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The stars floated in space as they were often known to do - a poetic description to be sure, but perhaps not so accurate as your average astrophysicist would like (not that a poet would ever ask one, mind you) - and all was silent as is usually the case in places absent of any medium through which sound could travel. 

 

In the far distance, clouds of space-dust, gas and dark matter did their little dance of conflicting gravitational forces as a massive (though insignificant on a galactic scale) kilometre and a half long, pear-shaped space ship passed by. 

A vessel that was curious not so much for its size or shape but for the fact that by all visible evidence appeared to have been carved from a single mass of matt black basalt-like rock. Now in truth, this was not in fact the case, but there was no surprise that it gave the average observer a mistaken first impression. 

 

Against the shadowy background of the ship, the name "Tantric Turtle" stood out clearly. This was helped by the fact that it had been painted in bright white enamel on the smooth rounded fuselage in letters over a hundred metres high which almost, but not quite completely obliterated the faint hieroglyphs and alien cursives of the previous names that the ship had possessed in it's unspecified (but probably quite long) service life. 

 

At this moment of time, though, both the wonders of interstellar travel and the history of the 'Turtle were far from the minds of it's occupants, they'd seen this part of space before and were professionally nonchalant about it's violent kaleidoscopic beauty. To be more specific, they were eleven months into an eighteen-month trip and (not surprisingly) well and truly bored out of their skulls. 

 

The cockpit of the Tantric Turtle was quiet and dark. Or at least was as quiet and dark as a cockpit can be when full of flashing lights, beeping buzzers and a tiny animatronic Elvis statuette, who was suction-cupped to the control panel and pelvic-thrusted tirelessly in the general direction of the universe. A sign on his back constantly flashing: "I'VE BEEN TO ELVIS BURGERS - NEW

MEMPHIS, THE MOON." in eye-twisting rainbow coloured neon letters. 

 

The cockpits two occupants shifted in their acceleration chairs and totally failed to make themselves comfortable; the curving bucket seats of over stuffed alien leather obviously designed for someone who had backsides of a significantly different shape than their current tenants. 

 

"Ah, space." breathed a voice in the semi-darkness "on a clear day you can almost see forever..." 

"That joke would be funny, if I hadn't heard it every damn day for the last eleven months." observed another voice dryly; it was deeper and more cultured than the first voice and tainted with a less than faint tinge of irritation. 

"Y'know Skurgfurgler, you really should lighten up a bit." remarked the first voice "You'll give yourself an ulcer or something." 

"Frankly Squeeg." replied the second voice "I think you're being "light" enough for both of us." 

 

Squeeg shrugged and shifted position in his flight chair; reaching over to a control on the wall, he brightened the lights in the cockpit. Blinking momentarily as his eyes adjusted to extra illumination he calmly reached into a large half-empty plastic fibre sack beside his chair and brought out one of the smaller and more portable items of space junk that they had collected on their trip and enthusiastically set to work. 

 

It had (so far) been just another long and dreary salvage mission, with not much to show for all their efforts. 

 

Their journey was a five thousand parsec trip through hyperspace that stretched all the way from the planet Earth in the system of Sol to the planet of Nut Arbour, a remote human colony out near the galactic rim. Beyond that was the ten parsec long by one parsec wide (and deep) strip of space that was theirs to exclusively sift through for potential salvage, a job that they usually spent six or so months doing before turning back. 

 

The ship would then return to planet Nut for a week or two to refuel and resupply, and then swing around into a course from which they would eventually return to Earth, where they were bound by contract to sell any of the items they had succeeded in salvaging. And so far, the collection they had acquired this time around was turning out to be a pretty pathetic assortment indeed. 

 

Squeeg mused ruefully that when you had ten cubic parsecs of space to sift through, it was only fair to expect to find plenty of things worth salvaging, rather than practically nothing at all. However, space was never what you would expect and quite often emptier than you'd think. It was, by all competent reports, somewhat larger than your average back yard, and was for the most part full of, well, space and not much else; a theory that was certainly proving itself to be fact out here on the galactic rim, much to his chagrin. 

 

Squeeg had to admit that at least part of the problem was that they were far, far away from any of the more commonly used space lanes (where the pickings were juicier). This was (unfortunately) an unavoidable situation, as the best routes were claimed by the more successful (and thus richer) scavengers, those with the wherewithal to afford the ridiculously expensive cost of exclusive franchise rights and the firepower to back up their claim. 

 

The largest source of irritation about space, though, was its size. It took so bloody long to get anywhere, even if they were only planning a short trip (by interstellar standards) they had to be prepared for a long tedious haul, no matter how much faster than light they could travel. And the excursion that Skurgfurgler and Squeeg faced on a regular basis was anything but short, their round trip from Earth to the galactic rim and back took up a twelve-month chunk of their eighteen-month mission, a significant portion to say the least. 

 

And with this in mind it will come as no surprise to anyone that the greatest challenge you're most likely ever to encounter in space is how to deal with the monotony. Which was something that neither Skurgfurgler or Squeeg were strangers to; for these two semi-intrepid old space-hounds had travelled the dusty highways and byways of the universe from one pile of uninteresting space dirt to the next for as long as they could remember. 

And this is where the irony of the situation kicks in, for though they were well experienced in the more humdrum aspects of space travel, they had more or less completely failed to find a way to alleviate the grinding ennui in all this time. No matter how energetically they started their mission off, in the end they always seemed to simply find themselves sitting around staring out at the infinity of space and irritating each other in the frequent and often painfully long quiet moments between working. Though whether this was becoming a habit or a hobby depended on which of them you happened to be talking to at the time. 

 

Skurgfurgler hunched over the console before him, keeping himself busy by quietly tapping away at the navigational computer, plotting for the nth time, the most time-economical return trip to Earth. Squeeg in the meantime, continued to casually scrape at a concreted conglomeration of junk and space dust that may or may not have once been something worth speaking of, but more importantly was hopefully something worth selling. 

 

Skurgfurgler raised an eye at Squeegs actions, shaking his head slowly at the sight of the greasy, dusty mess that was slowly spreading over a larger and larger portion of the control panel, while Squeeg carried on with his task, cheerfully oblivious of the mess. 

"Having fun over there ?" Skurgfurgler asked sarcastically. "Do you think you could possibly get the controls a bit dirtier ?" 

"Now what's the matter ?" Squeeg enquired, looking up from his work. 

"Well I'm not sure." Skurgfurgler replied with more than a hint of sarcasm

"But maybe it has something to do with the fact that there seems to be more dust on the command console than in this whole square parsec of space !" 

"I think that says more about the lameness of our surrounds than the dirtiness of my desk." Squeeg replied calmly "And don't be so fastidious, grime is a natural by-product of all things good in the universe." 

"So YOU say." Skurgfurgler replied, eyeing the piece of space-junk in Squeegs hand with a dubious eye. "What is that thing anyway ?" Squeeg rattled the device cheerfully, cleared of some of it's garbage-shell it appeared to be some sort of flattened cylindrical device with a digital readout at one of it's broad circular ends and several ragged and twisted wires at the other, he shrugged his shoulders with a grin. 

"I can't quite say yet." He replied, "it could be just an alarm clock or then again it could be some sort of quantum detonator, it is about the right size." and Squeeg rattled the device in gleeful disregard for the potential risks. 

 

Rolling his eyes with a sigh, Skurgfurgler returned to the navi-computer. 

 

Behind them, nestled in a dusty corner of the cockpit and the only witness to their (so-far) mild bickering was an almost prehistoric Wurlitzer jukebox, still working despite it's age and horrifically dilapidated condition. It was quietly (if scratchily) playing some old slow-tempo reggae number that had not been in the Caribbean top ten for a long, long time; by one of those curious acoustical tricks it's tune almost completely succeeded in being cancelled out by the other cockpit sounds, while it's incessant scratching and popping was amplified. Skurgfurgler gritted his teeth in irritation at the noise. 

"Must you have that useless piece of junk running all the time ?" He demanded of Squeeg with a hiss. 

Squeeg shrugged with a grin. "If I turn it off it might not start again; what's your problem, don't you like music or something ?" Skurgfurgler sighed; he had been through all this with Squeeg before. "I wouldn't mind so much if you could get it to play properly." He replied. "And play some music I actually liked." He added. 

"You just haven't got any taste." Squeeg observed. 

"Coming from you, that's a compliment." Skurgfurgler replied. 

 

And so it was, that as the usual minor sniping at each other was cheerfully in full swing that the (yet-undiscovered, but certainly extant) laws of convenient coincidence decided to kick in. and a series of readouts at the centre of the console lit up and began to beep insistently. 

 

Skurgfurgler and Squeeg halted in mid-grumble, both instantly forgetting their mutual peevishness of only a moment before as the mood rapidly shifted into an overriding atmosphere of slightly-desperate greed; for the stridently beeping readouts were none other than the long-range proximity sensors, and no argument was worth the loss of a potential salvage to our cash-strapped heroes. 

 

They quickly powered up the main sensor and navigation consoles; While Skurgfurgler fine-tuned the ships trajectory to bring it into an intercept course with the mystery object, Squeeg carefully perused the readouts from multiple sensors. Of which there was one each for proximity, mineral composition, biological presence (though the likelihood of encountering another manned and active vessel in this neck of the woods was slim), energy and radiation levels and other minor sensors that could be programmed for more specific or specialised tasks (but were currently inactive). After a few moments Squeeg sat back and glanced in Skurgfurglers direction, he grinned widely to his comrade and gave a spirited two thumbs up; for if the sensor readouts were anything to go by, their target was almost entirely made of salvageable materials, and way, way too big to fit into a sack. 

 

The air of excitement in the cockpit became a thing so tangible that they could taste it; Skurgfurgler and Squeeg were so caught up in the moment that they were almost jumping around in their flight chairs with glee. Their salvage route was far from any active space lanes and seldom saw any major traffic from anyone in this area (even of the illegal kind) and thus they almost never found anything of significant worth out here on the rim. On the other hand, this was also how they had acquired the exclusive franchise rights to this area for little more than a song. 

 

Time passed slowly, each moment seemingly stretched into hours by their emotion-overstimulated senses. 

Skurgfurgler continued to jockey the ship into position, carefully fine-tuning the rendezvous course to be the fastest and most accurate one possible; for though the 'Turtle was swift enough for their needs while under hyperdrive, it tended to be rather sluggish when travelling in conventional space and steered about as easily as a speedboat in sand. 

 

Squeeg on the other hand, continued his constant perusal of the multiple scanners; his expression clearing as the rows of figures started listing figures he had been hoping to see. 

"Initial readings, confirmed !" he all but barked with joy. "The target is a small star ship, class unknown; Composition analysis: lots of ceramic steel composites and various other alloys in the hull plus moderate amounts of titanium and aluminium; the usual quantities of gold and copper in the circuitry and lots of silicon. Some inner walls seem to be made of plastic, but the rest are of steel or aluminium; there's no mains power, minimal secondary power, some weapons systems by the look of it, but like the engines they're seemingly completely inert." 

 

"Any life signs ?" Skurgfurgler enquired. 

"Inconclusive, but I'd say there's good odds that we've got ourselves a derelict." Squeeg informed him "We might pay off a few of our debts, this time around." And he grinned hopefully and added "Or perhaps all of them." 

 

Skurgfurgler shrugged doubtfully but grinned nonetheless. "Course locked in, rendezvous in two hours." he announced by way of reply. 

 

If the previous minutes had been tense, the next two hours were an eternity. With his work done for the moment, Skurgfurgler bit his nails nervously and watched Squeeg as he continued to read the sensors and occasionally make some observation on their target. As best as the 'Turtle's computers could make out the small ship was of a basic, utilitarian design that hinted of perhaps an Earth origin, but was of no configuration that could be found on the registers of missing ships. The most likely conclusion therefore, was that the ship was very, very old and thus was anyone's for the taking. 

 

The hours passed, and slowly the ship came into view. 

It was a small cigar shaped vessel, slightly bulbous towards it's rear section where the warp generator must have been housed and fluting outward at the very end, where the nozzles of the conventional thrusters could just barely be seen in the faint starlight (it was still out of range of the 'Turtle's flood lamps). It seemed on first examination to be fairly undamaged, much to their delight. 

 

Skurgfurgler got back to work, fine tuning the Tantric Turtle's course to bring it into a head-on interception with the derelict, one precisely positioned to guide the small craft into their forward salvage bay; who's doors were even now slowly beginning to grind open on well worn bearings. As it grew closer, the ship was observed to be a brilliantly shiny, almost Art Deco example of the star ship builders technique, belying the otherwise basic configuration of it's structure; it was presumably a standard, production line vessel that had been customised at some later date. 

 

The ship must have once been quite beautiful (as far as ships go) the smooth curving lines of it's outer hull pierced artfully by attractively curving view ports and precisely aligned hull plates. But the ships last days had obviously been a significantly different story: it's outer skin's sheen had been marred here and there with the tiny pitted scars left behind by micrometeoroids and larger scorch marks that were unmistakably the result of blaster or missile fire. Some repairs had been made in places but were makeshift at best, involving what looked like sections of interior panels and deck plating having been welded into place to seal the larger breaches. 

 

The wide, curving bay window of the ships cockpit seemed to be both intact and (judging by the delicacy of it's curves) part of the original configuration, (though here too there were signs of inexpert running repairs) and took up the entire top half of the ships nose cone. It was currently completely dark, no illumination or activity showing from within. 

Below it, painted in tall letters of bright - though weathered - scarlet were two large interlinked R's, but since this ship was no Rolls Royce, another explanation seemed to be needed. 

 

On either side of the craft were two short "wings" of a truncated delta design that were far too small to be of any use in atmospheric flight and were apparently used only as weapons mounts; though of what type Skurgfurgler and Squeeg couldn't tell at this distance. 

Whatever the weapons pods contained, they did not appear big on their own but did seem awfully larger than what you'd expect on a ship of this size, a factor that unnerved Skurgfurgler more than slightly. 

 

"Squeeg, are you sure those weapons pods are inactive ?" He enquired. 

"Well the sensors say the 'pods are inert," Squeeg replied. "What's your problem, scared ?" 

"I'm just being careful." Skurgfurgler replied, ignoring Squeegs derisive tone. "If you remember we have an rather broad crater in hold number two where a salvaged space mine - that your sensors said was inert - decided to explode." 

 

Squeeg fell silent for a moment; he looked from the sensors to the derelict and back again, and turned to Skurgfurgler, his face unusually sober. 

"Y'know, perhaps coming at the ship from behind wouldn't be such a bad idea." He suggested "That way, if any weapon decides to misfire during docking it will just shoot right out the doors, rather than into the back wall of the hold." 

"Good idea." Skurgfurgler concurred graciously, and with careful jolts of the guidance jets he brought the 'Turtle around in a wide circle. As the 'Turtle slowly came around, the right side of the tiny space ships came into view, on it Skurgfurgler could see tall letters emblazoned on the shiny hull in the same bright red, battle scorched calligraphy as those on the nose cone. The ships name appeared to be the "Rusty Cutlass" which struck a chord somewhere in the back of his mind; he scratched at his ear absently, too busy steering at the present moment to pay it much thought just yet. 

 

As Skurgfurgler brought the 'Turtle in behind the 'Cutlass and matched the drift-velocity and course of the tiny ship, Squeeg activated the magnetic clamps, extending them slowly from the front salvage bay in the direction of the drifting ship. He silently hoped that the ship wasn't coated in some anti-magnetic compound (as some combat and spy ships were known to be, to avoid capture), as he wasn't too big on the idea of guiding the small ship into the bay using just conventional thrusters alone. Squeegs main reason for concern here was that he knew Skurgfurgler (though a fair-to-good space pilot under normal circumstances) had an alarming tendency to lose all hand-eye coordination whenever the situation called for extremely precise manoeuvres. It was his secret suspicion that the real truth behind Skurgfurglers complete and utter lack of ultra-close manoeuvring aptitude was due to a simple case of myopia and that he was simply too vain to invest in a set of spectacles. 

 

Not a minute later, for whatever may have been the true cause of the matter. Squeegs cynical expectations were borne out, when Skurgfurgler - his teeth gritted tensely as he squinted at the readouts - sent the thrusters pushing in three opposing directions at once, causing everything to rattle in the cockpit as the Turtle's massive bulk shuddered visibly, but otherwise made no significant change in course. 

 

Behind them, the Jukebox twittered electronically for a moment, then started blaring out some exceedingly jittery (and very loud) mariachi music. Having more than enough to worry about, Squeeg chucked the enigmatic dial he had been cleaning earlier at the jukebox, hitting it square on with a tinny rattle, and causing it to make an unpleasant grinding sound in reply before falling completely silent for the first time in weeks. 

 

"That's better." Squeeg noted in satisfaction. 

"You could have just got up and turned it off." Skurgfurgler pointed out with an admonishing look in his eye, and (much to Squeegs relief) his hands off the guidance controls. 

"You always have to do things the difficult way, don't you ?" Squeeg observed. 

"My way worked out just fine didn't it ?" 

"Ye-es" Skurgfurgler agreed "But if that device had indeed turned out to be a quantum detonator we would all have been reduced to wisps of sub-atoms or something less poetic but just as dead." 

"Details, details." Squeeg replied dismissively, calmly turning back to the clamp controls and getting back to the job in hand. 

 

Skurgfurgler reached again for the guidance controls only to realise that Squeeg had deactivated them. 

"I'll take it from here." Squeeg explained, with an unusual display of diplomacy; so determined to get their salvage onboard in one piece that he was even willing to avoid starting another fight. 

 

Under Squeegs careful guidance, the long, spindly, multi-jointed salvage clamps unfolded to their full span of over two hundred metres and paused, hovering just a fraction to either side of the tiny torpedo-like vessel. Squeeg glanced at the 'Turtle's proximity sensors and double-checked that the small ships movement relative to the clamps was negligible.  He had good reason to be ultra-careful, for though the arms were strong within very specific tolerances and capable of retrieving items of a comparatively large mass, they were nonetheless oversensitive to any lateral movement of more than a few degrees, and any sudden shocks would have cheerfully snapped the arms in at least six different places along their length. 

 

"All the more reason to keep Skurgfurgler away from the guidance controls." Squeeg thought to himself grinning inwardly. 

 

The sensors were green on movement-risk so Squeeg moved in, the robot arms coming together and the magnetic clamps closing to grasp the cylindrical spaceship in a hopefully strong grip. Squeeg pulled back on the control joystick and the arms slowly began to retract, long sections telescoping into themselves and others folding together in a smooth though not necessarily pretty ballet of technology at work. 

 

Within minutes it was almost over and the tiny vessel was on the threshold of the massive hanger/salvage hopper of the Tantric Turtle. Squeeg carefully retracted the ship the remaining distance, moving by tiny infinitesimal fractions at a time and being extra careful to avoid banging the ships weapons-pod wings against the doorframe of the hanger. 

 

The derelict was reeled into the salvage bay, which also doubled as the primary hold. It was here that all salvage was initially deposited before being sorting into the various secondary holds and storage bays of the Tantric Turtle according to type of salvage and its estimated value. 

 

The now-retracted robot arms carefully lay the ship on the holds much-pitted and work-scuffed deck plates, releasing its catch without the slightest flicker of activity from the ship or its weapons, much to the relief of all. 

 

Squeeg flicked the controls that would close the salvage bay doors and flooded the compartment with an atmosphere the moment the doors clanged shut. This done, both he and Skurgfurgler hurried down to the hold, pausing in their rush only long enough to grab a few portable scanners and other salvage related paraphernalia. 

 

Less than a minute later, they were both at the main door of the salvage bay. 

 

 

"Moment of truth." Skurgfurgler remarked, eyeing the closed door with a mixture of nervousness and avarice. 

"Moment of truth." Squeeg confirmed, and with a tap at the controls the broad inner door of the hold opened wide, giving the pair their first glance of the derelict and damaged (but nonetheless beautiful and definitely valuable) Rusty Cutlass. 

 

The ship was larger than they had imagined, for though its size was negligible in comparison with the 'Turtle it was nonetheless at least a good seventy or eighty metres long and fifteen metres in diameter at its widest point. 

 

Squeeg, though awed by the sight, succeeded in finding his voice "This baby represents more metal than we've picked up in our last five trips combined !" he gasped "This will definitely pay off all our debts, no doubt about it !" 

"More than you think." Skurgfurgler replied, equally amazed "This ship is definitely an antique, now that I see it up close there's no doubt about it." 

"You sure ?" 

"Didn't I just say "no doubt about it" ?" Skurgfurgler replied irritably "the hyperdrive vanes on this ship are of a configuration that hasn't been used in over five hundred years; it's worth ten times it weight in metal, at the very least !" 

Squeegs face lit up in glee "That's all our debts wiped out for sure !" 

"Even your ones to tin-fingered Dan ?" Skurgfurgler asked slyly. Squeeg jumped at the name of the largest gangster, gambler and loan shark in the outer planets; a man to whom he owed a small fortune in gambling debts and whose patience was as short as his temper was large "You know about those ?" he asked in a bad approximation of calm indifference. 

"Squeeg, everyone on the outer colonies knows about it." Skurgfurgler replied with a shrug "why do you think there's not a space bar in the quadrant that'll give you credit anymore, they were all expecting you to wind up dead in the not too distant future." 

Squeeg grinned nervously "Not anymore." he replied, jerking a finger at the

'Cutlass "This little treasure should cover my debts to tin-fingered Dan, and still leave us with some dosh left over to party with afterwards !" 

"Well, let's not have that party just yet." Skurgfurgler advised, "Perhaps, a little survey of our salvage might be in order first." 

 

Without further pause for conversation, they set to work. Splitting up, they each worked their way down a side of the ship and swept every nook and cranny with their handheld scanners, calling to each other occasionally to draw the others attention to some point of interest or unusual detail. 

 

It was about half an hour into their survey, and Squeeg had almost finished his side of the ship when Skurgfurglers voice called out his name, an unfamiliar quaver of nervousness edging into it. 

Running around the back of the 'Cutlass he encountered Skurgfurgler, nervously staring at what for all intents and purposes appeared to be an unexploded missile half buried in the hull, the impact having seemingly melded the device to the metal skeleton of the ships inner structure. 

 

"Do you think it's still live ?" Skurgfurgler asked through gritted teeth. Squeeg rolled his eyes "Does the scanner, say it's live ?" he demanded "Does it even detect a warhead ?" 

"It just detects high density circuitry." Skurgfurgler replied, with forced calm "But it could be some form of Dimensional Detonator." Squeeg shook his head and poked Skurgfurgler unceremoniously in the ribs "You yourself said that this ship was over five hundred years old." he reminded his nervous companion "No one had that sort of technology then; it's probably some sort of tracking device." 

Skurgfurgler calmed down slightly "I guess it could be that." he admitted ruefully, more than slightly embarrassed. 

 

"So anyway, did you find out anything on the ship ?" Squeeg asked, changing the subject. 

Skurgfurgler blinked "I'd completely forgot." He admitted and hastily pulled a minicomputer from his utility belt and checked its database; he looked up from it a moment later, his face a mixture of emotions. 

"There is a ship listed by the name of "Rusty Cutlass", but in the history database not in the official ships register." Skurgfurgler informed Squeeg "It was a converted long range freighter from the Martian colony of Elysium IX." 

"So why the worried look ?" 

"Its last owner was the space pirate, Rouge Redd." Skurgfurgler replied, glancing apprehensively up at the ship as if expecting to see the legendary space pirate leap from its heights, monofilament stiletto clamped between her teeth. "She escaped into hyperspace and was never seen again, over six hundred years ago." 

"Until now." Squeeg noted pragmatically. 

"But the life scans were inconclusive !" Skurgfurgler pointed out "there could still be someone alive in there !" 

"More than likely a bacterium or a virus rather than a person." Squeeg theorised. "Have you ever seen a six hundred year old human ?" 

"No." Skurgfurgler replied, still looking uncertainly at the curving ancient hull of the 'Cutlass. 

"So what's your problem ?" 

Skurgfurgler could not help but agree with Squeegs logic, but his doubts didn't quite all dissipate as he would have liked; a faint echo of uncertainty remained in the back of his mind, niggling insistently. 

 

"I'll flood the atmosphere of the 'Cutlass with some anti-everything and then flush it out into space to make sure there's no little nasties hanging around inside it." Squeeg advised, moving around to the back of the hold and dragging a broad hose from the emergency atmosphere supply system. "I found the external atmosphere inputs under the starboard wing; they don't seem to have changed much so it should be an easy enough job." he remarked. 

"The air inputs may not have changed much but unfortunately the power supply ports have." Skurgfurgler replied, and he directed Squeeg towards a small inset bay under the port wing. 

 

Within it, Squeeg saw the ground-test computer interface, nested with the external power supply sockets for the ship and he examined them with a critical eye. "I'll have to modify a plug before we do anything else." He murmured thoughtfully. "The power in the 'Cutlass is far too low for its air pumps to operate, and the secondary backup systems seem to be offline." 

"I'll get the air systems plugged in and primed while you do that." Skurgfurgler informed him, dragging the air hose round to the starboard side of the ship and out of sight. 

They set to work, double-timing all the while. Since the tasks weren't particularly difficult or time consuming for the old space dogs (experts as they were in the gentle art of makeshift modifications and repairs) the Rusty Cutlass was powered up, flushed out and as ready for boarding as it ever would be in the record time of just under half an hour. 

 

The main (and only) airlock on the 'Cutlass was on the Port side directly behind the cockpit. Standing underneath it, Squeeg hoisted a long, grimy old ladder against the hull of the 'cutlass, wedging it in place between the ships lower doorframe and some of the heavier items of space junk he could find lying around the hold; testing it's stability he decided that it was a shaky but acceptable climb. 

 

He scaled the improvised stairway, arriving at the outer airlock door without incident. 

"How's it look ?" Skurgfurgler called from below. 

"Powered up and functional." Squeeg called down to him. "Come on up." 

 

Skurgfurgler scaled the ladder rapidly and joined Squeeg at the airlock, both of them focussed on the portal before them which was probably a good thing as that way they didn't think too much about the fact that they were balanced precariously almost ten metres from the floor on a unnervingly bending ladder of dubious stability. 

 

"Ready ?" Squeeg asked. 

"Let's do it." Skurgfurgler replied. 

"Here we go." Squeeg remarked and with a press of the emergency door release controls, the outer airlock door slid open to reveal the dimly lit airlock within. 

 

The interior of the airlock was reminiscent of the exterior, insofar as it showed remnants of what had once been a well-made and somewhat artistically embellished craft that had fallen on harder times. Many of the finer details on the airlock's panelling seem to have been removed at some stage or other, though whether they were cannibalised to be used elsewhere or merely removed to give easy access to the conduits beneath was anyone's guess. 

 

The inner portal appeared to be original, for though solid and functional and covered with stencilled markings from some later date the smooth lines and delicate enamelled inlays of the original design were still faintly visible beneath the grime of age and hard use. 

Squeeg had no trouble in getting it opened, the mechanisms still working perfectly after all these centuries in space; another mark of a well made ship and a promising sign that it would fetch a sizable price at sale. 

 

They made their way inside and found themselves in a long corridor, running perhaps the entire length of the ship (though with inner bulkhead doors sealed shut in the distance to their right, they could not be totally sure). Like the airlock, the corridor was solid, well constructed and seemingly stripped of anything that was not necessary or functional. 

 

Utilitarian or not, Skurgfurgler and Squeeg gazed about them in awe-tinged avarice, for after many years of never hauling in anything larger or more valuable than a broken refrigerator this ship was rapidly proving itself to be the proverbial holy grail. 

 

To their left was the cockpit, and they found opening the door to be a bit of a struggle as it had been carefully sealed with strong duct tape and vacuum-sealing solution at some time in the past; after cutting their way though this and opening the door they discovered the all too obvious reason why it had been sealed. 

 

The broad cockpit view port, which had appeared only superficially damaged from a distance had been severely cracked for almost its entire length. At least a dozen of the small (though thick) panes of glass that comprised the port had been hit by what had probably been indirect weapons fire (otherwise they would have imploded instantly) and many were cracked completely through. At the time of the impact the ships air must have been venting out into space quite severely. Attempts had obviously been made to seal the cracks, but without considerable and urgent repairs they would have remained structurally weak and at significant risk of causing an explosive decompression. 

 

Squeeg theorised that it was at this point that the door had been sealed and operations taken up from some other secondary control room. 

 

Or perhaps they had all abandoned ship at that time ? 

 

Unable to establish the accuracy of his suppositions without more evidence than what was currently at hand, Squeeg dragged his gaze from the view port to examine the rest of his surroundings more fully. The cockpit was originally a three-man affair that had been modified to carry six; the pilot, co-pilot and communications consoles seemed to hark from the ships original configuration but the extra three (port weapons, starboard weapons and tactical) had been obviously added later, seemingly with equipment and furniture cannibalised from several different ships. 

 

The tactical console was in the centre of the cockpit and was raised on a platform to give its owner a clear view of the main port; it was presumably where the captain sat (though this was merely a guess on Squeegs part). Stepping up to the platform, he tried a few of the more recognisable controls and was rewarded with a glowing - though otherwise blank - main tactical display, either the computer couldn't find anything in scanner range, couldn't see through the 'Turtles thick hull or was simply offline after all this time. Squeeg shrugged, he would worry about running diagnostics later; it was not as if this ship was ever going to go into battle again, anyway. 

 

He looked down at Skurgfurgler, who had been checking the pilot and navigation consoles. "Anything working ?" he asked. 

Skurgfurgler shrugged. "Flight control seems dead, but it may just be a popped breaker." he replied "Navigation computer seems to be online, but just hasn't got any data on this sector." 

 

"At the time this baby was made, this sector wouldn't have been surveyed yet." Squeeg noted, as another thought hit him. "Any kind of ships log." he asked. 

 

Skurgfurgler shook his head "If there is, it's not obvious." he replied. He waved his hand in the general direction of what appeared to be the main information display cluster, a somewhat untidy collection of various meters, dials and readout screens, all seemingly grafted into the console at different times and taken from disparate sources. "I can't see anything that looks like one." Skurgfurgler murmured "But there's a few readouts and controls here that I can't immediately identify." 

 

"Same here." Squeeg noted looking about him "we can always check them later, it's not like there's any rush after all." and then with a grin he added "Oh, and hows the weapons system ?" 

 

"Inactive." Skurgfurgler admitted ruefully "I'll acknowledge that your scanners were right, this time." 

 

"Apology to my sensors, accepted." Squeeg remarked as he stepped down from the platform, grinning broadly "Now, let's go and check out the rest of this little treasure !" 

With a final smirk of triumph, he exited the cockpit. 

 

"Oh sure, NOW you're confident in the scanners !" Skurgfurgler grumbled, and with a philosophical shrug, he followed Squeeg back into the main corridor. 

 

They slowly made their way along the passageway, opening each sealed airtight door as they came to it and checking each room as they passed. Despite whatever most of the front rooms had originally been designed for, their last function appeared to be as living quarters and storerooms and for the most part had been emptied of all small and moveable items. 

 

To the rear of the living quarters, Skurgfurgler and Squeeg found a largish room that appeared to be the ships galley. 

They entered it and looked about themselves in interest, unlike the previous cabins this one had obviously been vacated in a hurry. Cups, saucers and plates with dried-out, half eaten meals upon them were still on many of the stainless steel tables and more than a few of the dozen or so hard plastic chairs had been overturned and left where they fell. 

 

Whatever had happened in the last days of the Rusty Cutlass, it would appear to have occurred suddenly and without warning. 

 

"I guess that's why some of the exterior damage was never repaired." Skurgfurgler mused "They must have been attacked, and then abandoned ship some time soon after, without ever repairing the damage." Squeeg nodded, and shrugged "Without some sort of log we'll never know for sure." he replied "But I'd say you've pretty much got it right." 

 

Skurgfurgler grinned at the unexpected compliment and busied himself checking the pantry, like the other storage-rooms all the shelves had been emptied. 

 

Squeeg, in the meantime, was standing in the doorway and measuring up the room with his eyes. He was curious that they had not yet found any stairs or ladders down to the lower deck. He surmised that it was originally the freight hold and wondered whether it may have been converted into a large extra fuel tank. But without finding any access ports or signs up to this point there was nothing that gave any indication one way or the other and the growing mystery was starting to irritate him, not the least as he was certain that the facts when finally revealed - would undoubtedly turn out to be rather mundane. 

 

By now, Skurgfurgler had pretty much exhausted the exploration possibilities of the galley and joined Squeeg in the doorway. Looking out into the corridor he noticed deep bays set into the walls along the next length of hallway, spaced at regular intervals and filled with various complex-looking mechanisms. He went over to examine them closer, wondering at what their function might be. 

 

Currently, only some of the bays appeared to be powered while others were dark and silent, Skurgfurgler presumed that at least several of the power systems must have completely failed over time; he turned to ask Squeeg about them, only to find him already standing within one of the dark recesses, his hand-scanner humming over every surface. 

 

Skurgfurgler came over to join him. "Find anything ?" he asked. Squeeg shrugged "This seems to be part of some internal communications grid." he remarked, gesturing to the darkened bay; he then pointed to another on the opposite side "That one over there, on the other hand, seems to deal with backup fire control systems." 

Skurgfurgler scratched his head "There must have been multiple power failures for unrelated systems to fail like that." voicing his previous theory. 

"Good idea, but wrong." Squeeg replied "In similarity with the initial scans, there appears to be only a primary and secondary mains supply grid in addition to the emergency batteries, all the failed systems seem to be on the secondary feed." 

"Could it be that the external input we jacked into only supplies power to the primaries ?" Skurgfurgler asked him. 

Squeeg shook his head "I don't think so." he replied, "It's as if all the secondary systems have been bypassed at the source." 

 

Squeeg waved his scanner around, slowly turning in a circle until he was facing towards the rear of the ship, in a direction almost parallel to that of the corridor itself. 

 

"It seems that all the secondary and emergency power feeds have been hotwired to something in the rear." He announced. 

"Some sort of power-boost to the engines, perhaps ?" Skurgfurgler hypothesized. "A sort of space-age version of moonrakers ?" Squeeg frowned and looked at Skurgfurgler quizzically "What the hell are moonrakers ?" he demanded. 

"On square-rigged sailing ships of Old-Earth they were sails that were raised to give their ships an extra turn of speed." Skurgfurgler shrugged "I'm not sure of their exact configuration, I just heard it somewhere." 

 

Squeeg grinned, "You sure hear some weird stuff." he observed "You'd be great on a game show, perhaps you should enter one some day." Skurgfurgler shook his head "I don't like being the centre of attention." he replied. 

Squeeg rolled his eyes "I was being sarcastic." he explained, and before Skurgfurgler could retort, continued "And anyway, you're moonraker theory though good - is wrong, the power seems to be being directed to some sort of room near the back, it may be a storage hold, perhaps, but I'm not getting any recognizable readings at the moment." 

"I wonder." Skurgfurgler mused. 

"No need to wonder." Squeeg replied, "Let's go and see." and he strode off into the distance, calmly opening bulkheads as he went. Skurgfurgler paused, sparing one last curious glance at the darkened bays around him before following Squeeg down the corridor. 

 

The closer they got to the terminus of the bypassed power systems the more dishevelled their surroundings became, making the mess in the galley look neat by comparison. It was as if a large group of people had rushed around in confusion, dropping objects and knocking things over in their haste. Tools were on the floor near access panels, seemingly dropped in mid repairs; clothes were scattered about and mixed with open books, spilt cups of long-solidified coffee and other paraphernalia less easily identifiable that had been trampled flat in the stampede. 

 

They arrived at the end of the corridor, before them was an extra-solid looking bulkhead door that lead to the engines, but the bypassed power systems did not lead here, instead they branched off to a room directly on their left. Its door was wider than the other doors in the ship (though not so broad as the ones to the main airlock or the engine room) and had "Sick Bay" stencilled upon it in bright red letters, below the ubiquitous red cross of hospitals and infirmaries everywhere. 

 

Scanner still in his left hand, Squeeg opened the door with his right and then paused, startled. 

 

A tall figure was standing in the darkened sick bay, visible only as a broad silhouette, backlit as it was by the light of some device directly behind it. Squeeg paused at the sight, noting that the shadowy figures solid physique was covered in what appeared to be a stereotypically pirate-styled great coat and hat; he was curious rather than afraid. 

 

Skurgfurgler on the other hand, was not so self-assured as his colleague and as he addressed the shadowy stranger, his voice had a more anxious edge to it. 

"Ah... Hello." He began "Er, we come in peace, you savvy ?" 

 

The tall figure made no response, so Squeeg decided to try. He moved forward slowly, his hands raised in a cautious gesture of truce. 

"Were friends, OK ?" he advised the silent, and curiously still figure with what he hoped would be construed a friendly smile. His mind raced for a solution as to how this behemoth of a space pirate could have been missed by the scanners, but no answers were forthcoming. 

 

The pirate still did not reply or react; the initial uncomfortable moment of silence was stretching into an intolerable chasm of un-noise. Squeeg ran out of patience, he decided to take the risk and turn the room lights on, and he laughed at the sight revealed. 

 

He and Skurgfurgler found themselves facing a six foot tall soft-sculpture of a pirate, complete with all the expected stereotypical garb found on one of his profession, even down to the brightly coloured scarf knotted about his over-stuffed calico brows. The pirate doll was propped up in the centre of the sick bay, his embroidered face was grinning impertinently and his sausage-like right middle finger was extended in a gesture that was anything but complimentary. 

 

Skurgfurgler eyed the doll warily "I suppose this was someone's idea of a joke." he theorised. 

Squeeg shrugged "Well, the joke was certainly on us this time around !" he replied with a grin. 

 

Skurgfurgler sighed; he glanced around the now brightly lit sick bay with an inquisitive eye. Much of the hardware was relatively standard for its time, though as sick bays went it was all rather Spartan and bare; he suspected that (like the rest of the ship) anything light enough to be carried had been removed. 

His glance settled on the tall, broad cylindrical device in the centre of the room, against which the pirate sculpture had been propped; this was an unfamiliar and non-standard item and it gnawed at his curiosity. 

"Have you any idea what this column-like device is ?" he asked Squeeg. 

"Nope." Squeeg replied succinctly, turning to examine the device "Perhaps it's a vertical morgue." he theorised jokingly. 

Skurgfurgler, recognising a wind-up when he heard one, ignored him. 

 

They moved around the large device, examining every detail. It was over a metre wide and twice as high, the cables from the bypassed power systems running from a rough hole cut in the ceiling to a series of terminals at the ambiguous machines domed peak. It was largely featureless, with several blinking lights of unknown purpose dotted about its smooth grey form; there was a faint glow visible from what they presumed to be the front, coming from a section of the device that was for the most part concealed by the broad shouldered pirate mannequin, which they now proceeded to drag to one side. 

 

Squeeg was the first to see what lay behind the doll and he gasped as the hidden section of the device was exposed. Hearing the sound, Skurgfurglers head popped from behind the doll, an enquiring look on his face; a look that turned into one of complete surprise as he followed Squeegs gaze and saw the machines contents. 

 

For the machines curved-glass frontage was in fact, a door; a door that gave access to a broad, dimly lit compartment within. 

 

A compartment with an occupant. 

 

They gazed into the machine with no little quantity of surprise, the immobile, seemingly sleeping form within was a human female, casually dressed in a black t-shirt, blue denim jacket and jeans; her long auburn hair falling haphazardly over her shoulders, her face faintly freckled and slightly pinched-in by what must have been the privations of the space pirate life. 

 

However, the biggest surprise was the girls age, she was by all appearances in her late teens, no more than seventeen or eighteen years old. 

 

"This is Rouge Redd ?" Skurgfurgler asked incredulously. "She's just a child

!" 

"It could be a member of her crew." Squeeg replied, calmly "But it might also be Rouge, let's wake her up and ask her." he suggested with a grin. 

"Wake her ?" 

"Sure." Squeeg confirmed, "I recognise what this device is now, it's a Time-Stasis chamber, a rare and risky contraption from early-warp times; it's sort of an emergency life pod, if the warp drive failed and you had to take the "long road home" under conventional drive this gave you a fighting chance of making it back alive." 

Skurgfurgler grimaced "That wasn't what I meant !" he gasped "What I meant was if she is Rouge, why would you want to wake her ?" 

"Aren't you curious ?" 

"Yes, but I'm also scared !" 

"You didn't seem that worried a moment ago." That's because a moment ago you hadn't suggested waking her up !" exclaimed Skurgfurgler with a nervous glance at the slumbering space pirate "The historical database describes her as a ruthless bloodthirsty killer !" 

"Yeah ?" Squeeg replied with a dubious look at the quiescent teen "How many people did she kill." 

Skurgfurgler shrugged "It doesn't say." 

"Does it name even one victim ?" 

"Uh, no." 

"Well, we'll just have to ask her that also." 

"Don't !" 

 

"Embrace your fear" Squeeg suggested, and before Skurgfurgler could stop him, he pressed a large green button on the chambers tiny control panel "Whoops !" he observed with a devilish grin "My hand slipped." 

 

The stasis chamber door opened with a hiss of equalising air and promptly fell silent, its readouts falling dark, its job done. 

 

The girl didn't move. 

 

Squeeg leaned into the chamber "Do you think she's dead ?" he asked eyeing the still form curiously. 

Skurgfurgler joined him. "She's breathing." he noted "That's a good sign, I guess." 

"So she's OK then ?" 

Skurgfurgler raised his eyes "Do I look like a doctor ?" 

"No, you look like a ..." 

 

There was a gasp. 

 

They turned from each other to find that the girl was awake, her eyes wide in shock, staring at them wildly in a fear-reaction that didn't instantly make any sense to the pair. 

 

"OhmygodI'mhallucinating !" she gasped in one single strained breath. 

 

Skurgfurgler had a moment of inspiration. "Well that depends ma'am." he began politely, not forgetting whom he may be addressing. "What do you see ?" 

 

The girls eyes fixed on him, she seemed to calm slightly at hearing him speak her language. "I see you as a giant ferret, six feet tall at least and next to you a giant rabbit, maybe a foot shorter." She shook her head, as if to clear it and stared at them again with a frown. "To be honest I have no idea how big rabbits or ferrets should be - we didn't have them on Mars - but I'm certain they weren't as big as you and they couldn't talk, so ..." She trailed off, closing her eyes and massaging her temples in an attempt to clear her head. 

 

Squeeg scratched his head "But .." 

Skurgfurgler quieted him with a gesture "And what are we wearing ?" The girl shook her head in confusion, frowning as she tried to focus her mind

"you're wearing a silvery space suit, sans helmet and gloves." she replied cautiously "the rabbit is wearing a grubby t-shirt and bib and brace overalls." 

 

Skurgfurgler smiled sympathetically. "Actually miss, you've just described us perfectly." 

The girls eyes widened again "What ?" 

"Welcome to deep space." 

 

Before he could continue Squeeg turned to him questioningly "What was all that about." 

Skurgfurgler shrugged "I was so busy thinking of everything else, I didn't pause to think of it from our guests perspective." he explained, "When she went into stasis, human beings hadn't made contact with any other species yet." 

 

And he turned back to the girl with what he hoped would be taken as a empathic expression "This must all be a little bit of a surprise to you." he remarked sympathetically. 

"To say the least." She replied, still pink faced from the shock but rapidly calming. 

Skurgfurgler helped the teen take her first wobbling steps out of the stasis chamber and noted that she had an empty gun-holster strapped to her thigh and what looked like a stiletto or two in her right boot, he also observed a fine, barely discernable scar on her left cheek and doubted her identity no more. 

 

"I am addressing Rouge Redd, yes ?" he enquired politely. The girl stiffened defensively "You've heard of me ?" she demanded "You've had contacts with humans before ?" 

"Yes and Yes." Skurgfurgler replied "Both you and your ship are listed in the Standard historical database and Almanac, that's how we know about you." Rouge frowned "Historical database ?" she repeated, going pale as the implication of those two words sank in "How long have I been in chronostasis

?" 

 

Skurgfurgler cleared his throat nervously "Well, uh, it's presently the year 2968 by your Earth calendar, that would mean that you have been in stasis for

..." 

"Over six hundred years." Rouge finished for him, she dragged a chair over and sat numbly in its dusty stainless steel curves, her face pale and drawn from the shock. 

 

"Er, perhaps you'd like to come with us." Skurgfurgler began, feeling sorry for the girl despite his nervousness at being in the presence of someone with such a bloodthirsty reputation. "We can offer you hot food and a comfortable bed at least." 

"And information." Squeeg added "I bet you'd like to know what's been going on while you've been resting, right honey ?" 

Rouges face went pink and she frowned at Squeeg "I'm grateful for you rescuing me, but never call me "honey" or "babe" or "chick" or anything other than Rouge, OK ?" 

Squeeg grinned good humouredly "Whatever you say, Ma'am." he replied with just a tinge of sarcasm "But you've got to admit I brought some of the blood back to your face, right." 

"Perhaps." Rouge conceded "But don't push your luck." 

 

Supporting the still-weak space pirate between them, they led her to the docking bay. 

"I don't understand why I feel so drained." Rouge commented irritably "Time should have just stopped for me, I should be feeling just the same as when I entered the chamber." 

"From what I know about those kind of devices they tend to slowly lower blood sugar content over time." Squeeg informed her, "You just need some feeding up." 

"Are you an engineer or a cook ?" Rouge enquired curiously. Squeeg grinned, "If there's money involved, I'm whatever you want me to be." 

 

As they walked Skurgfurgler had to admit to himself that even if the delicate-framed human girl wasn't quite the image of the ruthless space pirate he'd been expecting she was certainly possessed of a sternness of spirit fitting of someone of her reputation, lesser people would have woken from stasis after all that time and been in a screaming hysterics from the shock of the change but this .. child was - though pale - as calm and self-possessed as he'd ever seen a human to be. 

 

"OK, information time." Rouge began, as they walked along the ships corridors. 

"Where in space am I; what are your names; what species are you; what are you doing out here; how long have humans been in contact with non-humans and where are you taking me ?" 

"Is that all you want to know ?" Squeeg enquired in a mildly sarcastic tone. 

"For a start." Rouge replied. 

Squeeg rolled his eyes. 

 

Knowing Squeeg to be anything but an orator, Skurgfurgler took it upon himself to answer her questions. 

"Well to put it succinctly, we are salvage specialists." he began "our route takes us all the way from Earth to the galactic rim and back again, which is when we sell anything we find; My name is Skurgfurgler and my associates name is Squeeg, he is a Space-Rabbit whereas I am a Space-Ferret." 

"What kind of species names are those ?" Rouge interrupted, frowning sceptically "What are your species really called ?" 

"From experience we've found humans can't pronounce them." Skurgfurgler replied. 

"Try me." 

They did, and she couldn't. 

"Alright, I'll pay that one." She grudgingly admitted and changed the subject. 

"So you sell your salvage to Earth, do you ?" she enquired. 

"Yes." Skurgfurgler confirmed, "The galaxy is a big patchwork of competing economic power-blocs; your Earth is a relative newcomer and tends to have some of the less valuable territory, but on the other hand their fees are much lower also." 

"And humans have been out here for how long ?" Rouge asked. 

"Humans have been in contact with the various other races out here for nearly five hundred Earth-years." Skurgfurgler replied, "Although they have been members of the Galactic Economic Enclave for perhaps only half of that time." 

"That's bureaucracy for you." Squeeg noted. 

"And to answer your last question, we're taking you to our ship, the Tantric Turtle." Skurgfurgler finished. 

"Tantric Turtle !" Rouge exclaimed, snorting with laughter. "What kind of name is that for a ship ?" 

"What kind of name is Rusty Cutlass ?" Squeeg retorted. Rouge looked daggers at Squeeg and Skurgfurgler stepped between them to halt any further hostilities, taking on the task of supporting the pirate-girl on his own; though he noted that she appeared to be gaining strength with every step and was hardly leaning on him at all. 

"In answer to your question." He continued with forced calmness, ignoring the growing animosity between the pair. "Tantric Turtle was the name of the ship when we bought it, we don't know why it's called that either." 

"The Space-Hippies always give their ships weird names." Squeeg added "But they sell 'em cheap." 

"They call themselves "Cosmos Children" Squeeg." Skurgfurgler corrected with a frown. 

"That too." Squeeg admitted "but Space-Hippies are what they are in a nut shell, all handmade clothes, organic food and philosophy furnaces." 

"Space-Hippies ?; philosophy furnaces ?" Rouge asked, a quizzical expression on her face. 

"Let's just say you have a lot to catch up on." Skurgfurgler remarked "Before we overload you with information perhaps you'd like a bit of that food I promised, it has been a while since you ate." 

Rouge would have argued the point but an insistent emptiness in her stomach suggested a more pragmatic reply. 

"Lead me to your galley." she said, suppressing her questions for now "I'd offer you something from mine, but I'm fairly certain that it's empty." she added. 

 

They had reached the still-open airlock; the sight gave Rouge a moment of uncertainty. 

"You guys must be awful confident in your tethers to leave the airlock open like that !" she remarked with an accusing stare. 

 

Skurgfurgler smiled encouragingly "Not to panic, miss Redd." he replied, 

"We're not tethered, your ship is actually in our hold." 

"I'm not panicking and just call me Rouge." she replied, getting testy at the suggestion of her being nervous, when another thought hit her "We're in your hold ?" she repeated incredulously "Just how big is your ship anyway ?" 

"It is approximately one and a half human kilometres long and one kilometre wide, give or take." Squeeg replied calmly. 

Speechless at the thought, Rouge stuck her head out of the airlock door and received her first overwhelming view of the interior of the Tantric Turtle. The "hold" was huge, at least as large as small spaceport; it was easily two hundred metres across, twice as deep and perhaps a hundred high. Rouge drew back inside; within her, amazement, vertigo and hunger were fighting it out for supremacy and she felt more than a little stunned. 

"Speechless ?" Squeeg asked with a grin, internally pleased at taking the girls pushy attitude down a peg. "Amazed and awe-struck, perhaps ?" 

"Shut up Squeeg." Skurgfurgler advised him before turning to the dumbfounded Rouge "Do you think you're up to going down the ladder ?" he enquired with concern "I could carry you down if you like." 

"Ladders I can cope with." Rouge replied, "It's dealing with the culture shock that's a bit of a struggle." 

And to prove her space legs she swung out of the portal and shinned down the long ladder in double time, finding a barrel of some unidentifiable purpose to sit on while she waited for her rescuers to more slowly make their way down (and caught her breath, she had to admit to herself). 

 

She breathed in deeply, noticing for the first time that the air in the huge hold was not as bleached and sterile tasting as she had come to expect from the type of synthetically maintained and filtered atmospheres of any living space that didn't have its own self-regenerating biosphere. Not even the huge atmosphere processing plants on Mars could achieve an air supply that tasted

... natural. She grinned for a moment, savouring the refreshing flow of clean air into her lungs and felt more clear-headed at this moment than she had since she woke. 

 

Or perhaps it was just that this was the first brief moment that didn't involve a huge influx of new information ? 

 

She looked up at the two aliens (or non-terrestrials or whatever she was supposed to call them) as they climbed down the ladder. She wondered at both the familiarity of their shape (Rouge had seen pictures of rabbits and ferrets in the books she had used on Mars when learning how to read and write) and their altogether difference from the stereotypical alien appearance her era had expected. 

 

From a distance and seen from behind, the rabbit-alien, known as Squeeg, might be able to pass for a short, if slightly portly human, but the effect was lost on closer inspection as no human had foot-long ears and grey fur. The yellow-haired ferret-alien, Skurgfurgler, on the other hand, would never be mistaken for a human, even from a distance. He was the less humanoid of the two, his body longer and his limbs shorter, and unlike Squeeg, who descended the ladder in much the same way as a human would, Skurgfurgler tended to use his body as much as his limbs and appeared to undulate his way down. 

 

Rouge grinned at the sight, despite her feelings of fracture from all that she had known; she thought of her crew - her friends and fellow escapees - and she wondered what they would have thought of all this... 

  

She sighed inwardly at the thought of the long distant past and hoped against all hope that the old crew of the 'Cutlass had finally succeeded in achieving their one and only goal: to have a good and long life far away from all the insanity and cruelty of the universe. It was the least they deserved after so much stress and worry. 

 

Rouge felt a dampness in her eyes and cursed herself for getting all soppy over a past she had no control over. She dragged a somewhat greasy handkerchief from her pocket and wiped her eyes before the aliens - who had finally reached the bottom of the ladder - could make it over to her and see her blubbering like some gutless silk-wearing debutante. 

 

"Feeling OK ?" Skurgfurgler enquired politely, noticing the slightly pinker shade of the human girls eyes but diplomatically not wanting to make mention of it specifically. 

 

"I'm just taking stock and assimilating the reality of my situation." She replied, feigning indifference. 

 

"You're sure you weren't just catching your breath ?" Squeeg asked with grin, he had also noted the girls flushed look but (being completely macho and insensitive to the more "delicate" emotions) had simply interpreted it as a sign of the girl being out of condition. 

 

They led Rouge out of the hold and through a huge maze of corridors and gravity lifts, navigating them with the ease of familiarity and the help of colour-coded lines painted on the floor. For though the 'Turtles main living areas and workspaces were all situated in the forward control hemisphere of the huge pear-shaped craft, the distances involved were still significant and plenty of walking was required to get to pretty much anywhere of importance in the ship. 

 

"Isn't there some sort of internal transport system in this ship ?" Rouge asked, becoming increasingly breathless from her exertions. 

"Yes." Squeeg replied, "They're called "Feet"." 

"Very funny." Rouge murmured darkly, now well and truly not in the mood for Squeegs seemingly constant stream of smart-mouthed banter. 

"You tend to only find internal transport systems in some of the newer and larger space vehicles." Skurgfurgler informed her. 

"Larger ?" she exclaimed incredulously "How much larger do spaceships get these days !?" 

"You'd be surprised." Skurgfurgler replied. 

"I'm sure I would !" 

 

But before Rouge could get her breath to question them further the pair of space aliens halted, Squeeg moving forward to open a nondescript looking door with some unrecognisable purple alien hieroglyphs stencilled upon it. He opened the door and ushered her inside "The Galley" he explained. 

 

Rouge entered and was both amazed by the size of the galley (which seemed to be large enough to seat several hundred) and amused to find that - six hundred years notwithstanding - the furniture was not so different from that of the

'Cutlass. She could only presume that in some time and space before her birth someone had wrote the guidelines on space galley furniture, tableware and cutlery and had dictated that all should be made to exactly the same design specifications and out of stainless steel. And at a wild guess, it was probably someone who had shares in a steelworks, she mused. 

 

They directed Rouge over to a table near the door, adjacent to some rack-like device that was built into the wall. She was just looking about her and wondering where the kitchen might be when Skurgfurgler opened the smoked glass doors of the device and pulled a steaming tray from one of its compartments, setting it before the famished space-pirate. 

 

She reached for the plate and paused (despite her hunger) as a thought hit her. 

"Your galley keeps the food hot all the time ?" she asked them, eyeing the rack-unit curiously. 

Squeeg shook his head. "The meals cook themselves as you remove them from the unit." 

Rouges eyes widened at the thought "You mean it cooks itself, instantly ?" Skurgfurgler nodded "It's a Quantum-Cooker." he explained, "its power source and heating element is in another dimension of space and time apparently." 

"Really ?" Rouge replied, not sure whether to believe him or not. 

"Skurgfurgler is oversimplifying things." Squeeg noted, patting the Quantum Cooker "but this little honey does give you a quick hot meal." 

 

Rouge pondered this as she turned back to the hot steaming tray before her. Lifting its sealed foil lid carefully, she exposed a broad foil tray shaped into segments of various sizes. It was not unlike the "meal-in-a-box" trays of space rations her and her crew had lived off for much of their short career, each containing globes or cubes of various sizes and colours, the largest portion was comprised of pinkish-grey cubes of a meat-like substance in a yellowish sauce. 

Despite the curious appearance of the meal, the aroma it gave off was far more wholesome than any of the space rations she had ever been familiar with and she wolfed into the plate with abandon, finally letting the uncontrollable gnawing feeling in her stomach take control of her actions. She savoured the meals subtle and surprisingly good flavour and paused only long enough in her devouring of it to take a swig from the hot cup of coffee Skurgfurgler had thoughtfully brought over from a drinks machine, which lay further down in the same wall from the cooker. 

 

"You'll have to forgive us for our space rations, Miss Rouge." Skurgfurgler began apologetically "The meals are designed to keep on long journeys and be nutritional, rather than look good." 

"They taste fine though." Rouge replied, somewhat indistinctly as she had her mouth full. "What's this one supposed to be anyway ?" Squeeg examined a small label on the discarded foil lid "Apparently this one's supposed to be chicken and cheese pasta." he noted, observing her lack of decorum with amusement "I'm sure if you closed your eyes and tried chewing it a bit before swallowing, it might even taste like its name !" 

"Frankly, it could taste like earwax and lint just at the moment and I'd still eat it, this is the first hot meal I've had since Saturn !" Rouge admitted, between mouthfuls "But this stuff is great, far better than any of the space rations I've ever tasted before." 

"I guess even something as mundane as space rations can change in half a millennium." Skurgfurgler admitted, and shrunk back slightly as his casual remark caused the young space pirate to pause thoughtfully. 

 

She glanced up from her meal for the first time since she had started eating and looked at them soberly. "Tell me about my future, your present." she asked quietly "Tell me about Cosmos Children and philosophy furnaces and all the things I've missed these six hundred years." 

 

Rouge picked up her fork and started eating again, but much slower than before; her attention now fixed firmly on the two mismatched spacemen before her. 

 

Squeeg went over to the drinks machine and poured himself a coffee. "Where to begin ?" he mused out loud as he returned to the table and sat opposite the young human. "Where to begin ..." 

 

Skurgfurgler scratched absently behind one of his small furry ears. "Well Miss Rouge, I guess we can answer your initial queries first." he began "and then just respond to any other questions as you think of them." 

"We're not historians." Squeeg reminded her "So we might not be able to answer everything." 

"But we will answer you, as best we can." Skurgfurgler added. 

 

Rouge pondered quietly for a moment. "I suppose we'll start where we left off for the moment." she began "What are "philosophy furnaces" and who are the

"Cosmos Children" ?" 

 

Squeeg gestured to Skurgfurgler, content to leave the explanations to him for the moment; Skurgfurgler paused and referred back to the tiny database while he gathered his thoughts. 

"While you were sleeping, Miss Redd." he began "there was a revolution in space travel technology amongst your species." 

Rouge cocked her head at an angle, curious "The philosophy furnace ?" she replied. 

 

Skurgfurgler nodded "Yes indeed." and he laid the database on the table, no longer requiring its prompting. "Prior to humans coming into contact with other species (but after the initial discovery of Hyper-Space drives) a group of humans who called themselves the "Cosmos Children" decided to travel the universe (believing it to be their true spiritual home) and set out for the far reaches of the galaxy." 

"The Space-Hippies wanted to be "One with the Universe" in a more practical way." Squeeg explained with a grin. 

"Shall I tell this story or do you want to ?" Skurgfurgler snapped. Squeeg shrugged in reply, so Skurgfurgler continued. 

"Almost immediately, the Cosmos Children came into conflict with the various human governments and shipping guilds of the time as none of the ships they could supply to the Cosmos Children had either the speed or the range to go much further that the Alpha Centauri system." 

Rouge nodded "That was as far as the ships had gone in my day; the guilds insisted on keeping a fifty percent fuel reserve in case of emergencies, so with the inefficient drives of the time you couldn't get much further than Alpha Centauri (and still have enough fuel for the return trip) without dipping into your reserves." 

Squeeg sat up in his chair "But you nearly reached the galactic rim !" he exclaimed "That's a significant way away from Alpha C !" Rouge grinned despite herself "Two reasons." She replied "One: my hyper-drive was "borrowed" off of a military ship and is far more efficient than the commercial models of the time (I suspect various governments had done a deal with the guilds to keep the best tech for themselves) and two: my trip was one way." 

Squeeg returned to his half-lounging pose of before "Fair enough." he observed. 

 

"So anyway." Skurgfurgler continued, trying to maintain his narrative thread despite all the interruptions. "The Cosmos Children settled down on some of the larger and more remote asteroids between Mars and Jupiter and were not heard of again for almost a decade, when suddenly they began buying up a fleets worth of used spaceships and refurbishing them. Of course, as things turned out it wasn't just a new coat of paint that the old ships were getting, but by the time the truth was revealed it was far too late for the guilds to do anything about it; although that didn't stop them from trying." 

 

Squeeg took his cue (technology being his forte). "Some time in that missing decade the Space Hippies developed the philosophy furnace," he explained. "It was a whole new system for powering special low-drain hyperspace engines and supposedly worked on a similar intent (if not principle) as the standard matter-antimatter reaction systems of the time; it used an energy cell they called simply the "Philosophy Cell" or "Philosophy Battery" and was significantly more powerful than any of the guild-constructed hyperspace drives of the time and far, far more efficient by an exponential level of magnitude !" 

 

"So the Cosmos Children actually developed the philosophy furnace themselves

?" Rouge mused and she looked at them questioningly "How ?" 

 

Skurgfurgler grinned "I once asked a member of the Cosmos Children that very question and his reply to me was that they had discovered how to make the combined "furnace" and "cell" form a bridge between the world of physical reality and that of philosophical archetype. he then went on to say that the energy of the system was simply due to the potential difference between the two states, needless to say I was just as confused after his explanation as before." 

 

Rouge looked none the wiser after his explanation and Skurgfurgler shrugged apologetically "Of course there is the possibility that it was just a bit of polite misinformation on his part as the philosophy furnace is the great mystery and secret of the Cosmos Children and they're not overly talkative on the subject at the best of times." 

 

"It's their major source of income, after all." Squeeg added, "P furnaces have financed the expansion of the Space Hippies into every corner of the galaxy, even the dull bits." 

 

"But surely someone's tried to steal the technology at sometime or other !" Rouge exclaimed "If I know anything about the guilds, governments and corporations of old they certainly weren't above a little bit of "acquisition with extreme prejudice"; when did they suddenly start giving a damn about the sanctity of life ?" 

"They didn't." Skurgfurgler replied with a grim shake of the head "many Cosmos Colonies were raided, furnaces and cells were stolen, people were tortured or had their minds probed but none of the details made any sense." 

"Thousands of stolen P furnaces were stripped down but nothing seemed to link to anything." Squeeg added "And each furnace and its power cells seemed to be unique, I've heard of furnaces being opened only for their contents to evaporate and others to have nothing inside but networks of rough-hewn crystals and twigs." he shrugged. "the tech - if it is tech - of the Space Hippies was (and still is) incomprehensible to everyone that isn't a Hippie." 

 

Skurgfurgler sighed, "Of course with such an environment of greed beginning to form around them, the Cosmos Children had no choice but to speed up their preparations; within a year of the beginning of the raids on their colonies every Cosmos Child had left the asteroid field and travelled beyond the range of human knowledge. Eventually spreading throughout the entire galaxy and indeed beyond it." and he smiled "I'm sure it will come as no big surprise to you that it was the Cosmos Children who first made contact with other species in the galaxy, it is a credit to their diplomacy rather than that of any of the competing forces around Sol that your species is now a member of the Galactic Economic Enclave and not still lobbying for a piece of the action !" 

 

"That comes as no surprise." Rouge replied with emotion "all the sniping little power blocs of my time were as selfish as a three year old who doesn't want to share the sandpit !" 

 

"As an interesting footnote." Skurgfurgler continued "the moment the rest of humanity made contact with us and found out that the Cosmos Children were our new best friends much of the old power of the guilds and the corporations evaporated. Their tech was far inferior to both ours and that of the Cosmos Children and so nowadays they have either faded away or have moved on to different areas of expertise." 

 

"And your Economic Enclave doesn't mind the competition from the Cosmos Children ?" Rouge enquired. "That's awfully magnanimous of them." she observed doubtfully. 

"Don't get us wrong." Squeeg replied, "It wasn't always friendly between the Enclave and the Space Hippies, but in the end they made a deal to divvy up the business between them in a way that would benefit both." 

"The agreement was that the Enclave would give the Cosmos Children all the small, less profitable customers and keep all the big clients like large multi-planetary corporations and governments." Skurgfurgler added "This suited the Cosmos Children just fine, as they were more geared to the refurbishment of old ships with their power systems and low-drain hyperdrives than with the construction and fitting out of large fleets of ships, which was the forte of the gigantic Enclave shipyards." 

"So anyway, now humans either buy the Enclaves hyperdrives, which are conventionally powered and faster; or the Space Hippies philosophy furnace powered ones, which are more economical." Squeeg finished "So everyone's happy and the Space Hippies get a quiet bit of peaceful retribution on their former oppressors." 

"Which also may explain to you why we ourselves are using a ship purchased from the Cosmos Children." Skurgfurgler began "for though not as fast as a Enclave ship, the Tantric Turtle makes up in economy what it lacks in speed." 

"He means we're broke." Squeeg explained. 

 

"I got the idea." Rouge replied tactfully "So how did you guys end up in the salvage business anyway ?" 

 

"Um, perhaps before we answer that, miss Rouge." Skurgfurgler began, slowly and with what he hoped would be the proper tone of servile curiosity "Squeeg and I were wondering how you ended up in your, er, position." 

"Yeah, and how many people did you kill ?" Squeeg added, with all the tact and subtlety of an exploding star. 

"Squeeg !" Skurgfurgler gasped, almost choking in shock. 

"What ?" Squeeg shrugged "It was a valid question wasn't it ?" 

 

They both turned towards Rouge, who had remained silent throughout the previous exchange, her expression slightly bemused. 

"Killed ?" she enquired with a frown "What in blazes are you talking about ?" Squeeg activated the database and showed it to her "Well, it says in here..." he began, but paused as Rouge snatched the tiny device from him, her mouth pursing and her face getting pinker by degrees as she read the official history of Rouge Redd. 

 

Eventually she could contain herself no longer and burst out in a loud peal of laughter, and much to the relief of Skurgfurgler it was more a "I am finding this extremely funny" laugh than an "I am a complete and utter maniac and am going to kill you now" laugh. 

 

Eventually her mirth began to subside and she turned to them wiping tears from her eyes and grinning. "I thought you said this was a historical database." she enquired of them with a snort "not a pulp science fiction comedy !" 

 

"You mean what it says happened, didn't happen ?" Skurgfurgler enquired nervously. 

"Not in the way it says !" Rouge replied derisively. "Me, a mass murderer ?; the worst I've ever done to anyone is to give them a nasty limp !" 

"So much for legends." Squeeg observed ruefully, and turned to Skurgfurgler. 

"I just knew that stupid almanac of yours was full of it !" he pronounced accusingly. 

"So sorry to disappoint you." Rouge murmured sarcastically. 

 

"So what DID happen ?" Squeeg enquired "You didn't get stuck out there because you took the wrong turn at Albuquerque, right ?" 

Rouge shrugged "Did I say I was "Little Miss Sweetness and Light" ?; All I said was that I wasn't "Little Miss Crazy Blood-Drinking Nutbag" there is a distinction between the two." 

"Yeah, whatever." 

 

"Do you really want to know about me ?" Rouge asked Squeeg challengingly "I'll warn you here and now that it's nowhere near as spectacular as the "official" history." 

"I think we'd all love to hear your story miss Rouge." Skurgfurgler replied, quietly relieved that the almanac was wrong and furiously wishing that Squeeg could just once in his often-debauched life be a little bit subtler. 

"Just don't waffle on too long, honey." Squeeg added "I fall to sleep real easy." and he winced at something Skurgfurgler did to him under the table. 

"Now let's all play nice." Skurgfurgler told him, grinning in his best "please don't provoke the guest," grin. 

 

Rouge stared off into the distance, thinking back, a mixture of emotions registering on her face one after the other as the memories of those times resurfaced and took their accustomed dark shapes; she sighed and her face seemed to age visibly before facing them again, her eyes serious and sad. 

 

"I was perhaps fourteen when I escaped from the work camps of the (ironically named) Utopia Plains." She began "I never knew my age for certain, no more than I had ever knew my own parents, for I was an orphan, you see." 

 

"Erm." Skurgfurgler cleared his throat interrupting carefully. "Er, work camps, Miss Rouge ?" 

"Yes ?" Rouge replied "What of them ?" 

"Er, there's no record of there ever being work camps on Mars." Skurgfurgler declared "No record at all." 

 

Rouge twitched at this remark and she smiled an acidic smile. "Well it seems I'm going to have to begin this story a bit further back." she observed cynically. 

 

She leaned forward on the table, her hands clasped together tightly as if trying to keep them in check. "Mars, at the time of my birth was perhaps an example of capitalism in its purest form." she began, her voice tense and bitter "The companies and guilds were the thin, razor-sharp line between life and death on the planet and exploited that fact to the limit, and beyond. It was a user pays society, you paid for the water, you paid for the air, you paid for everything, and nothing was cheap; but the rewards were great also: a man considered rich on Earth would be lucky to be considered average wage earner on Mars." 

 

"Sounds pretty balanced so far." Squeeg observed. Rouge looked daggers in his direction and continued "Oh, everything was just peachy !" she all but snarled "As long as you could keep on top of your debts; but if you lost your job or got seriously sick or were accused of a crime and convicted (just the accusation was enough to get you arrested and convicted, the charge only went to trial if you could afford to pay the court costs in advance) or one of any number of other reasons that might make you destitute, you had your citizenship revoked and ended up in the work camps." 

 

"I don't understand." Skurgfurgler murmured "Why wouldn't any of this be in the official histories ?" 

"Isn't it obvious ?" Squeeg - ever the pragmatist - replied "The human governments wanted a piece of the action in the new territory that the Cosmos Children had opened up for them, so sometime after the Enclave first contacted them but before they were accepted into "the club" the Martian government had rewrote their history to make themselves look better, right ?" 

 

Rouge nodded grimly "So it would seem." she observed, then continued, "It was into this environment of ruthless consumerism that I was born, and my very earliest memories were those from the time I spent my childhood in the government run orphanage." and she paused, an angry flush tinting her face. 

"It was the head of the orphanage that gave me my name by the way; she had a cruel sense of humour and had suggested to the naming committee that "Rouge Redd" was a perfect name for a child of the red planet." 

 

"What happened to your parents ?" Skurgfurgler asked softly, his tone sympathetic. 

Rouge shook her head slowly "I don't know." She replied quietly, and sighed, 

"In the five years I lived in that dump they never once told me what had happened to them, and any time I asked they would simply ignore the question, in truth they probably just didn't know themselves." 

"You were only there five years ?" Skurgfurgler noted curiously. "Did they move you to another orphanage after that ?" 

Rouge shook her head, her expression ironic "No, they sent me to the work camps." She replied. 

 

"They sent you to a work camp at five years of age ?" Skurgfurgler gasped. 

 

"I'd been in the orphanage for about five Earth-years (even though Mars was a separate colony, most places used the Earth calendar to keep schedules standardised) so I must have been at least that old." Rouge replied with a shrug "What I do know for certain is that I spent the next nine Earth-years at the work camp, working half-day shifts, every day without a break. At first they gave me various menial tasks like cleaning and such, but as I got older they gave me more complex and technical jobs." And she grinned ruefully "the one thing they didn't give me was a proper education, they'd teach you enough to do whatever task you were set and that was it; in the end I was taught to read and write by one of the other inmates in the work camp, she'd been a school teacher." Rouge paused, her face bitter and angry "She'd been dismissed from her job for demanding a better curriculum at her school, apparently they were forced to teach only subjects that would be of use to the corporations; art and poetry may have given you a more well-rounded perspective but there was no place for poets or artists on Mars." 

 

She sat quietly for a moment and shook her head as if to clear it. "I'm digressing here." she murmured reproachfully to herself "I'll get back to the main story." 

 

"That's alright, miss Rouge." Skurgfurgler soothed "We don't mind hearing your tale." 

She sighed, and smiled grimly "But I mind telling it." she said simply. 

"Whoever said "talking about your pain makes it better" was full of it; for me, talking about the past is just bringing all the sad, bad memories back. it doesn't make them any less painful to think about and I'm still as angry as I ever was." 

 

Without further pause, she continued with her earlier narrative, her face slowly clearing of the previous strong emotions as she progressed. 

 

"When I was fourteen there was a mass breakout at the Utopia work camp; there was maybe a thousand people involved, though I was never sure what set them off." she shrugged. "Not that there weren't plenty of reasons to want to escape, for the only legal way out was to work a thousand extra shifts and most people that tried died of exhaustion." 

 

"That's what I'd call a valid reason to want to escape." Squeeg observed. 

"Damn right." Rouge agreed, and continued "Whatever caused the breakout, it gave me and my friends the opportunity to escape and we took it; we ran all night and all day, until we came to the outer limits of the nearest city, also imaginatively named Utopia, after the plain which it shared with our work camp." 

 

Rouge grinned at the memory "After running through the thin air for more than twenty four hours (Mars was still being terraformed at that time) the city could have been a greasy hole named "Stinky Britches" for all we cared. It would have been the vision-splendid to us whatever it was called or looked like, for the only thing that mattered at the time was that we were half-asphyxiated and Utopia City had an enclosed atmosphere." 

 

She paused, getting up from the table and making her way to the drinks dispenser. "Just the thought of all that dry, dusty air is making me thirsty." she explained as she poured herself a fresh cup of coffee. "Is there running water on Mars now ?" 

Skurgfurgler nodded an affirmative "The Utopia plains are now covered by a shallow sea." he informed her. 

"Poetic justice." Rouge mused "Or concealing evidence ?" 

"Probably both." Squeeg theorised with a shrug. 

 

"I wonder." Rouge murmured sitting down again and continuing, "We almost immediately stowed away on the next transport away from Utopia City as we knew this would be where the security forces would search first for the escapees. Even so, we just made it out of the city in time as not three hours after we had left the entire area was sealed and swept for people without citizenship files. By the end of that day, more than half of the thousand that had escaped were already back in the work camp, and over the next few months, all but a few dozen were rounded up and sent back to work. But not at Utopia this time, all the others were sent to hard labour camps at the mines of the Tharsis Mountains; those that didn't die "resisting arrest", of course." she added bitterly. 

"Is that when you made it into space ?" Skurgfurgler asked. 

"Not yet." Rouge replied "We lived like vagrants for months after leaving Utopia, then fell in with a group of Sand-Pirates who spent most of their time hiding in the southern deserts." 

 

"There were pirates in the deserts ?" Squeeg exclaimed in surprise, "Sounds like the real Martian history was far more eventful than the fictional version." 

 

"I guess a lot of history is like that, people remember what they want to and ignore the rest." Rouge replied with a shrug before continuing "The Sand-Pirates were (ironically) the first people to ever give us a genuine chance to prove ourselves; in addition they taught us a great deal about life, politics, law and technology amongst other things. We learnt more in the year we spent stealing cargoes from ore freighters with the Sand-Pirates than we had at any time before; it was also at that time that I decided the only way we would ever be guaranteed any sort of sustainable future was if we left Mars for good. And since there was no way of leaving legally without citizenship, my friends and I settled on the next best option: that we'd steal a ship and take our chances elsewhere, which (with the help of the Sand-Pirates who took us to a remote space port near one of the smaller colonies) is precisely what we did." 

 

"And you became Space Pirates." Skurgfurgler finished for her. 

 

"It's not quite as simple as that." Rouge replied with a shake of her head. 

"We had succeeded in escaping from the pursuing Martian Security ships (thanks to having a significant head start) and were on a heading for Earth controlled space. Our intention was to plead for asylum; it was our (in hindsight, naïve) belief that we could draw the Earth government's attention to the grim conditions in the Martian work camps. Of course, the truth was that the Earth government already knew about the work camps and simply didn't care; they were more interested in their lucrative trade agreements with the Martian colony than they ever would be in a few thousand down-on-their-luck Martian citizens." 

 

Rouge paused, and sighed deeply "Needless to say though, at the time, arriving into Earth-space and finding a small armada of Earth Security vessels waiting in ambush for you was quite a painful lesson to take, we barely escaped with our lives, and even that was more thanks to dumb luck than any particular skill." 

 

"So then you became Space Pirates ?" Squeeg asked. 

 

"In a manner of speaking, but not how you'd think." Rouge replied "We escaped back into Martian space at a slow limp, making running repairs as we went, and succeeded in passing through without encountering any of the Security Forces. We then slowly made our way towards the asteroid belt - where we'd heard that there were a multitude of tiny mining colonies - the hope was that we might be able to hide and repair our ship there, perhaps even make an honest life for ourselves, hah !" she laughed bitterly "Another pipe dream." 

 

"What happened ?" Skurgfurgler asked. 

 

"By the time we made it to the asteroid belt the Martian and Earth governments had branded us as violent Space Pirates and put a price on our heads." she explained with a grim shrug "I guess "Space Pirate" sounds less embarrassing than having to admit that they'd both let a bunch of inexperienced teenagers escape them in an tiny, unarmed freighter !" 

 

"But.." Skurgfurgler began but was silenced by a gesture from Squeeg. 

 

"So those nasty-looking weapons pods on your ship weren't part of its original configuration ?" Squeeg asked, with a slight twinkle in his eye. 

 

Rouge smiled in reply "Our new fictitious reputation was a two-edged sword; on one hand, any colony that recognised us would shoot on sight to drive us away, but on the other, any freighter we'd encounter would often simply jettison their cargo and run." 

"Easy pickings." Squeeg observed. 

Rouge shrugged "We gained quite a great deal of food, parts and equipment without ever specifically having to rob anyone; some items we'd use, some we'd sell or trade to smugglers, it was a slightly embarrassing way to make a living and as it turned out, one without a future." 

 

"I dunno." Squeeg began "Sounds like an alright life to me." 

"To you it would." Skurgfurgler observed sarcastically, he turned to Rouge

"Squeeg has had a somewhat "chequered" past, you see." he explained. 

"I was just exploring alternate career paths." Squeeg replied with a wink and a grin. 

Skurgfurgler raised his eyebrows sceptically "I guess we can leave it at that." he murmured in mock diplomacy "Please continue, miss Rouge." 

 

"The next few months fell into a typical pattern." Rouge continued "We'd avoid the colonies and their security patrols, then bail up freighters to collect their cargo (if they jettisoned it); occasionally they'd run and we'd let them escape, very occasionally they'd tried to shoot it out and we'd simply out-manoeuvre them and go elsewhere. We weren't interested in taking the charade any further than we absolutely had to, but despite our relatively mild approach to space-pirating the tales of our exploits simply got bloodier with the retelling, regardless of the fact that there wasn't even a minor flesh wound that could be produced in evidence." She paused and sipped from her coffee thoughtfully. 

"Of course at the time we were unaware of just how violent our legend was getting, in truth, reading your almanac is the first hard proof I've seen of just how far they were willing to stretch reality." She noted, shaking her head bemusedly. 

"We were far too busy at the time to think of what may have been being said about us in the colonies and elsewhere; we were using our ill-gotten gains to upgrade our ships sensors, add the weapons pods, strengthen the armour and fill our pantries with as much drinking water and space rations as they could hold. We had also picked up a few more unique items: a military-grade hyperdrive unit with a limited amount of fuel, a whole container load of stasis pods and (from a government supply ship) what turned out to be one of our most useful acquisitions: a small Stealth-Dart shuttle. We converted the lower deck of our ship into a hanger for the shuttle and then used it to visit the colonies secretly, it was then that we began to hear the news of the storm that was building around us." 

 

"So that's why I couldn't find a stairway down to the bottom deck !" Squeeg exclaimed "So where did you hide the entrance ?" Rouge shook her head "We didn't hide the entrance, we just had to seal all the normal access-ways because they weren't air tight" she explained. "If you look towards the rear of the top deck you'll find a cupboard that has been converted into an airlock; but you wouldn't find anything in the hanger now, the crew used the Stealth-Dart to escape." 

"Oh, I see." Squeeg replied, disappointed. 

"So that's why you're the only person on the ship." Skurgfurgler exclaimed, his face clearing "I was wondering what happened to your crew." 

 

"I'm coming to that part." Rouge explained. "We were rapidly getting tired of the uncertain life we were living around the asteroid field, so we decided to travel to Jupiter-controlled space in the hope of finding a more stable future there. It took several months under conventional drive for us to reach Jupiter (we were saving the hyperdrive for emergencies) but events had in our absence taken on a life of their own; by the time we arrived, the tide was beginning to turn against us." She paused, then added "On a side note it was during this journey that we finished the upgrades to our ship; at that time it was much as you see it now and we'd only just christened it the "Rusty Cutlass" as that sounded a suitably pirate-like name." 

 

Squeeg opened his mouth to make a comment on this but was kicked in the shins by Skurgfurgler and changed his mind. 

 

"We parked the 'Cutlass in the shadow of one of Jupiter's minor moons and used the stealth-dart to take myself and a few of the crew to the inner system. We made our way though every base and station in an attempt to sound out the environment and see if there was any chance for us if we were to surrender to their various governments and request asylum, but no dice." Rouge sighed. "The decision had been made long before we had even re-crossed the Martian frontier: none of the colonies would have us, we had no choice but to continue on our way and hope that perhaps one of the smaller colonies on Saturn or beyond might take us." She shook her head grimly. "And what was worse, rumours of our passing through had finally filtered their way to the Jupiter security forces and they were starting to gather their ships to make a search for us. We had no choice but to leave, but as it would happen our luck ran out and we were detected, we barely made it back to the 'Cutlass in time." 

 

"So you escaped from Jupiter ?" Skurgfurgler prompted. 

 

Rouge smiled sadly and shrugged. "Yes and no." she replied "For though we did escape from Jupiter controlled space, we were on the run the entire time. The Jupiter security forces were faster and better supplied than those of the asteroid belt and unlike when we had escaped from Earth and Mars, the bounty on our head was much larger now and thus the incentive to catch us was greater. We didn't succeed in losing them until we reached the rings of Saturn, and even then I knew we wouldn't avoid them for very long, especially as Saturn's security force was now joining the hunt." 

 

She paused grimly "I didn't have a choice anymore, if my friends were ever going to be free, we'd have to take a gamble; we moved all the food, water and spare fuel into the stealth-dart. It was my plan was that while I would act as a decoy and head out into deep space in the 'Cutlass, they would head inward and take their chances. It was my hope that perhaps, if the combined security forces of Jupiter and Saturn believed that Rouge Redd and her crew were heading towards deep space my crew, my friends, might have a chance to sneak into one of the inner colonies and blend in with the crowd." she bowed her head sadly. "I felt responsible for dragging them into all this mess, I thought this was all that was left for me to do; to give them one last chance at freedom." 

Rouge smiled wistfully, thinking back "They didn't go willingly though, because they'd finally realised why I'd kept one of the stasis pods (instead of selling it like the others); and they worked out that though my contingency plan may well take me into deep space, it didn't allow for my return." 

 

She fell silent, thinking back to those last painful moments of parting, hundreds of years ago from a historical perspective, though seemingly only days before by her own personal perception of time. Skurgfurgler and Squeeg maintained a respectful silence (or at least Skurgfurgler maintained a respectful silence while Squeeg lay back in his chair, scratched himself and yawned) and waited for her to continue. 

 

She sighed, "I'm not normally this maudlin." She remarked, glaring at them accusingly as if daring them to argue. 

"I'm sure it's perfectly natural to feel emotional after being through such a stressful time, miss Rouge." Skurgfurgler replied soothingly. 

 

Rouge considered Skurgfurglers theory and decided it was as good a reason as any other; her mind slowly returned to the present and she resumed. "I didn't want to die, but I had to disappear." Rouge continued. "I knew for certain that if the security forces (or the other bounty hunters that had also began to take up the trail) ever caught me and found me alone, my friends would be in danger again, the only thing keeping them safe was the belief that they were still onboard the ship. So after dropping off my crew in the shadow of Tethys, I flew to Neptune with the security forces in tow. Keeping the

'Cutlass just far enough ahead of the pursuers to stay out of attack range without losing them completely (I didn't want any of them to give up the chase, I wanted them all to be totally focussed on me and only me). The moment I reached Neptune, I gave them enough time to catch up and then hyper-jumped before they could scan me or react in any way, and that was pretty much it." 

 

She finished her now-lukewarm coffee in one gulp and shrugged "The rest of the story is pretty much what you already know." She informed them "the jump landed me in a remote section of deep space and with nowhere to go I put myself into stasis, end of story." 

 

"That was very brave." Skurgfurgler commended her. 

 

"I wasn't brave, I was terrified." Rouge admitted "But I had to do it, I owed it to them; I'd promised them a future and this was my last chance to deliver one, the hardest thing was the knowledge that - even if I succeeded to escape

- I'd never know for certain if they made it or not." 

 

"If it's any consolation miss Rouge, your crew aren't mentioned in the database." Skurgfurgler noted "It implies that they all escaped into deep space with you, which must be a good indication that the security forces were successfully bamboozled." 

 

"I hope so." Rouge replied, and then paused as a new thought hit her. "I just realised, I never thanked you two for rescuing me: Thanks." 

 

"Well to be honest, miss Rouge we didn't so much rescue you as salvage you." Skurgfurgler admitted. 

"But don't worry toots, we wouldn't try and sell you or anything." Squeeg added with a cheeky grin, "your ship will make me enough money that I can afford to be generous." 

 

The change in Rouge was instantaneous; where a slightly mellow teenage girl had been sitting a moment before, there now sat a ramrod-straight person of superficially similar appearance, but who radiated both a powerful personality and an air of authority uncommon amongst most girls of her age. Skurgfurgler would later reflect that this was the first instance where he saw the facet of Rouges character that had made her a legend. A girl who had held together a group of frightened teenagers for a long uncertain journey by the sheer force of her spirit, and had given the security forces and mercenaries of every planetary system from Earth to Neptune a significant run for their money into the bargain. 

 

"The Rusty Cutlass is mine." Rouge stated, calmly but ever so firmly. 

 

Skurgfurgler did not reply but Squeeg was unimpressed by the display (having made it his lifework to thumb his nose at authority in all its shapes and forms) "Au Contraire, Honey." He replied with deliberate and irritating familiarity, "It's ours by right of salvage." 

"It is mine by right of possession." Rouge hissed "And if you call me just one more pet name, I'll show you how I gave those other men their limps." Squeeg grinned "The ship was never legally yours in the first place." he observed "And if you want to have a piece of me just you come over here and try, babe." 

"Please, let's all just try and work this out peacefully !" Skurgfurgler began, but before either side could reply, the galley was filled with red flashing lights and the blaring report of many klaxons. 

 

They all jumped to their feet, the grim mood of a moment before being replaced by a general air of confusion. 

 

Squeeg rushed over to a small slave terminal of the main cockpit controls that was set into the wall, near the door; he activated the display and (thankfully) muted the alarm. 

 

"What is it ?" Rouge demanded, her previous antagonism for the moment forgotten "Are we under attack ?" 

 

"Squeeg read the readout display with a confused look on his face. "There's an anomalous, but significant, power drain coupled with an unidentified movement being detected in the main hold." he explained and switched the readout to a feed from a security camera. 

 

A tiny image of the Rusty Cutlass came into view, the camera automatically targeting a strange disjointed movement at the rear of the ship and zooming in to give them a better view. 

 

The camera focussed in on the missile Skurgfurgler had found embedded in the hull earlier, it had shed most of its scorched outer coverings to expose a jointed centipede-like body supported on six spindly, yet strong-looking legs. It had wrenched itself free from its impact crater and was crawling over the

'Cutlass like some kind of huge metallic silverfish, its rudimentary head swinging from side to side as if searching for something. 

 

"It's that tracer missile !" Squeeg exclaimed in surprise "It seems to have come to life !" 

 

"That's no tracer." Rouge observed, her face pale and grim "That's a Damocles missile !" 

"And what the blazes is a Damocles missile ?" Squeeg demanded, turning to face the young pirate. 

Rouges face registered grim amusement "So they didn't mention those in the official histories either ?" she observed before turning serious again "Where are the strongest power sources in this ship and where's the closest place they can be shut down ?" she demanded. 

 

"You haven't answered my question yet." Squeeg noted. 

"Answer mine first and I'll answer yours on the way." Rouge replied "Time is of the essence, here." 

 

"There's only one strong power source in this ship: the Philosophy Furnace." Squeeg informed her "It can be shut down from the furnace room itself or from the cockpit, which is the closer option in this instance." 

"Take me there." Rouge instructed him "By the shortest route, if there is one." 

 

They rushed out of the galley with Squeeg at the lead, Rouge in the middle and Skurgfurgler at the rear. all clattering along the scuffed metal corridors at a quick jog. 

 

"Now it's your turn." Squeeg reminded, puffing slightly "what's the story with these Damocles' and why is one crawling around on your ship." 

"So now it's my ship !" Rouge noted ironically "How quickly things change !" 

"Slip of the tongue." Squeeg murmured. 

 

"The Damocles is a parasitic weapon, not too bright outside of its narrow field of expertise, but completely autonomous and certainly deadly; a "last chance" weapon if you like." Rouge explained. 

"You mean it's an attack robot ?" Squeeg asked. 

"After a fashion, although its attack is based on stealth initially, rather than a frontal assault." Rouge replied, "If your enemy escapes or it looks like they're going to win the battle you fire a Damocles at them and unless they realise what's hit them they're as good as dead, eventually. In my time the Damocles' were mainly used by security forces, mercenaries didn't like them because they often didn't leave enough of their target behind to claim a bounty on afterwards." 

 

There was a choked squeak behind them, pausing, they turned and looked back. 

 

Skurgfurglers hair was standing on end, he grinned lopsidedly at their stares. 

"Sorry, involuntary reaction." he explained with an embarrassed cough. 

"Skurgfurgler may be a bit on the delicate side." Squeeg commented with a nasty grin "But he's a great pilot, really." 

"I just didn't plan my day with ruthless killer robots in mind !" Skurgfurgler retorted defensively. 

Squeeg shrugged "That's space travel for you." he observed ironically "one big endless adventure." And he continued on his way, putting on an extra turn of speed. 

 

With a final bemused look at the deflated looking Space-Ferret, Rouge followed the hurrying Squeeg through the narrow serpentine corridors while a somewhat demoralized Skurgfurgler jogged to keep up. 

 

"So the Damocles is pretty deadly ?" Squeeg mused, his expression uncertain "I couldn't say it looked that dangerous to me." 

"It isn't, not at the start anyway." Rouge explained. "Its initial task is to simply graft itself into the target-ships power systems and start to charge their batteries for the next stage of their mission, a Damocles at this point is relatively harmless; incidentally, I noticed that OUR Damocles was trailing a long thin cable, so it's still in this stage." 

 

"When I scanned it, the "missile" just seemed to be a collection of densely packed electronics and servo motors." Squeeg noted in bemusement. "It didn't look like any missile I'd ever seen, but it didn't appear to be anything capable of movement either." 

"Had you reactivated the 'Cutlass's power systems at that time ?" Rouge enquired. 

Squeeg shook his head "Not then, no." 

"Then the Damocles was probably still inert, waiting for a charge." Rouge noted grimly. "It mustn't have had any time to leech off power from the

'Cutlass before the primaries drained flat during the trip through hyperspace." 

 

They ran the rest of the distance in silence, rushing through winding corridor after winding corridor, until they eventually arrived in a long, broad passage. Despite the distance involved and their growing fatigue, they made their way along this at double time. 

 

"This is the main concourse." Squeeg explained, "The cockpit is up ahead." 

"Good." Rouge noted "I'm not sure how much time we may have, but it can't be much longer before the Damocles becomes fully active." 

 

"So tell me." Squeeg began "Why are we shutting down the main power source in the ship anyway, won't cutting off the power feed to the 'Cutlass be enough ?" 

 

Rouge shook her head "If the Damocles' has started to move, then it's almost fully charged." she explained "If we cut off the feed at this time it can still run on internal power for hours, and siphon off power from the

'Cutlass's batteries also, as they too would have charged up by now." 

"So what's the point of shutting off the power now if it's already nearly charged ?" Skurgfurgler enquired. 

"We're not shutting the mains down to deprive the Damocles of energy." Rouge replied "But instead to confuse it." 

Skurgfurgler frowned "Confuse it ?" he asked, feeling rather confused himself. 

 

"The Damocles' programming is simple." Rouge explained "Track down and destroy all major power sources and life support systems, then seek out and destroy all signs of life." 

Skurgfurgler gulped nervously at the thought. 

"So it disables the ship then kills the crew at its leisure ?" Squeeg summarised "That's not very accurate is it, what if they only want one specific person out of the way ?" 

"They don't use a Damocles." Rouge replied, "The robots are not built to be subtle." 

 

Skurgfurgler chewed on this fact for a moment, ultimately deciding that the most proactive course of action was to follow Rouges lead "So after we shut down the power what happens then ?" he enquired politely. 

"Once your ships power is offline, the Rusty Cutlass will be the only remaining target with any significant energy levels." Rouge explained "Then the Damocles will either continue to charge itself from the 'Cutlass's power grid or (if it has enough power stored) it will begin to disable it; either way that should keep the Damocles in the hold for a while longer, giving us enough time to work out a course of action." 

"Otherwise, we'd be chasing the creature through the entire length of the

'Turtle." Squeeg mused, his face grim at the thought. Rouge nodded quietly, not relishing the notion of such a scenario any more than her furry companions. 

 

They reached the end of the corridor; a plain airtight door of average size was set in it. Squeeg moved to the tiny keypad set in the dead centre of the portal and tapped in a code, there was a moments pause and it swung inward on silent hinges. 

 

Rouge was slightly surprised to find that the cockpit was not unlike that of her own on the Rusty Cutlass, if not in fact slightly smaller. There was a moderately long arc of a control panel set beneath a tall curving one-piece viewport of a clear material (that seemed far too thin for its size to be any kind of glass she was familiar with). Behind the console were four flight chairs, one each for pilot and co-pilot set in front with support-crew chairs flanking them on either side. 

 

Squeeg moved to the console and activated bank after bank of controls. "This is the primary console," he informed her "from here we can shut down the furnace, steer a course through interstellar space or flush every toilet in the ship if the whim takes you in that direction." 

 

He activated a tactical readout on the console. It glowed to life, revealing the security optical feed from the hold. 

 

The Damocles was still visible, walking at the extreme range of its power supply cable amongst various piles of salvage dotted about the floor, sorting through them methodically and putting items that seemingly interested it to one side. 

"What's it doing ?" Skurgfurgler wondered aloud. 

"It's been augmenting itself." Rouge replied "It's in their programming to do so, thus making them more adaptable, stronger, faster, deadlier." 

 

Squeeg dragged his gaze from the sight and turned to Rouge "Tell me what your plan is." He asked quietly. 

"You can shut down everything from here, mains, secondaries and emergency systems ?" Rouge enquired. "For this plan to work even the backup batteries have to be disconnected from the power grid." 

Squeeg nodded "Mains and secondaries are both controlled directly from here and the emergency batteries can be manually disengaged also." 

"OK then." Rouge mused "Once the power is offline, what we do then will depend on what move the Damocles makes." 

"Whatever we do, we'll have to do it relatively quickly." Skurgfurgler informed them "With all our systems offline, we'll have only a few hours before the temperature drops below zero and we begin to freeze." Rouge shook her head. "If we do this properly we'll be finished in less than an hour." she advised the space-ferret "of course if we fail we'll be dead in several hours, so either way the power issue is academic." she added grimly. 

 

Rouge turned back to Squeeg "What kind of guns do you have ?" she asked him. 

"With the Damocles in the hold we should be able to hunt it down without too much trouble if we hit it hard and fast." 

Squeeg shrugged apologetically "All we've got is the main anti-asteroid gun, that's about it." 

Rouges face fell "No hand weapons ?" 

Squeeg shook his head and shrugged apologetically. 

"We're salvagers miss Rouge, not soldiers." Skurgfurgler remarked, stating the bleeding obvious "But what about yours ?" he enquired, indicating her empty holster "Is it still on board the 'Cutlass somewhere ?" Rouge shook her head "I gave it to my second in command when my crew left." and she paused deep in thought, her face clearing a moment later as Squeegs previous remark came to her. "If we can't hunt it, we can always go low-tech and flush it !" and she turned to Squeeg with a glint in her eye "Can you open the hold doors from here ?" she enquired. 

Squeeg got the idea and grinned "You bet I can !" 

"Do it." she ordered. 

 

Squeeg pressed a button simply labelled PURGE HOLD. 

 

In the main hold, the Damocles' movements were becoming more and more synchronised as it adapted its artificial synapse responses to the new body parts it had constructed for itself; it was almost time to begin phase two of its mission, after which it would destroy all life in the ship unhindered by any time constraints. 

 

It walked back to where the original target ship was located and climbed up its side. Reaching into the jagged hole in the ship, the Damocles was just preparing to disengage the umbilical cable when the massive hold doors opened in a slow inexorable movement that was instantly followed by the howling scream of approximately eight million cubic metres of air being sucked out into the vacuum of space. 

 

Caught by surprise the Damocles was yanked into the rushing air stream and dangled there momentarily, swinging at the end of its thin umbilical. Not being a creature to be consumed by fear or pessimism, the Damocles' 

logical mind didn't pause to reflect on its grimly impossible situation for even a moment; it tried to swing itself around on the cable, so as to climb its way along the umbilical to the relatively firm support that the Rusty Cutlass embodied. 

 

It was an irony lost on the Damocles that when it was less than a metre from safety the cable snapped and the cold-minded creature was sucked into space. 

 

Squeeg released the purge control and they watched on the screen as the hold doors slowly shut and the pressure equalised. 

 

"Damocles has been flushed." Rouge murmured in satisfaction "Can you use the asteroid gun from here ?; I don't want to leave that thing floating around out there intact." 

"Way ahead of you." Skurgfurgler replied from a seat at the extreme right of the console, suddenly sounding far more confident now that the threat of painful death had passed. "Asteroid Gun is charging, approximately two minutes to fire capability." 

Rouge nodded in satisfaction "That's what I like to hear." 

 

In the intervening wait, Skurgfurgler brought the asteroid guns targeting system online. "Providing that the Damocles is within range I'll be able to fire the moment the gun is charged." he explained "The gun has only a forty degree angle of movement so if the creature is outside of that field of view I'll have to line up the ship with manoeuvring thrusters first." 

"Just as long as we take it out, I'll be happy." Rouge replied. 

 

"Did you see that thing ?" Skurgfurgler exclaimed incredulously, changing the subject "It was rebuilding itself as we watched !" 

"I told you it could upgrade itself, didn't I ?" Rouge murmured grimly "There must have been plenty of good pickings in your hold." 

"But to do it so quickly." Skurgfurgler replied in awe "in just the time it took us to run from the galley to here, it has covered itself in armour plate and made a whole bunch of other additions I couldn't identify." 

"Ingenious little bugger." Squeeg observed. 

 

Before Rouge could reply, the targeting screen came alight, showing a brilliant field of stars and nothing else. 

 

The Damocles was nowhere to be seen. 

 

Squeeg reacted immediately, launching a tiny robot probe. It rocketed clear of its launch tube and immediately swung about, entering a tight orbit around the 'Turtle and looking in every direction at once for any anomalous power sources. 

 

"So it knows how to hide ?" Skurgfurgler observed, turning to face Rouge "I thought you said this thing was stupid ?" 

"I said it was stupid outside of its narrow field of reference." Rouge retorted, "Defending itself is definitely within its field." 

 

Squeeg ignored their exchange, focussing all his attention on the six tiny screens that showed him what the probe was seeing; the others joined him. 

"Normally we use this little probe for pre-salvage surveys of any space junk we may encounter." Squeeg explained, "Its range is limited so hopefully our

"friend" isn't too far away." 

 

Even as he spoke, the Damocles came into view. It was flying toward the ship at high speed, rocket vents on its back flaring brightly. It passed by the broad doors of the main hold and landed amidships on the

'Turtles port side. 

 

"Where'd it get rocket motors from ?" Squeeg exclaimed incredulously. 

"From the missiles in the 'Cutlasses weapons pods." Rouge theorised "the conventional and manoeuvring thrusters wouldn't be of any use as they're too big and don't have an internal fuel supply." 

 

The Damocles paused momentarily, its asymmetrical makeshift head scanning back and forth along the hull. Finally it locked into position, facing a blank portion of the matt black plating; moments later the screen flared as a bright beam erupted from its forehead, causing the material of the hull to glow and slowly melt under the barrage. 

 

"Well that's not a standard Damocles weapon." Rouge noted, "It's some sort of industrial laser torch by the look of it." 

Squeeg grimaced "It's a laser torch all right." he admitted, "The bloody creature must have picked it up from my tool chest." 

"Excuse me, but who cares where it got it from !" Skurgfurgler exclaimed, unconcerned as he was with the origins of the creatures body parts "How are we going to stop it ?" 

"What's in that area of the ship ?" Rouge enquired of Squeeg. 

"The Philosophy Furnace is in the dead centre of the 'Turtle, anywhere amidships would be as close to it as you could get from the outside." Squeeg replied grimly. "Given time it may be able to cut through, but the hull is pretty thick." 

 

"I don't suppose that probe of yours is armed ?" Rouge enquired hopefully. 

 

On the screen, they saw the Damocles' head snap around, focusing directly on the probe; there was a flash from its head, and the screen went dark. 

 

"Well I was going to say no." Squeeg replied apologetically "But I'd say it was academic now anyway." 

"And that was the only probe we had." Skurgfurgler added morosely. 

 

"Then that's it then." Rouge replied grimly to herself. 

"What's what ?" Skurgfurgler enquired. 

"I'm going to have to out there myself." Rouge replied, and she turned to Squeeg "Take me to the 'Cutlass." 

 

"What did you have in mind ?" Squeeg asked as they strode out of the cockpit, leaving Skurgfurgler to track the Damocles via the instruments in the cockpit. 

 

"Providing that the Damocles didn't cannibalise all the weapons on the Rusty Cutlass or "eat" too much of its control systems we may yet have a chance." Rouge theorised "the 'Cutlass should have enough power to launch the remaining missiles and enough fuel to operate the guidance and manoeuvring thrusters for a short while, hopefully this will be enough for one or two attack-passes at the Damocles." 

 

"That's an awful lot of perhaps' and maybes." Squeeg observed. 

"I know." Rouge replied with a sigh "I'm not liking the odds either, but unless you can think of something better I'm taking the gamble." and she grinned ruefully "After all, my luck has got me this far; maybe I've got enough left for this one last shot." 

 

They rushed into the hold and made their way over to the Rusty Cutlass, where Rouge gave it a quick visual examination while Squeeg disconnected the air and power umbilicals. 

"The missiles in the starboard weapons pod have had their rocket motors

"eaten" but the ones in the port pod seem OK." she noted "The laser cannons in both pods seem intact, which is suitably ironic as I doubt emergency power will be enough to activate them." 

"The thrusters fuel tanks are still intact." Squeeg observed "How much did you have left in them ?" 

"Don't ask." was the teens grim reply, as she made to climb the ladder up to the ship. 

"Before you go, put this on." Squeeg murmured, holding out a small radio headset to the girl "this way we can stay in communication without wasting time trying to re-tune your radio to the 'Turtles frequency." Rouge took the headset and put in on "You know, you're not such a bad guy when you're in a tight place." she observed. 

Squeeg grinned "I know when to take things seriously." he replied "but don't get too accustomed to it, I prefer to be impertinent whenever possible." 

 

Rouge grinned and climbed up into the 'Cutlass, closing the portal. Squeeg then pulled away the ladder and beat a hasty retreat to the safety of the corridor, even as he passed through the door he could hear the first faint rumbles of the Rusty Cutlass's thrusters coming to life. 

 

On sealing the holds door he paused, waiting by the slave controls for the airlock. 

"Can you hear me OK ?" crackled the voice of Rouge Redd in his ear. 

"Loud and clear." Squeeg replied. 

"Vent the atmosphere and open the door." Rouge instructed, "I'm as ready as I'll ever be." 

 

Squeeg turned to the controls and started pumping the air out of the hold, despite the huge volume of air involved an approximate vacuum was reached relatively quickly. He wasted no time in opening the doors, and before they had even parted fully, he saw the 'Cutlass rise with much juddering of ancient and long disused rocket motors and gradually heave itself across the hold with slow, careful bursts. 

 

As the Rusty Cutlass slowly gained speed, Rouge familiarised herself with the imbalances and changes in power output of the ships drive systems, due in no small part to the combined effect of damage made by the Damocles and more than half a millennium of inactivity. 

 

From his position at the slave console, Squeeg watched as the 'Cutlass closed the final metres separating it from the wide portal with increasing confidence and speed, and finally, accelerated into open space with smooth motions that clearly demonstrated the talent of its pilot. He then closed the massive hold doors and made his way back to the control deck as fast as his legs would take him. 

 

From the cockpit of the 'Cutlass, Rouge settled into the worn and comfortable flight chair and jockeyed the ship around in a wide arc, heading for the

'Turtles port side and the (with any luck, unsuspecting) Damocles. She charged up the weapons systems and quietly hoped that all the remaining missiles were still live, she couldn't afford any dud-shots now, her margin of error was way, way too narrow. 

 

The headset crackled quietly "Everything working OK ?" Squeegs voice rattled tinnily in her ear. 

 

"I'd say systems are sub-nominal, at best." Rouge replied with a grin, "But Rusty will go the distance." she added with a pat to the scuffed console

"She's always come through for me before." 

 

Squeeg laughed, "I'll be up in the cockpit." he informed her "Call me if you need anything, or just feel like talking." 

 

Rouge nodded absently, though there was no one present to see the gesture; her mind was now focussed entirely on the dual tasks of nursing her old ship around for what may well be its last short ride and keeping on the lookout for the Damocles. 

 

She had deliberately chosen a course that would use more fuel, having decided to orbit around the starboard side of the 'Turtle and thus come at the Damocles from the rear. It was her hope that this would give her the tactical advantage of surprise, but she grimly noted to herself that this would only work if she were successful on the first attack run. 

 

Otherwise, next time around the Damocles would be waiting for her. 

 

From Rouge's perspective, it appeared as if she were orbiting a small, irregular and completely black planetoid; it was still a jolt for her to think that something of this size could actually be a spaceship. In her time, way back in the past now, the thought that there would one day be ships as large as this (and larger !) defied belief, and yet there was no denying the evidence of her own eyes. 

 

And she couldn't help but wonder what other fantastic revelations would be waiting for her tomorrow... 

 

Should she survive today, of course. 

 

She passed the currently inert engines of the 'Turtle, and she wondered at their small size in comparison to the massive bulk of the ship. However, with a shake of her head, she focussed back to the job in hand; if she survived this run, she could ask all the technical questions she wanted to, later. 

 

Squeegs voice crackled over the intercom "You're coming round to where the Damocles should be." he informed her "better keep on the lookout, dead ahead." 

"Dead is not the best choice of words at the moment." Rouge remarked with heavy irony "but thanks for the update, anyway." 

 

And then, there it was. Off in the middle distance was a tiny flare of light in the darkness that could only be one thing. 

 

The Damocles. 

 

Rouge accelerated slightly and brought up the targeting heads-up display, quietly hoping that age had not misaligned it too much. After a moment the targeting system beeped to inform her that she had a lock on the tiny metallic object, but she waited until she could get as close as possible (to hopefully avoid any errors) before sending two of her remaining missiles streaming towards the robot assassin. 

 

Within instants of the missiles leaving the weapons pod there was a burst of light from the Damocles, streaking across the star specked sky and slicing one of the rapidly moving missiles in half. The other projectile avoided the robots assault, but overshot and flew uselessly off into space, its guidance systems presumably faulty. 

 

Rouge gave the 'Cutlass an extra burst of speed to get out of the Damocles' 

range; she would have to orbit the 'Turtle again and make another attack run. To make a U-turn would require more fuel than the 'Cutlass had left so she had no choice but to trust to minimal fuel bursts and momentum. 

 

The 'Cutlass juddered in a way that Rouge had felt all too often and her heart turned to ice; the ship had been hit, obviously the Damocles' range was longer than she'd hoped and she quickly checked damage control to see where she had been hit. 

 

"Are you OK, Rouge ?" Squeeg called in her ear "Rouge are you there ?" 

"I'm here." Rouge answered grimly, examining the damage report with a bitter smile. 

"We saw that burst from our cockpit, did it hit you ?" 

"I'm afraid so, and it would seem that the rumours of the Damocles tactical abilities are true." Rouge replied "That last burst sheared my port weapons pod clean off, I'm out of weapons." 

"Come back inside." Squeeg instructed, "We'll figure something out." Rouge grinned "Not yet." she replied "I've still got one last thing to try." and before Squeeg could reply, she turned off the headset and threw it into an adjacent flight seat. 

 

She brought the 'Cutlass in low and as fast as her limited fuel and straining thrusters could achieve, being careful to keep one last drop of propellant for the last dash. 

 

The Damocles came into sight again, Rouge lowered the bow of the 'Cutlass and accelerated with every last drop of fuel, not releasing the ignition control until she heard the vibration of the straining thrusters sputter and die. 

 

Laser bursts flew all around her as fast as the Damocles could charge its weapon, most missed due to the 'Cutlass's rapid passage but enough hit to make things dangerous, one burst slicing open the lower deck of the 'Cutlass and another scorching the much patched viewport. But Rouge had no time for these concerns, the only thing in her mind now was the rapidly approaching surface of the Tantric Turtle, and in the midst of this field of matt black nothingness: the shiny, spindly figure of the Damocles, blankly staring back at her. 

 

The Damocles visually tracked the rapidly approaching space vehicle, its mind racing in a computer conundrum and - for once - unable to react. It had used up what minimal rocket fuel it had possessed in the trip from space to its current location and was unable to fire its weapon any more as the need for repeated bursts of long-range fire (an unplanned-for contingency) had fused its circuitry. The Damocles calmly mused that its only viable course of action was to walk back across the hull to one of the ships airlocks and find another weapon and power supply but it was unsure whether it would have enough power left for such a long trek. 

 

It was still trying to calculate a solution to its dilemma when the scarred, art deco keel of the Rusty Cutlass collided with it. Grinding the Damocles against the hard mass of the Tantric Turtle until all that remained of the assassin robot was a shiny streak of silvery fragments, smeared along a narrow half kilometre long stretch of the otherwise dark expanse of its hull. 

 

From the cockpit, Skurgfurgler and Squeeg felt the vibration of a high-speed impact and a moment later saw the twisted remains of the Rusty Cutlass shoot past. 

 

"Rouge !; Rouge can you hear me ?" Squeeg called into his headset "Are you OK, Rouge !" 

 

There was no reply... 

 

Rouge was floating in a warm grey sea, a new experience for her, as she had previously never seen more water than what you could put in a bucket. The sensation was such a pleasant one that it took her several moments to realise that the grey haze was not from water around her but merely a grey nothingness brought about by having her eyes closed. 

 

Not wanting to miss a single sensation, Rouge opened her eyes and blinked in surprise, she seemed to be surrounded in a cloud of what looked like reddish-brown seaweed, floating and twisting lazily in a current that she could not feel. 

 

"Rouge !; Rouge can you hear me ?; Rouge !" 

 

A voice underwater ?; how unexpected, but familiar sounding nonetheless. Rouge tried to pull the seaweed to one side to find the source of the voice (it sounded quite close by) and was rewarded with a stabbing pain in her head. 

 

Her mind snapped back into focus and Rouge found herself floating in mid-air and trying to pull her own hair out, free of the confines of the ships artificial gravity (which would appeared to have failed on impact) her long hair was floating around her head like a red swirling cloud. 

 

"Rouge !" the tinny sounding voice of Squeeg sounded again from the adjacent flight chair. 

 

Rouge succeeded in turning around in the zero gravity and grasping the headrest of her flight chair, dragging herself carefully down to floor level. She reached over to the seat of the other chair and scooped up the radio headset with her free hand, slipping it back on her head in one fluid movement. 

 

"Rouge, can you hear me ?" Squeeg yelled into the headset for what seemed like the twentieth time. 

"Perhaps her transmitter has failed ?" Skurgfurgler theorised hopefully. Squeeg didn't answer. 

 

The occupants of the 'Turtle held their breath; then much to their relief, finally there was a scratchy metallic rattle of a carrier signal and "Quit shouting, I'm OK !" from Rouge, clearly heard over the interference of space. 

 

 

"Glad to hear you." Squeeg called back, breathing once more "Are you OK ?" 

 

"I was knocked a bit silly on impact, but I don't feel like I have any significant damage." she informed them "You can erase that Damocles from your list of worries, but you might need some paintwork on your hull." 

 

Squeeg grinned at Skurgfurgler and spoke into his headset "Hang on there, Rouge." he advised, "We'll come and pick you up." 

 

"You do that." she replied "I'm all out of fuel and I seem to be venting atmosphere from somewhere; so a prompt pickup would be just great, thanks." 

 

Rouge looked about her, there wasn't a loose item in the cockpit that hadn't been thrown around haphazardly and was now floating around in a cloud of dented and broken junk. Of more immediate concern to her though, was that the viewport seemed to be making some unnerving creaking sounds and she decided that the cockpit would not be a good place to be for much longer. 

 

Using the back of the pilots seat as a springboard, Rouge carefully launched herself towards the door. As she passed through the cloud of floating junk on her way to the exit, she twisted in midair to have one last look at her captains' chair on its low platform, and she smiled a wistful smile. 

"Thanks Rusty." she murmured quietly. 

 

An instant later, Rouge was through the door and sealing the portal; as she pushed off from the wall to glide towards the airlock she heard a sharp tearing crack and rushing whoosh of air from behind her and she knew that the viewport had finally given in to the laws of physics and exploded into space. 

 

It seemed that her luck had held after all, but Rouge reflected that she had taken enough gambles now for one day, or indeed, for one lifetime and she quietly vowed to herself to be a little less gung ho in future. 

 

However, Rouge quietly doubted whether she could keep such a vow, and she grinned ironically at the thought. 

 

Rouge caught the frame of the airlock as she floated past and settled herself next to it, having little more to do now but wait for rescue (which nagged at her independent nature, despite the helplessness of her situation) and reflect on old times (which made her unpleasantly melancholy). Needing some distraction (and tired of her hair getting in her eyes), Rouge reached into her jacket and pulled out what may have been either a small scarf or a large handkerchief made of a red paisley patterned fabric. She then spent the next few minutes struggling in freefall with her haphazardly swirling hair, finally succeeding in tying it back into a loose ponytail. 

 

In the meantime, the Tantric Turtle had moved into a rendezvous position. As before, retrieving the 'Cutlass was a relatively simple matter for Squeeg as soon as he was able to get Skurgfurgler away from the thruster controls. The only added difficulty this time around was that Rouge had succeeded in bending the spine of her ship to such a degree that it had become a somewhat more difficult object to get a grip on. 

 

Nonetheless, (Skurgfurglers piloting and the Rusty Cutlass's new found asymmetry notwithstanding) half an hour after Rouge had rammed the Damocles into so much tinsel, she and her ship were back in the hold. Though Rouge had (it seemed) made it through the incident with only a few bruises, the 'Cutlass had not been so lucky, certainly it would never fly again. 

 

Rouge eyed the bent, burnt, and in some places, slashed open remains of the Rusty Cutlass with an expression of loss on her face; glad only that the ship had finished its days fighting, rather than as a museum exhibit somewhere. 

 

Nevertheless, she could not help but notice that it was Squeeg who appeared to be the most crushed. She followed his bleak gaze to her ship, and it did not take much for her to guess where his mind was going. The sight of the mangled Rusty Cutlass was to him a sure sign that he would not be paying off his debts after all. 

 

Rouge patted Squeeg on the shoulder sympathetically and decided to take pity on him (she was, after all, grateful to him for his being at least fifty percent responsible for rescuing her twice in one day). 

"I guess I can let you have the 'Cutlass." she told him magnanimously "And I'm sorry that it won't be paying off all of your debts, but it should still pay some of them off, right ?" 

 

Squeeg grinned limply "I guess it will get Tin-Fingered Dan off my back." he replied, trying to put a positive spin on things. 

 

"I'm just so glad to see you back in one piece, miss Rouge !" Skurgfurgler exclaimed, ignoring the depressed Squeeg and coming over and hugging her in a big bendy embrace. 

 

"Could you take me back to the galley please, Skurgfurgler, I never did finish my meal." she replied, a little taken aback by the large ferrets show of emotion "And just call me Rouge, OK ?" 

"Yes miss ... uh, yes Rouge." he replied. 

 

"And is there a room where I can sleep around here ?" she asked him "I know that sounds a bit ironic after how long I've been in stasis, but I could really use a proper sleep, in a bed I mean." 

"Skurgfurgler nodded "We have plenty of bunk space, feel free to choose the one that suits you." 

 

"And is there any chance of a bath ?" Rouge enquired hopefully, "My nose is telling me I could use one." 

"We can do that too." Skurgfurgler replied, leading her out of the door. 

 

Their voices faded into the distance, leaving Squeeg alone in the hold with the twisted remains of the Rusty Cutlass and his punctured dreams of avarice. Finally, with a deep sigh, he turned his back on the cracked image of his hopes and followed the others out into the corridor. 

 

However, Squeeg, not being a naturally "Glass is half-empty" type of person, could not stay depressed for very long. Before he had taken ten steps out of the hold he was already trotting along with his typical optimistic stride, and he quietly mused to himself that there was no way of knowing what opportunities for personal enrichment tomorrow may bring. 

 

He'd just have to wait and see. 

 

 

THE END. 

 

 

 

For this and other works by S F Stevens, visit "Skurgfurgler Online !" at: 

 

www.ozemail.com.au/~seanf/ 
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