock scoffed. “He has an old cannon and two girls. Even if those girls know a little kung fu, Carey was an idiot to lose to them. Are you kidding me? If he had done his job, that ship would be ours already!” 
 
    Of course, that would never happen now. Not in a solar system full of military. But there was still a way to make it all work out. He would smoke in, kill everyone, grab the container with the star drive material, and get out. Even if the galleon got off a mayday call, it would take half an hour before anyone could respond. 
 
    By then, the old ship would be nothing but dust. Bullock had no intention of leaving such a competitive advantage for others. Instead, he would be well on his way out of the solar system, back to Wheelers Bright with a new name and a new organization. Thank God for frontier societies where it was easy to get lost. 
 
    The old man stood on his deck like he didn’t have a care in the world. To be honest, it was a beautiful spacecraft, and it appeared Gus had put some effort into cleaning the thing up. It even had fresh paint. Bullock squinted at the antennas. Had he not noticed those before? Were they new? 
 
    His blood pressure started rising again. “Get ready to board,” he shouted at the men around him. “I’m going to kill that bastard.” 
 
    “I don’t know about this,” Rudy repeated. “Something about this doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” Bullock growled. “We’ve got a damn armada here.” He waved at the eight boats around them, each with a full crew of armed men. “You want me to draw you a picture? It’s not that hard.” He hefted his machine gun as though demonstrating to a student. “Like this,” he said. He pointed the weapon at the man on the ship and pulled the trigger. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus felt his hackles rise and he dropped to the deck. There was no sound of gunfire; just the splattering of metallic impacts and the bullets creating sparks against the gunwale and mainmast. Each retort was like a ball-peen hammer on a sixteen-penny nail. 
 
    Hannah saw him fall and stepped out of the navigation room onto the quarterdeck, but he shouted at her frantically, “Get back! It’s the pirates!” She jumped back inside and peered out of the window. 
 
    The noise belowdecks had gone quiet. Gus didn’t want any of the crew to come up on the main deck and get blasted away. Flat on his belly, he crawled to the open main hatch and slithered over to drop onto the gun deck. 
 
    “Captain?” Hawkins looked at him with surprised eyes. They had all heard the strange noise above. “Did something break?” 
 
    “Where’s the Chief?” Gus demanded. 
 
    “Here, sir,” Rodgers called out, coming up from the lower hold. 
 
    “Chief, they’re back. And they’ve brought company.” 
 
    “The pirates?” Hawkins asked. 
 
    “That’s right. And there’s a lot of them.” 
 
    A murmur ran through the men. Everyone had seen the most recent videos of Gus’s encounter. But suddenly it was no longer someone else’s blog. It had just turned real. 
 
    Jackson came thumping down the back stairs. “Captain? Are those…?” 
 
    “Hannah and Kyoko are okay. I don’t know about Esther.” 
 
    “I just left her; she’s fine.” 
 
    “Alyssa,” Gus said loudly. “We need to go to lightspeed. Now!” 
 
    “Unable,” Alyssa replied. “The star sail is down.” 
 
    Gus cursed. “Siegler, go tell Hannah to hold course for the moment. Don’t get shot.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” Sigler disappeared up the stairs. 
 
    Gus turned to Rogers. “I want four crews to load every gun we have and then stand by.” 
 
    “Four gun crews. Aye, sir.” Rogers barked out his orders. “Martinez, take Kovis and Coleman on the port guns. Wilson, Gillespie, and Goddard on the starboard. Peavey, get those powder bags up here, man. Move it!” 
 
    Gus looked at Hawkins. “You’re the gun deck lieutenant; standby for fire calls. And have someone break out the muskets. I want everyone to have a firearm.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Hawkins responded. “Hernandez! Fisher! Report!” He sent the men below to retrieve the rifles. 
 
    Gus added, “Chief, better tell the doc to prepare her surgery. And have Mercer start radioing for help. I don’t know how fast anyone can get here, but let’s not waste any time.” 
 
    Rogers bellowed for Doc Luciana, and Gus peeked out one of the gun ports at the approaching yachts. They were still several thousand feet away. Another ninety seconds and they’d be alongside. 
 
    Muzzle flashes appeared from the center boat, and slugs slammed into the hull with loud chunks. Jackson came hurrying down the steps, and Gus motioned him over. 
 
    “We’re way over-gunned and over-manned. I counted nine boats out there, and each one must have four or five guys, maybe more. They can literally run circles around us. I just hope to God they don’t have any really heavy weaponry or we’re dead.” 
 
    “Tell us what to do, boss,” Jackson said. 
 
    “If we’re lucky, they think it’s just me and the girls. That gives us one chance to surprise them so let’s make it count. Chief, keep your best men on the cannons; everyone else start loading the muskets. Hold fire until I give the order. Got it?” 
 
    “Sir!” Rogers and Jackson chorused. 
 
    Gus moved out of the way as Martinez and his crew pushed by to load the next cannon. Kovis and Coleman grabbed the breeches and yanked the gun back while Martinez rammed a charge down. Martinez looked up at Gus. “Double shot, sir?” 
 
    “Tempting,” Gus replied. “But let’s not experiment. However, you might put some chain in the forward culverins. Might take out one or two bandits.” 
 
    Martinez grinned at the suggestion. “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Peavey and Hernandez showed up loaded down with full powder cartridges. They ran down the center, placing extra bags in the gunner’s chests behind each cannon. 
 
    Hawkins’s crew raced up from below, each man carrying a half-dozen muskets. They handed them off to others and hurried back to the hold. Hawkins established an assembly line for loading and stacking the rifles along the center beam. 
 
    Another fusillade of automatic weapons fire ricocheted in through a gun port. Mercer swore from the forward deck. 
 
    “Sir,” Mercer shouted. “We lost our radios. That one took out the antennas.” 
 
    They needed a few more minutes to finish loading the weapons. Gus grabbed two muskets and ran up the steps to the main deck. 
 
    He stood on the waist behind the quarterdeck stairs and peered over the railing. The yachts were still a good thousand feet away. Within the range of automatic weapons, but not close enough for them to shoot accurately. Of course, with that many guns, all they needed was to put enough lead in the air. They’d already done enough damage by taking out the radios. Gus stepped into view, trying to scan all the boats at once. 
 
    One bright spot was that the tiny armada was composed of business yachts and not military vessels. The Necker Craft model was rated for up to eight passengers and crew. If the yachts were carrying six or seven combatants each, there was little chance that Alyssa’s small crew could fight off a force that size. 
 
    The boats slowed to a stop several hundred feet off the starboard bow. Gus had to even the odds. The accuracy of Alyssa’s cannons was good when a ship the same size was about twenty feet away. Beyond that, it was pure luck to hit anything. 
 
    If he could get them in a little closer, it would give Hawkins’s cannoneers the best possible shot. How to proceed? Bravado? Or reason? 
 
    “Hello!” Gus shouted at the nearest yacht. Three men stood in the open hatchway. “You must be Bullock. Perhaps you are looking for some first aid kits?” 
 
    “Captain,” Alyssa’s voice said from the deck speaker. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We are in space. Your voice will not carry to those ships.” 
 
    Gus felt like an idiot. He had totally not thought of that. 
 
    Alyssa continued, “Would you like me to transmit your question to the lead ship?” 
 
    “Do it!” Gus said. 
 
    “Also, Captain. As you know the autopilot systems for the star drive and sails are off-line.” 
 
    “I know, Alyssa! What’s your point?” 
 
    “My gravity drives are fully functional and can provide steering. I can aim your cannons with accuracy. Please instruct Gun Captain Hawkins to only fire on my command.” 
 
    “I can’t at the moment,” Gus said. “You tell him!” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Bullock leaned forward, gripping the rail of the hatchway. The man on the galleon was either brave or foolish, standing there like he was on a Sunday cruise. Not that it made any difference. 
 
    The pilot’s voice came over the intercom. “Boss! I just got a transmission from that sailboat.” 
 
    “Play it back here!” 
 
    The old man’s voice filled the cargo bay. “Hello! You must be Bullock. Perhaps you are looking for some first aid kits?” 
 
    Bullock sputtered at the man’s audacity. 
 
    “You’re dead, mister,” Bullock called. 
 
    “You want me to transmit that, boss?” the pilot asked 
 
    “Yes, you moron! Transmit everything I say!” 
 
    “Message sent,” the pilot said. “I’ll keep relaying.” 
 
    “I’m dead?” Gus replied and laughed derisively. “As I recall, it was your people that died last time we met. I see you brought plenty more to bury in space. Did you tell your new crew how the others died in a vacuum? The guy named Carey lived three days before he froze to death. That boat finally burned up on reentry.” 
 
    Bullock screamed in rage, and he emptied a magazine into the side of the ship. The men beside him followed his lead. As soon as Bullock raised his weapon, Gus disappeared behind the stairs. 
 
    When the bullets stopped, Gus stepped out and taunted him again. “I’ve already called for help. Your best chance is to leave now. The navy will arrive any second. If you’re smart, you’ll get while you can. 
 
    “I love it when they get cocky,” Bullock said. “It only takes one round, and it’s all over.” He emptied a new magazine, forcing Gus to duck once more. 
 
    The old man seemed to come to the same conclusion. “Enough,” his voice said over the intercom. “What do you want?” 
 
    “You know what I want,” Bullock responded. “You better pray you still have it.” 
 
    “That stuff is not what you think. It’s a cooking spice, not the star drive material. I can prove it to you if you come aboard by yourself. Or if you’ll stay where you are, I’ll throw one to you.” 
 
    The old man had to be an idiot to come up with such a ridiculous story. Was he willing to die to keep the stuff for himself? Bullock would see to it. But it would not be a quick death. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus was running out of ideas. He heard a “psst,” behind him. Esther pushed Bullock’s medical container onto the deck from the door to the officers’ quarters. Gus grabbed the handle and hoisted it onto his shoulder. 
 
    “I’ve got your stuff here!” he shouted at Bullock. 
 
    A voice behind Gus came from the companionway to the gun deck. Jackson stood on the steps out of view from the pirates. “All guns ready, Captain, port and starboard,” he said. 
 
    “Alyssa,” Gus said. “Be ready to fire on my command. I’m going to bring them in a little closer first.” 
 
    “Understood. Waiting for your order.” 
 
    Gus stepped toward the railing once again with the medical box. “Here it is!” he shouted at the pirate. “You can have it all if you swear to leave us alone.” 
 
    Bullock laughed in the hatchway. He made a low remark to the man next to him, who snarked nasally. 
 
    Gus mumbled to himself, “I’m not going to guess what that comment was.” He flipped open the catches on the box and upended the contents over the railing. “Waste of a lot of good meals,” he said. 
 
    A stream of light-brown spice bars floated away from the hull, tumbling in all directions. They swirled up and around; a few drifted up onto the deck, but most floated gently outward like fall-colored leaves in a cold breeze. 
 
    Gus tossed the empty container over the side then snatched up one of the muskets. He raised it to his shoulder, sighted quickly along its ancient barrel, and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The flash from the priming pan filled his eyes with sparks and smoke, and the rifle kicked like a mule. Without hesitating, Gus raised the second musket and fired. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “You bastard,” Bullock screamed when Gus dumped the container. The man was insane! Who throws away ten fortunes just like that? Then he saw Gus aiming a rifle and instinctively stepped aside. One of the men behind him grunted. It was Julio. He fell back bleeding from an ugly chest wound. Another shot splattered against the hatch rail and sent bullet fragments into the interior. Several of his guys started cursing. 
 
    Bullock said, “Pilot, tell the other ships to move forward and gather up those ingots. We’ll provide cover fire to keep that bastard’s head down.” 
 
    His frustration was uncannily familiar. It was the same as what he’d felt while watching Carey’s encounter with the old man. Nothing had gone right. 
 
    Bullock fired off a stream of bullets at Gus, but the man had already stepped back out of sight. “Tell everyone to get moving!” he shouted. “If we lose that stuff we lose everything! I’ll pay a thousand dollars for each bar!” 
 
    Rudy pulled Bullock away from the hatchway, saying, “Watch it, boss. You lean out any further, you’re going to kill yourself.” 
 
    “All right,” Bullock said, forcing himself to calm down. He shrugged off Rudy’s grip and stepped back into the bay. “Take over. Keep his head down. But don’t kill him. I’ll do that myself.” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” Rudy said, as he began to calmly plink away at the Alyssa. 
 
    Bullock added, “But stay out of the line of those cannons.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus congratulated himself. Two shots, two hits; and at almost a thousand feet, no less! An old smoothbore musket wouldn’t even shoot a hundred yards on a planet, but empty space was a different story. 
 
    “Jackson!” he shouted into the stairway. 
 
    “Sir,” Jackson responded. 
 
    “Hold on the gun ports and standby the starboard cannons to fire on my command.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Hawkins!” Jackson relayed the instruction, followed by the faint echo of Hawkins passing the order to the gun crews. 
 
    The enemy yachts moved toward Alyssa, maneuvering back and forth while the bandits leaned out to scoop up spice bars like monkeys grabbing through bars for peanuts. Bullock’s yacht stayed well back. As the rest closed to within fifty yards, Gus decided it was probably the best range he’d get. 
 
    “Alyssa, can you adjust our line of fire?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain, if you give me the helm.” 
 
    “You have control. Take out those yachts close to us. Fire when ready.” 
 
    “Coming about.” 
 
    Gus slid down the steps to the gun deck. The stern drifted gently to port, and the deck rolled slightly so that the closest yacht was directly abeam their mainmast. 
 
    Alyssa’s voice filled the air. “Open all starboard gun ports!” 
 
    Jackson shouted at his men. “Do it, lads! Gun ports open now!” 
 
    Eight pairs of hands yanked on the ropes, and the starboard ports swung up in unison. 
 
    Through the open ports, the bandits were a rough-looking lot; dirty faces and unwashed shirts from being crowded for too long on small yachts not meant for extended voyages. One or two even sported droopy mustaches, adding to their piratical caricature. 
 
    “Make ready to fire!” Alyssa thundered. 
 
    Every man on the gun deck pulled on the breeches until the carriages slammed tightly against the bulwark. 
 
    “Ready!” Jackson confirmed. 
 
    The pirates ignored the galleon while they scooped up the floating contraband. Their machine guns were slung over stooped shoulders, and others lay on the floor inside the hatches, put aside for later use. 
 
    Able Seaman Lucas propped himself between two of the massive iron bombards, checking and rechecking his feet, making sure he wouldn’t be crushed when the giant guns recoiled. 
 
    Across from him, Martinez flashed a nervous grin, his face etched with both fear and anticipation. The ship rolled slightly to starboard. The gun line was now aimed directly at the pirate yachts. 
 
    Alyssa’s voice boomed across the deck. “FIRE!” 
 
    The four enormous cannons discharged simultaneously, sending steel, flame, and death toward the pirates. The recoil knocked Lucas off his feet as twenty tons of iron slammed against the breeches with locomotive force. Smoke filled the gun deck. Goddard screamed at Lucas to move so he could ram the swab down the barrel and douse the remaining sparks. 
 
    Fifty yards away the cannonballs ripped through the business yachts’ flimsy metal hulls, shattering everything in their path and flinging shards of hot metal throughout the interiors. 
 
    The low-end commercial yachts were never intended for combat. They were not designed with hardened interiors or reinforced bulkheads. Neither did they feature multiple redundant control systems. Shrapnel penetrated every compartment, including their ad hoc ammunition storage lockers. Secondaries were instantaneous, and the vessels exploded, sending men and material spiraling into space. 
 
    “Reload!” Alyssa shouted. 
 
    The men in one yacht half-heartedly tried to pull some of their fellows into their cargo bay. A noble but useless endeavor; those comrades were already dead. 
 
    Gus calculated Bullock’s losses. Three boats and their crews gone, six remaining; easily another fifty men out there to deal with. But the odds were a little better; they were down to about twice his own force. But the pirates were still armed with automatic weapons. Time to keep them off balance while he had the chance. 
 
    “Jackson!” he shouted. 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    “Man the forward guns. Let’s see if we can repeat.” 
 
    Gus examined the remaining boats. The yachts began pulling away from their burning wingmen, but in an attempt to move clear of the cannons, one of the pilots managed to poke his prow into the cargo bay of another. The pair were temporarily jammed together. 
 
    “Alyssa! Target those two boats!” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    Alyssa maneuvered to line up the three smaller guns on the conjoined yachts. “Make ready the culverins!” she said. 
 
    The forward guns were already filled with chain shot. Gus hoped three barrels of the oversized buckshot would do some damage. 
 
    After the men responded to Alyssa’s preparatory commands, she called out, “Fire!” 
 
    The two disabled yachts did not explode in the same spectacular fashion, but flame and atmosphere vented from their hulls, which meant they were out of commission. Gus clinched his fist in victory. Five down. 
 
    If the first volley stunned the pirates into a catatonic shock, the second brought them back to life. Automatic weapons let loose from all four of the remaining cargo hatches. 
 
    “Close the starboard gun ports!” Gus shouted, as machine gun fire raked back and forth along the hull. Sparks danced like little embers off every bullet impact, and he worried about the gunpowder. 
 
    He got a glimpse of the remaining yachts strung out in single file, racing around to the port side. Could they actually be so stupid? Were the idiots actually going to give him a chance to fire another broadside? 
 
    Gus shouted at Hawkins as he charged up the stairs back to the waist. “Man the port guns!” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    On the main deck, Gus watched one of the yachts round the bow and disappear under the bowsprit, muzzle flashes sparking in and out through the rigging. He crouched and crept over to the port gunwale. They were coming around Alyssa’s figurehead one after the other in close trail. 
 
    He leaned forward, chancing a better look at the remaining opponents, but a volley of lead kicked up small sparks near his cheek. 
 
    “Alyssa! Tell Jackson to fire portside guns as they go by!” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    The command echoed from below, and Gus hurried back down the steps. He needed more muskets. After this volley, the cannons would be of little use. Reloading would take too long if the pirates decided to board. 
 
    The gun deck was a battle scene from ancient wars. Goddard lay on the deck, blood pouring from a bullet wound in his chest. The doc knelt over him with her medical bag, trying to stuff a piece of gauze into the hole. Hawkins directed the fire as Jackson peered out of the aft-most gun port, estimating speed and distances of the attacking craft. Bullets ricocheted into the open gun ports every few seconds. Gus flinched as a slug whined off the nearby bulkhead. 
 
    Two of the big guns fired in sequence, filling the deck with even more smoke. Martinez picked up the wet swab lying next to Goddard and rammed it down one of the barrels. Mercer and Gillespie levered a freshly loaded cannon back to the port wall, ready to fire when given the command. 
 
    A scream of pain filtered through the haze. Kovis rocked back from the forward gun port, blood streaming from a head wound. 
 
    Jackson pointed to the middle cannon and shouted, “Fire!” 
 
    Seigler yanked on the lanyard, setting off yet another detonation, and then danced out of the way as the adjacent weapon discharged on Jackson’s next command of “Fire!” 
 
    Hawkins noticed Gus for the first time. “Sir?” 
 
    Gus hollered over his shoulder, “Carry on, Mister Hawkins!” He sped back up the stairs, two freshly loaded muskets in his arms. 
 
    A hoarse, “Aye aye, sir,” rattled in his wake. 
 
    The men were giving a good account of themselves, but it was a losing battle at this rate. The gun deck would become a bullet trap if the pirates figured it out and concentrated their fire on the gun ports. He glanced over both rails, counting the circling yachts. There were still three of them left. Hawkins had connected with the fourth, and it was floating away in pieces. 
 
    The enemy completed a full circuit around the Alyssa, then congregated in front of the bow away from the cannon fire. They had figured out that danger. Gus had a premonition of what was coming. They would try to board. 
 
    Gus shouted down the stairs, “Mr. Jackson! All hands on deck with muskets. Fix bayonets and prepare to repel boarders.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Footsteps thundered up the stairs, and a dozen men rushed out, instinctively bending low, seeking shelter along the gunwale. The yachts were moving in close, preparing for their assault. Jackson appeared and crouched next to Gus. 
 
    “Here.” Jackson handed Gus a twenty-four-inch dagger, the hilt accentuated by a double ring of iron. 
 
    Gus took the bayonet and fitted it snugly over the end of his musket. He set the ancient rifle aside and picked up another to use for his first shot. Both men ducked as a hail of lead crashed into the gunwale along the port side. 
 
    Gus muttered, “Here they come.” He moved toward the port gunwale to take aim at the approaching yachts. He pointed at two men crouched by the forecastle. “Seigler, Gillespie, get back over to the starboard side. Watch they don’t send a boat around to our backside.” 
 
    The two men nodded their understanding and positioned themselves to watch both sides and provide supporting fire where needed. 
 
    Gus wanted to give a lot more advice to the men; explain what they needed to do to fight off the pirates. He wanted to tell Kyoko and Hannah to stay clear. He wanted… 
 
    And then the pirates were there. 
 
    Three yachts came smoking up along the port beam with at least fifteen machine guns raking Alyssa with fire. The sailors crouched behind the gunwale, mast, and stairs, hunkering down away from the firestorm of bullets that splattered against the ship. Two heavy thumps echoed through the hull as yachts banged against the side. 
 
    The pirates cursed at each other as their pilots tried to raft up evenly to the galleon. Alyssa rocked the boat side to side, making the task more difficult. 
 
    Six of Gus’s sailors sprang from cover and pointed their muskets over the rail. The popping retorts from the antique rifles sounded comically ineffective compared to the automatic weapons that replied. Wilson took too long trying to line up a shot and jerked back, screaming in pain from the bullets that stitched across his shoulder. His musket fired wild, and he dropped it over the side. He fell to the deck, and two shipmates scrambled from their hiding places to pull him to safety. 
 
    The first group of raiders came over the rail, pumping fire, to be met by the sailors returning a volley en masse. The first row of pirates fell to the deck shot full of holes, but the second echelon was right behind them. 
 
    Without conscious thought, Gus leveled the two-foot bayonet at the tip of his musket and rushed forward, shouting at the top of his lungs. Around him, the rest of the sailors sprang to his side, and collectively they skewered the second group of pirates before they could get off a shot. 
 
    Gus thrust his bayonet into the ribs of a pirate, pushing the man back against the gunwale. The bandit grasped futilely at the long blade, a look of utter surprise on his face. Gus tried to pull the bayonet out but it was stuck, so he pulled the trigger. The discharge was enough to kick the musket free and force the pirate backward over the rail. 
 
    The fight closed hand-to-hand, with fists, elbows, and teeth. Someone from behind knocked Gus to the deck. He looked up to see one of the pirates lining up a gun for a point-blank shot. 
 
    Kyoko came flying out of nowhere with her katana sword, and a slicing blow sent the man to the deck screaming in pain. She spun out of Gus’s sight, swinging her blade left and right. 
 
    One of the pirates tripped and landed beside Gus, his expression ugly with rage and fear. He tried to level a pistol at Gus’s face, but Gus grabbed the barrel, forcing it away. The two men fought flat on the deck, growls coming from their throats. 
 
    Another body fell on top of them. It was Martinez, his nose broken and spurting blood. He landed on the pirate’s wrist, sending the pistol skittering out of reach, then he was up again, leaving Gus and his opponent struggling to their feet, still grappling, each man trying to find an advantage. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Bullock ordered his pilot to back away once his men had boarded the galleon. It was not his intent to engage in hand-to-hand combat, and besides, that first volley of muskets had sent one ball dangerously close to his face. It hit the wall behind him and ricocheted down the corridor. 
 
    All noise stopped when his yacht backed away from the galleon’s atmosphere. Outside the hatchway, the scene was eerily quiet. It was like a silent movie of fifty men fighting each other, packed together on the tiny deck, too close even to use a pistol without hitting a partner. 
 
    Expressions of pain punctuated the scene as one side or the other connected with a fist or blade. Now that the battle was hand-to-hand, his men were bound to win. Most of them had cut their teeth in knife fights from an early age. 
 
    Two men tumbled overboard, dead or dying; both his. Another fell screaming, also his. That damned female samurai was wielding a huge sword like Ali Baba, swinging it viciously and connecting over and over. Bullock’s momentary confidence started to fade. Fewer people were fighting on the deck now, but he couldn’t tell which side was winning. It was like watching a ballet. The men embraced in a deadly struggle and whipped around too fast to keep track of who had the upper hand. 
 
    He wanted to fire into the crowd, but all he could see were men’s backs. There was no way to tell who was who, let alone what side was winning. He needed a place of advantage. 
 
    His gaze trailed to the stern. If he could get on the poop deck, it would be perfect. From there it was a clear view down to the waist. With his handgun, it’d be easy to pick off the American sailors. Where had they all come from, anyway? The question appeared in his mind and then vanished. There were more immediate considerations. 
 
    “Swing around to the back,” Bullock told his pilot. “And keep us out of sight.” 
 
    Bullock fed a fresh magazine into his assault rifle and another into his pistol. He shoved the handgun into his belt and slung the rifle over his shoulder. The yacht pulled up against the stern, and he jumped across, grabbing the rail. He got a leg over the side and pulled himself onto the deck. There were no options now; he had to take control quickly. 
 
    He crept toward the front railing of the poop deck. Below on the waist, the melee was in full swing. As far as he could tell it was still an even fight. That was about to change. He spotted the old man that had caused all the trouble and unslung his assault rifle. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Hannah stood on the quarterdeck, using her musket like a club in a game of Whac-A-Mole. Every time one of the pirates came within reach, she brained him. 
 
    One of the yachts moved toward the empty quarterdeck with two guys in the hatchway. Peavey threw her a loaded musket with a bayonet on the end. She emptied her weapon into the chest of the first pirate as he jumped from the yacht’s cargo bay. 
 
    The second guy caught the tip of her bayonet, but his momentum carried them both to the deck. The man screamed in agony, pawing at the blade and spraying blood all over Hannah’s face. 
 
    She shrieked in sudden terror and scrambled away on all fours, any thought of fighting gone from her mind. 
 
    Her hands touched the steps leading to the poop deck, and she bounded up, colliding with Bullock at the top. More from panic than conscious thought, Hannah got a grip on the barrel of his assault rifle. It went off, sending an indiscriminate burst of fire down onto the main deck. Bullock lost his grip, and the weapon clattered down the steps. 
 
    He pulled the pistol from his waistband and clobbered her with the butt. Before she could escape, he wrapped an arm around her neck and dragged her toward the front railing. He raised his gun and fired two shots into the air. 
 
    The big magnum thundered above the struggle, cracking through the battle like a hammer. Instantly, he had everyone’s attention. He jammed the pistol barrel hard up under her jaw, right below her ear. Hannah squirmed weakly, but all her strength was gone. 
 
    “Where’s the old man?” Bullock screamed, scanning the bloody deck below. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Here,” Gus said, stepping away from the pirate he had just been strangling. “Here I am. Let her go.” 
 
    He banged the barrel against Hannah’s skull in reply. “I’m the one giving orders now,” he said. “You have…” His voice trailed off when he spotted Kyoko standing by the shrouds of the mainmast. She still held that big curved sword, dripping with blood. 
 
    “You!” he shouted. “You’re the one who…” He sputtered in anger and pointed the magnum at her. By the time he pulled the trigger, she had already moved, scrambling up the ratlines. Bullock fired again, but Kyoko jumped from the shrouds like she was trying to leap overboard into space. 
 
    Hannah screamed in terror as Kyoko flew through the air, but the sword swept through the mizzenmast’s forestay where it connected to the mainmast just below the yard. The blade cut it cleanly in half, and Kyoko grabbed the end with her free hand. She sailed out over the ship’s rail beyond the strakes. Bullock fired once more, and a red bloom erupted from Kyoko’s torso before she disappeared out of sight. Her cry of pain cut off abruptly as she passed beyond the ship’s atmospheric bubble. 
 
    A movement from Gus caught Bullock’s attention. He swung his gun back toward Gus but Hannah struggled enough to jostle his aim, and the round hit the man next to Gus, who fell to the deck. 
 
    “I said stop!” Bullock shouted, tightening his stranglehold on Hannah. “I told you, this is—” 
 
    Kyoko came swinging up over the stern of the ship in a high arc like a tetherball, still gripping the katana sword. “Hannah!” she screamed. “Duck!” 
 
    Bullock jerked around in surprise and Hannah pulled free and dropped flat. He brought his gun up to aim at Kyoko and pulled the trigger just as she let go of the rope. She landed on the poop deck, swinging the sword in a powerful slashing blow against Bullock’s bare neck. 
 
    His head bounced off the side rail and spun off into space. The body collapsed on top of Hannah, gushing blood everywhere. She gave out one long, bloodcurdling scream of terror and passed out. 
 
    Everyone on the deck, both the pirates and the military crew, stood frozen in stunned silence. 
 
    Kyoko landed in a crouch and slowly rose to her to her feet, her face in agony. Blood welled from a gash in her side. “Damn it!” she cried out, putting her hand against the wound. “Why does it have to be the same spot?” She straightened quickly and moved toward the steps to the main deck, casually swinging the blade in a figure-eight. At the top of the steps, she assumed the stance of a home-run hitter in a batter’s box. “Next!” she cried. 
 
    Her threat acted as a catalyst. 
 
    “I’m outta here!” one of the pirates shouted. He ran for the port rail and jumped into an open cargo bay. That started a rout. To a man, every one of the assailants able to walk left the deck and the yachts pulled away. The wounded colleagues who were left behind hurled curses at their backs but dropped their weapons in surrender. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus rose unsteadily to his feet. He didn’t have a scratch on him. “Take care of the wounded,” he told Jackson, and trudged toward the stairs to the poop deck. “I’ll check on the girls.” 
 
    Military training kicked in, and each crewman tended the nearest injury that was worse than his own. Other than Gus, no one had come through the battle without some type of mark—painful cuts and bruises and too many bullet wounds. 
 
    Doc Finch began a triage, directing the sailors to stop the bleeding on this guy or move that guy to the infirmary. Chief Rodgers took over as her assistant and ordered those who were ambulatory to help. 
 
    Alyssa confirmed she had made contact with the navy through Lifeboat Nineteen’s comm system. Help was on the way. 
 
    Jackson led a detail in damage repair, and Hawkins took over straightening out the gun deck. He and Peavey personally reloaded the cannons and the muskets. 
 
    Chief Rodgers followed Gus’s early example of dealing with criminals and ordered the bodies of dead pirates to be unceremoniously dumped overboard like so much flotsam. Gus felt a twinge about that, but by the time he learned of it, it was too late. At least Rogers didn’t do the same with the wounded. Esther zip-tied them to the rail at the back of the poop deck. 
 
    Goddard, Kovis, and Wilson were the most critically injured, all with severe bullet wounds. Doc Finch tended to them in her infirmary, wishing out loud that she had the equipment of a real ER. 
 
    Within twenty minutes, two navy starfighters showed up and established a protective patrol around Alyssa. Shortly thereafter, a military cruiser arrived, the USS Decatur, very similar to the New Orleans. Medical and security teams boarded, and the wounded were transferred to the Decatur’s more advanced hospital facilities. The injured pirates were also moved, albeit heavily weighed down with thick manacles. 
 
    A senior navy officer, Commander Tillman, put in an appearance. He knew who Grandpa Gus was and was extraordinarily abject in his manner. 
 
    “Mr. Cartwright,” he said, “I apologize deeply that you and your crew were ambushed this way in our own solar system. If there is anything we can do to help…” 
 
    Gus sat on a pile of rope coiled on the main deck. He was too tired to make it up to his cabin. “Thank you, Commander. I think your guys are doing all that’s necessary. If you can hang around for a bit longer, that would be great. Do you have a psychiatrist aboard?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, we do.” The commander seemed uncertain. “Are you feeling a little…” 
 
    “Not for me,” Gus said. “Miss Hannah Schubert is a survivor of Hanover stadium. She has a few issues with blood, and as you can see, there is a lot of it on the deck.” 
 
    Understanding dawned in the officer’s expression. “Ah. Got it. Doctor Cindy Graves will be right over.” 
 
    “Thanks. Please ask her to contact Lieutenant Sanders. Esther can show the doc to Hannah’s room.” 
 
    Kyoko arrived and nudged the navy commander aside. Her exposed skin was covered with tiny red dots as though she had a severe case of the measles. New stitches had been put in her side, but she had thus far refused to transfer to the navy vessel. “That’s enough, officer,” she said, and knelt next to Gus. “Grandfather. Let’s get you to your cabin.” 
 
    “What’s with your bumps?” he asked. “Was that…?” 
 
    Kyoko nodded. “Vacuum exposure. I figured a few seconds wouldn’t be fatal. One of the doctors said the splotches will go away in a few days but they want to put me in a decompression chamber for twenty-four hours. I said okay, but first, you should call Grandmother.” 
 
    Gus nodded. “Good idea.” He didn’t feel like he had done enough for the recovery but was past exhausted. “By the way, who is the patron saint of the military? Was it Atticus or Sun Tsu?” 
 
    Kyoko gave him an incredulous look and shook her head. “Grandfather, there are over a dozen, but neither of those names is on the list. If you want to pray for help, you need to go to church.” 
 
    Gus sighed. He was still grateful, no matter who had lent a hand to his pitiful crew. He changed the subject. “You got any of that island cocoa left? I could do with one of your coffees.” 
 
    “It so happens I do,” Kyoko said, and helped Gus to his feet. “I’ll make some while you call home. Then I’ll be gone for a day, so don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    “That’s one thing I can promise. I need you at the helm.” 
 
   


 
  

 18 – The Challenge 
 
    “Those who live by the sea can hardly form a single thought of which the sea would not be part.” 
 
    (Hermann Broch, “The Spell”) 
 
    Carol Cartwright was surprised by Russell Kline’s news. They were sitting in a coffee shop near Studio 37. Four days had elapsed since she got Gus’s call after the attack that he was okay. 
 
    “The network suspended you?” Carol said. “But it’s your name on the backdrop.” 
 
    “They sure did,” Russell said with a woeful expression. “Without pay.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The brass took a dim view of a beheading on breakfast TV.” 
 
    Carol nodded. “I can see their point, but you couldn’t help that.” 
 
    “They don’t see it that way.” 
 
    “It was pretty gruesome,” Carol admitted. “But Kyoko acted in self-defense. Who knew she was such a swordswoman?” 
 
    Russell shrugged philosophically. “According to the brass, everyone who goes to the movies. Anyway, it could be worse. Kent Blankenship, he’s the newsroom director, got fired outright. The bosses said he should have killed the feed as soon as it turned violent.” 
 
    “Well, that’s certainly true. I almost had a heart attack. Gus called me after everything was over, but I was a nervous wreck until then. I’ll be glad when they get back.” 
 
    “Everyone up there okay?” Russell asked with a nod toward the heavens. 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it that way,” Carol replied. “But they are certainly in recovery mode. The navy is providing them with an escort until they reach the station.” 
 
    “I’d say they were a little late on that. You going up to Armstrong Station for their arrival?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. It’s scheduled for noon the day after tomorrow, and I will certainly be there.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus eyed the station’s space tugs as they approached Alyssa. “Those seem a bit unnecessary,” he said to Lieutenant Jackson. The two stood on the quarterdeck. 
 
    “I would agree,” Lieutenant Jackson replied. “Those are normally for cruiser-sized vessels. We’re barely over a hundred feet. Perhaps they’re just sightseeing.” 
 
    “Could be,” Gus acknowledged. “Either that or trying to pad the bill. Maybe we should show off a little. Alyssa, ask Mr. Hawkins to open all gun ports.” 
 
    Seconds later the seven starboard side covers rotated upward, banging against the hull in a series of satisfactory reverberations. Almost immediately the tugs began to back away. Esther mumbled something about not being provocative but otherwise kept silent. 
 
    Moments later, an official-looking shuttle departed one of the many launch bays of Armstrong Station. The word Pilot was emblazoned on its side. 
 
    Alyssa said, “Captain Gus, the station pilot requests permission to come aboard.” 
 
    “By all means,” Gus said. “Let him pull alongside.” 
 
    Gus stepped down to the waist to greet the man as he came over the gunwale. He had the same awed expression of everyone else who boarded the galleon in space. It took a few minutes to get used to standing in the open without the comfort of bulkheads, decks, and overheads. He maneuvered around the gray equipment boxes stacked on the deck, already full of military supplies ready to be returned to a quartermaster somewhere in the station’s behemoth bureaucracy. 
 
    “Captain Gus?” he inquired. 
 
    “That’s me. Welcome aboard. This is Lieutenant Jackson and Lieutenant Sanders.” 
 
    “I’m Douglas Pointer,” the man introduced himself, and shook hands all around. “Welcome to Armstrong Station. My compliments to you and your crew. Your legal team has arranged for a commercial liner berth for your arrival. Will that be acceptable?” 
 
    “That would be fine, Mr. Pointer,” Gus said. “We won’t be here that long. We’re turning the vessel over to the Smithsonian. Mrs. Cartwright tells me their people are already here to take possession.” 
 
    “Indeed. They are coordinating with Armstrong Control at this time.” Pointer pulled a sheaf of papers from his valise. “First, I need your signature on these documents.” 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    “Just confirmation of insurance and an invoice for support services. It also includes an interior map of Armstrong Station.” 
 
    Esther rolled her eyes at the inanity. 
 
    Gus scanned the documents quickly. He drew a line through the item marked Ship Assist and Towing and adjusted the total. “I never thought of insurance,” he admitted. “Should I sign it?” 
 
    Pointer cleared his throat. “Ahem. I believe Mrs. Cartwright has that taken care of.” 
 
    “Good enough,” Gus said, and signed the papers. 
 
    “Thank you,” Pointer said. “For now, I am required to take control of this vessel for docking.” 
 
    “What do you think, Jackson?” he said. “Should we quiz him about appropriate sail management?” From habit, Gus looked up to examine the sails and rigging. To his practiced eye, there were a lot of recent patches. Even so, for their grand arrival, Gus had decided to come in with full canvas on display. With the star sail stowed, even full canvas offered only a fraction of the star drive’s power, but they made the ship look impressive. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean,” Pointer replied, following Gus’s gaze. 
 
    “Whatever you say, Captain,” Jackson said in a diplomatic tone. 
 
    Gus shrugged. “I guess we should be polite and observe all the formalities.” 
 
    “Probably best,” Esther said. “May I escort Mr. Pointer to the helm?” 
 
    “By all means,” Gus said. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Kyoko waited at the wheel on the quarterdeck. She had dressed up a bit for the arrival, although not as much as her previous superstar self. Back in her acting days, frequent trips through passenger terminals were staged events with her wardrobe carefully managed to comply with endorsement contracts. 
 
    Today, she and Hannah wore khaki slacks, tennis shoes, and white shirts. At least they were new. Hannah had more or less recovered from the last attack. Afterward, she dumped all her clothes, swearing that everything had blood on it. Kyoko didn’t argue. Instead, she took Hannah aboard the Decatur. They splurged in the ship’s Exchange to make up for their lost clothing. 
 
    Esther introduced the civilian. “This is Mr. Pointer, our docking pilot.” 
 
    Kyoko shook hands with the man. “Welcome aboard.” 
 
    Pointer looked around, perplexed. “This is the bridge?” 
 
    Kyoko shrugged and gestured at the masts and the ship’s wheel. “As you see, we don’t have a bridge. This is not a standard starship, but she is quite responsive. I can answer any questions.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Pointer said. “Where are your navigation controls and the engine room?” 
 
    “This is a sailboat, sir,” Kyoko said patiently. “There isn’t an engine room.” 
 
    “How do you expect me to dock this ship?” Pointer wanted to know. 
 
    Kyoko glanced out at the famous Armstrong Station. The two-thousand-foot-diameter administration sphere was encircled by a separate habitat rim. From the rim, six distinctive, thousand-foot-long tubes jutted out like wagon wheel spokes. They terminated in individual hexagons, eight hundred feet on a side. 
 
    The straight edges of the hexagons were the docking stations. They had claw-like boarding tubes that were flexible enough to connect to any sized spacecraft. A navy destroyer, larger than the New Orleans, was docked alongside one of the hexagons. It took up one entire side and had five boarding tubes attached. 
 
    “Where are we supposed to dock?” Kyoko asked. 
 
    “Hexagon three,” Pointer said. “Side four, outer left.” 
 
    “Alyssa,” Kyoko said. “Do you know where that is?” 
 
    “Of course,” Alyssa replied. “Do you wish to dock there?” 
 
    Pointer spoke quickly, cutting Kyoko off. “AI systems are not allowed to dock. All operations must have human oversight.” 
 
    “I understand,” Kyoko said, stepping away from the wheel. “Here you go. As I said, Alyssa will respond to your steering. Yes, Alyssa. Please assist Mr. Pointer.” 
 
    The galleon moved toward the station and Pointer grabbed the wheel. Alyssa more or less responded to his input, while he kept up a continuous stream of objections and complaints as the ship slid toward the desired berth. 
 
    On the main deck, Hannah bumped Gus’s shoulder and whispered, “You’re just being mean. Does he even realize that Alyssa is ignoring him?” 
 
    “Who cares?” Gus replied. “I want to get docked. Carol is waiting.” 
 
    In short order, the galleon slid up against the designated berth. “Thank you,” Kyoko said, nudging Pointer away from the wheel when the ship came to a stop. “I have control now. Alyssa, can you communicate with the dock personnel to have a boarding tube extended?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Alyssa replied. “In progress at this time.” 
 
    “Good job, Mr. Pointer,” Kyoko said sweetly. “Thank you for coming aboard. I believe this concludes your contract.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “They probably don’t see that every day,” Gus said. He was referring to the ropes his navy crewmen had used to lash the end of the station’s boarding tube to Alyssa’s ship rail to get the entry hatch inside her atmosphere. They had been tied up for half an hour. 
 
    “I expect not,” Jackson agreed. “I would say this is a first for them.” 
 
    Pointer stood inside the framework of the boarding tube, trying to convince station personnel on the other side of the access hatch that it was safe to open. He shouted it was obvious there was atmosphere because he was on the outside shouting at them. The people inside objected because their systems did not indicate a positive airlock seal. 
 
    Pointer’s professional decorum degenerated into a string of expletives that rose steadily in volume. 
 
    “Can you fix this, Alyssa?” Gus asked. 
 
    “Affirmative. It would require a minor hack of the boarding tube’s control panel.” 
 
    “Then do it. I want to see Carol.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    The airlock doors suddenly irised open. 
 
    “Finally!” Pointer shouted, stomping into the boarding tube and berating his colleagues. 
 
    Gus picked up his old backpack, which lay on the deck against the mainmast. “Let’s get everyone moving,” he said. “Before the station crew blows a gasket.” 
 
    “That’s all you’re taking ashore?” Esther asked. 
 
    “It’s all I brought aboard and then some.” 
 
    Hannah and Kyoko had similar backpacks they’d purchased on the Decatur. 
 
    Esther said, “You three look like you’re coming back from a safari or something.” 
 
    “I feel like it. Alyssa, thanks for everything. I hate to leave you now, but I promise you’ll be well taken care of.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain Grandfather. I have enjoyed our relationship. My compliments to you and your crew.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    When Hannah exited the boarding tube, she scanned the crowd waiting behind the rope barricades. “Daddy!” she shouted. 
 
    A middle-aged couple stood against the barrier, waving at her. Hannah ran toward them. Her father caught her, sweeping her off her feet. After several minutes of hugs and kisses, she was able to breathe again. Her parents looked the same, maybe a little older. Her little sister Vicki was hardly recognizable. She was as tall as Kyoko! 
 
    “Let me introduce you to Grandpa Gus,” Hannah said, searching the throng. The navy crew was trying to get by. Most of them had girlfriends waiting, so the traffic was getting thick. “There he is.” 
 
    Gus was with an older woman whose hair was as gray as his. They were clasped in an embrace, barely moving. “Oh,” Hannah said quietly. “Let’s wait a few minutes. Where’s Kyoko?” 
 
    “Here I am,” Kyoko said. A tall oriental man about her age had latched onto her, and both of them were grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    Hannah squealed. “He waited!” 
 
    “He did! This is Hikaru. Hikaru, this is Hannah. Hikaru is a professional Go player. Seventh dan.” 
 
    “Eighth,” Hikaru corrected gently. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Gus was happy. Everything was right with the universe. Now that Carol was back at his side, little else mattered. The trials and tribulations of the past twenty-seven months faded in his mind. He gave her another squeeze and held her tight for a long moment. She looked up at him through familiar lashes, and he smiled at how beautiful she was after all these years. Nothing in the world could upset him now. 
 
    She smiled back and said, “By the way, I agreed that we would take part in a reception line for the VIPs and the media.” 
 
    “You what!” Almost nothing could upset him. 
 
    “Don’t be cross; it won’t take long. So many people want to see you. I know…you hate those things.” 
 
    “If you know I hate them, why did you agree? I just want to be with you for a while.” 
 
    “I understand; me too.” She gave him another smile. “Come on, now. I love you.” 
 
    Suddenly Hannah was at his side, pulling on his arm. “Grandpa, is this Grandmother? Hello. I’m so happy to meet you. Please forgive me for being so much trouble.” Hannah’s expression was one of complete joy. “Grandpa talked about you the whole time. This is Kyoko.” 
 
    Kyoko, on his other side, bowed repeatedly to Carol. “Grandmother. I am so honored to meet you at last. I have so many things I want to say. Grandfather took such good care of us, you can’t even imagine.” Kyoko noticed a young woman about her own age standing protectively near Carol. “You must be Granddaughter Grace! Hello! Why does Grandfather call you the Squid?” 
 
    Carol’s eyes brimmed with amusement, and she gave both Hannah and Kyoko big hugs. Everyone talked at once, and then Hannah produced her parents for another round of introductions. Kyoko presented a young man Gus had never seen and said she wanted Gus’s blessing for their engagement. 
 
    Jackson and Esther appeared with more heartfelt comments. Then members of the crew started gathering around. Every time Gus felt his smile slip, Carol squeezed his hand. It was almost a relief when an official made his way through the crowd and told Carol the ballroom was ready. 
 
    “This is Mr. Lallaby,” Carol explained. “He’s been very helpful in arranging your arrival. I promised him only one quick press conference at the reception.” 
 
    Gus gave in. “That’s fine,” he said. “Just so long it doesn’t go on for hours.” 
 
    “Your navy crew is invited,” Carol said. “Wives too,” she added with a wink at Esther. 
 
    Lallaby ushered them through a VIP corridor into a luxuriously appointed ballroom. There were more introductions. Eventually, they wound up at the far end, where there was a stage with a podium covered by microphones and coaxial cables. 
 
    Lallaby got up first, introducing Gus and Carol as though they were his best friends, and made it sound like Armstrong Station had played a significant role in their safe recovery. He gestured at Gus to come forward and then stepped away from the podium. 
 
    Gus’s mind went blank. He nodded toward Hannah, but she shook her head. He glanced at Kyoko, and she responded with a nod and a big smile, so he stepped back a couple of paces. 
 
    Kyoko walked up to the lectern and giggled like a school girl. She held up her left hand, fingers spread apart, showing off a glistening ring. “He proposed!” she said, pointing at Hikaru. “I said yes!” Amidst the surprised gasps and laughter, Kyoko ran over to Hikaru and latched onto his arm. 
 
    Gus nodded at Jackson, who moved up to the microphone, smiling broadly. 
 
    Fortunately, Jackson was prepared. He provided the reporters with a carefully edited version of the navy’s encounter in space with the Alyssa. He mentioned the galleon had wandered into a Naval exercise area but glossed over the fact that the ship had exchanged fire with the navy. Of course, that story had already come out, thanks to sailors sending messages back home. 
 
    “What about the pirates?” a reporter shouted. 
 
    Jackson moved aside for Esther. Fleet Headquarters had developed the official answer to that inevitable question. 
 
    “Good afternoon. I’m Lieutenant Esther Sanders of Fleet Intelligence. This is what we can tell you so far.” She went through each of the talking points, concluding, “Fleet will provide more information as the investigation proceeds, but I have no further comments at present. I believe it is time for the man that all of you know so well to say a few words. Mr. Cartwright, don’t shake your head. It’s your turn.” Esther pulled him forward and left Gus at the podium to answer the reporters’ shouted questions. 
 
    “Mr. Cartwright, how do you feel now that you’re rescued?” 
 
    “How do you feel knowing that your wife bankrupted the cruise line that stranded you?” 
 
    “Is it true you found gold bullion on the galleon?” 
 
    Gus looked at the sea of screaming faces. Once upon a time, he gave speeches on a regular basis. But that was then. He could not think of a single thing to say. The questions tapered off and a hush fell across the room, heightening the suspense. What would be Grandpa Gus’s first words now that he was back home? 
 
    “How does it feel to be a hero?” someone yelled from the back. 
 
    Gus shook his head and took a deep breath. “The only hero I know is a crew member of the Solar Princess named Rebecca. I don’t know her last name, but she died saving Kyoko and Hannah. We’ve been very lucky since then. I’m grateful to the navy for finding us and helping us get home. Lieutenants Jackson and Sanders here have been wonderful, as have the sailors who crewed for us. And most of all, of course, thanks to my blushing bride here for just being so patient.” Gus looked over at Carol. “You kept me going, babe.” 
 
    There were a few awww’s, but one of the journalists shouted, “Mr. Cartwright! Are you going to keep all the Acevedos technology for yourself?” 
 
    Gus spotted the reporter who had asked the question. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Heath Vargas. Chicago Report.” 
 
    “The answer is no, Mr. Vargas,” Gus said. “I believe it’s already been reported that we are donating Alyssa to the Smithsonian. By default, that will put all of her technology in the public domain.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” Vargas persisted loudly. “What’s the reason?” 
 
    Gus glanced at Carol with raised eyebrows. She nodded and gave a thumbs-up. He turned back to the crowd. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to get into this today, but all right, I’ll answer the question. There are two reasons. First, obviously, it will be good for mankind. Although Alyssa herself is not an efficient starship—she admits that she is a Rube Goldberg workaround—once her technology is understood it will make the human race even more of a star-faring civilization than we are at present. It’s a big universe out there, and now we know we have cousins. I’m sure there are other remnants of the Acevedos scattered among the stars. Let’s go meet them and welcome them back into the cradle of mankind.” 
 
    “What’s the other reason?” the crowd wanted to know. 
 
    “Because people need time to get ready,” Gus said. 
 
    “Get ready for what?” several reporters shouted. 
 
    Gus smiled and winked at his wife. “I think this is your question, babe.” Carol shook her head and motioned for him to continue, but he would have none of it. He moved away from the podium. 
 
    Reluctantly, Carol Cartwright stepped forward. The cameras came alive once more with hundreds of flashes capturing every aspect of the elegant attorney. 
 
    “Well,” Carol said shyly, “our potential competitors will need time to get ready for my husband’s new hobby.” 
 
    “What hobby is that?” the reporters clamored. 
 
    “Maybe I shouldn’t call it a hobby,” Carol said, winking at one or two of the people in the audience. It was suddenly clear that she was teasing the reporters. 
 
    “Tell us!” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” She waited for the crowd to quiet down before going on. “I guess this is our formal announcement that one year from today, our new corporation, Carkyohan, will sponsor the first bi-annual Mayday Cup, a yacht race from Earth to Wheelers Bright and back. The race is open to all qualifying vessels that are powered by star sail.” 
 
    The ballroom erupted with exclamations of surprise. 
 
    Vargas shouted above the others. “There is no way to reverse engineer all that technology in just one year. It would be impossible.” 
 
    Carol and Gus laughed together. “It’s already been done,” Carol said. “Alyssa sent me all the specifications about herself shortly after Gus was aboard. Cartwright Industries has been working on them ever since. This morning, we published everything we have learned so people can be ready in time for the race. They’ve got a year, after all.” 
 
    “I still say that would be impossible,” Vargas said loudly. 
 
    “Then you would be wrong. Because along with all of Alyssa’s specifications, we also published the design of our new line of space yachts. We call it Alyssa’s little sister, Allison. And there she is.” 
 
    Carol pointed at the immense window along the side wall of the ballroom. Outside, just floating into view, was a new kind of starship; something no one in the room had seen before. It was a sailboat, but not an ancient square rigger like Alyssa. 
 
    Carol pulled a marketing brochure from her back pocket. “You can read about it yourself, but essentially she is a hundred-and-twenty-foot catamaran and can carry a party of twenty.” 
 
    The reporters stampeded toward the windows, jostling with each other for the best camera angles. “Look!” Vargas shouted. “There’s even a crew on deck.” 
 
    The sleek sailboat maneuvered toward the adjoining hexagon. The tall mast sported a single square sail. A high, squared-off arch was mounted aft over the twin hulls that featured a variety of radars and antennas. In the center was a small pole upon which a bright light shined, filling the sail. 
 
    As Allison approached her docking birth, a section of the deck railing unfolded into a perfect seal for the boarding tube. When it pulled up and docked, the name on the transom was visible. It read Elegant Grace. Gus’s granddaughter looked properly smug. 
 
    “I think this is our chance to escape,” Gus said to Carol. 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said. “Our bags are right over there. I brought everything you wanted. The Squid said she’s coming too. We’ve got plenty of space, and she wants to show off her namesake to her new husband.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    Gus almost made it to the exit before Hannah grabbed him from behind. “Where are you going?” she demanded. 
 
    “Let go,” Gus said. “If you must know, Carol and I are leaving for a honeymoon cruise on our new yacht. You girls take care.” He tried to back away, but Hannah would not release him. 
 
    “You can’t leave like that,” she said. “Besides, I want to go too.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Gus said. “You have to visit with your family. You just got back.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Kyoko said, arriving. “Where are you off to?” she asked Gus. 
 
    Hannah exclaimed, “He’s going on that new yacht!” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds wonderful, Grandfather. Can I come too?” 
 
    “You just got engaged,” Gus protested. “You two need some time alone.” 
 
    “You haven’t given us your blessing yet,” Kyoko argued sweetly. “And Grandmother just said it has enough space for twenty people.” She glanced at Carol. “May Hikaru and I come with you, Grandmother? We’ll help.” 
 
    “Of course, you can, dear,” Carol said. “And Hannah too. It’s just a two-week cruise. After all, you each own a third of the shares of Gus’s new company.” 
 
    “Really?” Hannah said excitedly. “Grandpa never told us that.” 
 
    “Non-voting shares,” Gus growled. 
 
    “Cool!” Hannah turned and shouted at her parents and siblings, who were waiting discreetly to one side. “Hey, come with us.” The small cruising party grew exponentially. 
 
    Gus glowered at Hikaru. “Isn’t Go a board game? Sort of like Chinese checkers?” 
 
    Hikaru looked pained. “Not exactly, Grandfather. But I would be happy to teach you. I have a game in my bag.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Gus said. “We’ll have plenty of time for the next two weeks, because with this many people in the crew I’m not lifting a finger.” 
 
    The End 
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    Author’s notes 
 
    Shooting a cannon: An important step in firing a cannon like those on the Alyssa is to cover the vent hole after the shot. In the interests of readability, we left that out intentionally because although we strive for technical accuracy in the story, we felt like we were pushing the limits of making the novel read like a textbook. 
 
    The Alyssa: Our smart-alecky sailboat was partially based on the tall ship Elissa, currently moored in Galveston, Texas. She is a museum ship at the Texas Seaport Museum. We drove down to Galveston and spent a full day going all over her. Nice restaurant next door, by the way. 
 
    About German translation: In the eighties we lived in Germany, stationed at Ramstein Air Base, and took a German language course. We learned how to say, “How much does that cost,” and “That’s too much,” but not much else. The translations in this novel are provided by DeepL, a German company whose translation services are said to accurately reflect the nuances of conversation. You can test it out for yourself at https://www.deepl.com/translator. 
 
    Foreign language dialog: Many authors try to follow the guidance of the Chicago Manual of Style in their writing and so do we. Surprisingly, CMOS has no advice on how to include translated text for the reader. We show the translation in italics after the quotes. 
 
    Yes, we call our granddaughter Squid. No, we don’t know why. 
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