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This book is dedicated to the lovers of Old-Fashioned Science Fiction. Who are a diverse, open-minded group with sensibility and a drive for discovery. The genre is famous for attracting forward thinking people that strive to envision the bigger picture. They thrive on interesting stories involving human interaction, alien contact, and space adventures, including the many variations of technology, whether in the past, present, or future.

This kind of book provides glimpses of the human condition rivaled by none.

Thank you for obtaining and reading this sixth book in the Al Clark Series. It proves you are a true Sci-Fi fan with a thirst for understanding what might be if only....
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Chapter One
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Pyper McGuire is a space station rat who knows her prison better than anyone. She hides in the shadows, roaming the immense structure at will. Like a fleeting ghost she is invisible to the bulk of the station’s residents.

She is a young girl who sleeps where it is convenient, in places where few people travel, dependent on the individual circumstance. Her room and board is stolen from under their noses and she feels no guilt.

Pyper had parents once, a long time ago. After their deaths in a freak accident she lived for a time with her uncle, who was a mostly absent maintenance technician. Maintaining a sprawling space station is very time intensive. He had little time left for her. He died a year ago, leaving Pyper alone and completely unrestrained. Over time, she learned to be self-sufficient.

She is a scrawny seventeen year old girl who looks fifteen, with wise auburn eyes and dark hair kept short to simplify life on the run. She appears tall for her age, until you discover her true number of years, which she does not divulge readily. Her youthful appearance is both an advantage and a curse. Because she appears so young, she is able to get away with things an older teenager cannot. On the other hand, no one takes her seriously which she often finds frustrating.

On this particular evening she is investigating a rumor percolating through the facility. A new ship has docked at the outskirts of the sprawling space station under a suspicious cloud of secrecy. The rumor speaks of a slender scout ship which landed upright on three graceful fins, an increasingly rare configuration ill-suited for many modern applications. The mystery is too appealing for her to ignore. She had to investigate.

Pyper is fascinated by the comings and goings of the spaceships requiring the services of the orbiting space dock. She is happy when they arrive and sad when they leave. One day she hopes to slip onto one of those vessels and stowaway to exotic places, knowing she could never afford the price of a ticket. When a ship arrives in secret, in an attempt to avoid scrutiny, her curiosity pulls her like a magnet toward the source of the enigma. It was a dream of hers that one of those traveling gypsies would someday be her ticket off the station. Perhaps this ship could be the ride she has been waiting for.

In perfect ghost form she slipped past the men stationed outside and into the hangar bay in question. Hiding behind a stack of crates, she peeked over the top to see a tall silver rocket towering fifty feet above the black, charred deck. It was obvious the ship had suffered some serious damage. Two of the three fins had buckled skins, and two crude looking black patches stretched almost from stem to stern. Its long range antennae was bent and distorted. All the repairs appeared temporary and rushed. However, the ship was only one of the characters in the riddle.

Four people stood outside the craft, two women and two men, close enough for her to hear parts of their conversation.

Stationed further away near the silver ship, an old service robot stood guard; silent and ever vigilant. The spacers were so involved in their discussion they did not notice her intrusion. 

One of the men was saying, “He should be here waiting for us. I don’t know where he could be.”

The other man looked worried and replied, “I sure hope we’re doing the right thing by coming here...you sure this guy can be trusted?”

“Tim and I go way back,” the first man replied, “He changed his name from Tim Cook to Rusty McFly for some reason and never did tell me why. We worked together on a freighter for a while. When I called him he promised me he would help us with the ship and keep his mouth shut. When he makes a promise it’s damn near iron clad.”

“He’s probably not letting us dock here for old time’s sake. What did you offer him, Russell?”

“Umm...well Al, it’s like this, we didn’t really have any funds and we needed a place to refit the New Dawn without a lot of prying eyes...so I offered him a small sample of Gratonium.”

Al didn’t answer right away. He took a few seconds to digest what Russell said.

“So I’m guessing you told him about its special properties. Do you realize what that means? Word will get out and a whole lot of ships will swarm to the belts in search of the stuff.”

“He made me a promise. He’s gonna give us a sixty day head start before he told anyone. I believe him.”

“What’s a healthy head start?”

Russell hesitated before answering. “I guess that’s something we gotta work out.”

One of the women said, “Maybe we should meet the guy before we start making assumptions about his character.”

Pyper heard someone enter the bay, followed by the whine of electric motors headed in her direction. She decided it was time to retreat, even though she hated to leave. It meant she would have to haunt this dock if she was going to find out what Gratonium was, and the ‘special uses’ the new arrivals were trying to keep secret. Armed with the new information she gathered from her eavesdropping, the station rat slipped away...like the secretive spirit she was.

––––––––
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****

The crew of the New Dawn opted not to head for the nearest space dock after their narrow escape from the asteroid Kivi. Instead they traveled directly to a less popular facility, one where people went when they wanted privacy and no questions.

Russell’s friend, Rusty McFly, formerly known as Tim Cook, managed a docking port tall enough and discreet enough to accommodate the New Dawn on the outskirts of the facility and made the arrangements after his old friend contacted him. He did not explain the name change to Russell, or elaborate. All he would say is he liked his new moniker better than the old one.

Rusty was a grizzled old man of sixty-seven. The white wisps of hair on the sides of his bald head matched his pasty white skin. It was his deep green inquisitive eyes that were a portal to his soul. A tragic accident took his legs years ago, which forced him to become innovative. He had artificial legs, which he did not like. The legs he could afford were cheap and second-hand, so he preferred to cruise around on a motorized, self-leveling wheelchair he designed himself.

The passengers of his friend’s spaceship were waiting for him when he entered.

“Welcome to my humble abode!” he exclaimed as he rolled up and joined them at the base of the ship.

“Russell Hunter, where have you been keeping yourself. You don’t write, you don’t call. Then you show up out of the blue bearing secrets.”

“I’m sorry Tim...I mean, Rusty.”

His use of the name came out of habit, even though Rusty had asked him not to use his old name. Russell kept speaking to cover his blunder.

“I feel bad about not keeping in touch, old friend. It’s just I’ve been so busy taking care of things, you know?”

Rusty noticed the condition of the ship and its crew before nodding as if he understood.

He said, “It’s all right. It took a bit for me to get used to the new moniker. It feels natural now, kinda rolls off the tongue. It is good to see you, Russell. Who is this you have with you?”

Russell made the introductions, beginning with Al.

“This is Al Clark. He’s the guy I was telling you about and the captain of the New Dawn. This is his wife, Maggie. She is co-owner of the ship and someone you don’t want to mess with, so you might want to be nice to her.

Our final member is Alysa Santino, our geologist and cook. She’s a really good rock hound and an even better cook.”

Hands were shaken all around. Russell surprised Rusty with a hug.

Russell gazed at his friend and mentor for a few seconds before saying, “I often wondered about you. I should have at least called.”

“I thought for years you went and got yourself killed,” said Rusty. He looked Russell up and down and said, “It looks like the universe has been kind to you.”

“I’m sorry. Life got in the way.”

Rusty smiled, backed up a little, and addressed the group, “Enough about the old days. Would you fine folk like a tour? I am quite proud of my little spaceship haven.”

––––––––
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****

The clandestine facility they were visiting orbits the lesser moon of Mars known as Deimos, and is informally known as S.O.H.O.; a name derived from the administration managing the facility, the Society of Human Objectors. It is a place that skirts the borders of right and wrong; a place with limited law. Life out in the fringes of space requires tenacity, instinctual common sense, a willingness to bargain, and an unspoken code to mind your own business.

The space station/shipyard is made up of a conglomeration of modules. It is a patchwork of defunct spacecraft, make-shift habitats, various sized hangars, all tied together by a vast network of interconnecting tubes and passages.

Almost anything can be procured within its confines. Some make their living by cleaning clothes, others earn their keep by cooking and serving food. Still others skirt the law by trafficking illegal goods.

Rusty’s little piece of the facility included the revamped shell of a thirty-year-old freighter and four smaller decommissioned ships. His somewhat cramped hangar bay complex included various passageways tying it all together. There were no steps or ladders to the parts where the wheeled spacer needed to go. Gentle ramps provided easy access. He spent years renovating and improving his sanctuary to overcome his affliction and provide a good place to work and live.

“I have a well-equipped repair shop, a decent kitchen, comfortable sleeping quarters, and hot showers. It’s everything I need. Elsewhere on the station there are some great restaurants, three laundry services, and numerous shops for whatever you might need. Although it may take a while, what we don’t have we can get. I realize very little is new here, and there are things need fixin, but this little chunk of space is safe and relatively well organized.”

Russell said, “It looks like you’ve done all right, Rusty. I am impressed. You’ve come a long way from herding rocks for a living.”

“That’s what I’ve been telling you. You folks ready to see your quarters?”

“Lead on, Doc, we’re right behind you.”

Al asked, “Is he a doctor?”

Russell explained. “Rusty is known as the engine doctor. Hell, I’ve seen him do things to propulsion systems to keep them working that is nothing short of miraculous.”

The guest rooms were right off the hangar bay and in one of the highly modified decommissioned ships. It was partitioned off for four rooms, one fairly large and three smaller compartments.

Rusty said, “The married couple can stay in the master bedroom. I expect you’ll want some privacy.”

Al and Maggie thanked him, even though privacy was not a major concern. They could have intimate conversations almost anywhere.

“There are two single rooms for you and Alysa and a charging station for the robot. The other room is a small conference room where you can plan your repair schedule. How long do you think you need to refit your ship? I have another ship arriving in thirty days. Is that going to be a problem?”

In their minds the crew of the New Dawn ticked off the many changes they had planned for their ship and came to similar conclusions.

Al summed up their thoughts. “If we are organized, and everything goes according to plan, we should be able to pull it off. I gotta admit, though, it’ll require a rather tight schedule.”

Russell chuckled and said, “When was the last time everything went according to plan and we had all the time we needed?”

Al could only smile.
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Chapter Two
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Rusty took them to breakfast early the next day and introduced them to the space station so lovingly referred to as SOHO. Al asked Robot Nine to remain behind to guard the ship.

The trusty machine responded, “Do not worry, Al Clark. As Russell Hunter would say, ‘Ain’t nobody gonna breach my perimeter.’”

“He wouldn’t say that.”

The robot pretended to be offended. “I believe he would say something similar.”

Originally, the station began as an interconnected pair of tubes thirty-foot wide by one hundred and twenty foot long arranged to form an X. These were now temporary quarters, situated away from the noise and commotion of the main concourse. Over time, other habitats were attached to the core structure until it lost all resemblance of a well-planned community. Their host led them through cramped passages, some well-lit and others much dimmer, until they reached one of the core tubes. Small compartments of all kinds lined the walls on both sides. Scattered amongst the meager living quarters were hatches, apparently cut haphazardly into the main thoroughfare, leading to numerous extensions of the main structure.

Like most space stations the inhabitants are varied and transient. Ships come and go for resupply, repairs or trade. The travelers stay for a day, a week, or months. A diverse few chose to make the station their permanent residence.

The station appeared busy, although not overly crowded. A few children ran past, some clung to their parents, but the patrons of the facility were for the most part adults. There were adults of all kinds, all of them taking care of business and moving along with purpose.

Rusty explained what they were seeing as they traversed the corridor. When they reached the intersection where the tubes crossed, he turned to the right. Attached to the end of the main tube was the heart of the station. The closer they came the more excited the old man became.

“They took two humungous cargo ships and joined them together to create one big open space with three levels. For obvious reasons we call it ‘The Mall.’ Whatever your heart desires can most likely be found here.”

The main tube emptied onto the middle floor of the mall. The large cargo vessels were attached perpendicular to the tube, offering an open area stretching two hundred feet in either direction. An oval of shops and vendors with their tables occupied the central portion of the space, with specialized lighting to show off their wares. Open air dining stalls, view screens, and repair shops hugged the outer hull.

“This center deck is restricted to commerce. It’s where you’ll find most of the merchants. There is four restaurants, eight bars, and numerous food vendors on this level. We like to eat, drink, and socialize around here. This is where most of the big deals are done.

“Below this deck is a laundry service, trash collection, and a large area for storage, where only sections of it are fitted with gravity plating. I once rolled into a zero weight zone by accident and let me tell ya, it wasn’t pretty.”

Rusty laughed and added, “Although, I learned something that day. Once I got out of the chair I was fine.”

The newcomers had noticed the extensive use of gravity plating on the station. They also knew the energy required to power the gravity generators must be substantial. Their knowledge of the low energy Gratonium stashed in their hold brought home the scope of their discovery. Power and gravity are commodities in space, and producing them is costly.

The tour continued. “The upper deck is where you’ll find the environmental equipment, the mainframe computer, administration, and security. You’ll want to stay away from there. Those people are very paranoid and consider everyone suspicious. It is unfortunate, as there is an observation lounge up there with a huge window to the outside.”

He took them around the wide promenade pointing out various shops and vendors. They took time for a quick breakfast at his favorite restaurant, an establishment offering a wide variety of reconstituted selections.

During the meal their benefactor expanded on his description of the space dock named S.O.H.O.

“They took an outdated supply ship and converted it into a vertical farm. Another ship was setup to raise poultry, but it failed. As it turns out, feeding chickens is too expensive. Two of the outer ships have working engines, and are dedicated to keeping our orbit stable.”

Russell asked, “How many ships are there to this place?”

“At last count...twenty-seven, I think, not including the mall vessels. Four enclosed sections, including mine, are permanent docking ports capable of maintenance and repairs. The total number of spacecraft varies by the month. Sometimes people change their minds and detach. New ships arrive and take their place. A lot of ships come and go. Still, we’ve been growing by a ship or two every year.”

They ordered off the menu according to their desires and met the owner when Rusty paid the bill. She was friendly, and yet cautious with her conversations. Alysa distracted her by showing an interest in food preparation on the station, which was fine by Al as he kept reminding himself they needed to keep a low profile.

After the restaurant’s proprietor left, Maggie asked Rusty, “How do you get to the different levels?”

“There are three passenger lifts and a freight elevator. However, they have keyed one of the passenger lifts for administration personnel only. Regular people aren’t allowed to use it. I take the freight most of the time because it’s bigger and usually less crowded.”

Al suggested they head back. “We have a ton of work to do and little time to do it...again. I say we get started.”

They returned to their ship with full bellies and a better understanding of their host, plus a rudimentary knowledge of the facility sheltering them. It was time to get to work, for they all felt the pressure to finish the upgrades and be on their way before their revolutionary secret was exposed.

––––––––
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****

The next week was an extremely busy period for everyone. Russell used a special movable lift platform to remove the previous application of Gratonium and to repair the crumpled aft sections they couldn’t properly repair on the asteroid where the ship fell over. As he worked he prepared the hull for the new treatment of the exotic element. The plan was to re-coat the bottom half of the ship with a more refined application of the gravity defying mineral paint.

Al and Maggie worked together to remove the gravity plating and associated generators for each deck in order to replace them with a gravity-defying coat of Gratonium. This adaptation would allow them complete control over the level of gravity produced on individual decks.

Alysa spent a considerable amount of time at the mall bargaining for food stock and various supplies needed for their upcoming voyage. In order to minimize her time spent shopping, she sought out the advice of the restaurant owners. In the process she made friends with several of them and learned that station food does not have to be bad.

Rusty cooked very little, preferring instead to eat most of his meals at the mall, so Alysa took over his kitchen. She insisted everyone eat something for breakfast every morning and sit down long enough to partake in a decent evening meal each night. The crew members were never too busy to disregard her patient persistence.

When he wasn’t performing sentry duties, Robot Nine filled in wherever he was needed, like the trusted companion he had always been.

Because of his familiarity with the facility and its patrons, Rusty took on the task of selling the gravity plating and the generators needed to power them once they were removed from the ship’s decking. Russell said the old man could sell sand in the middle of the desert. They concocted a tale of salvage from a derelict vessel, brought there by the visiting ship in his hanger. It was a good story, they thought, so no one would suspect what they were actually doing in Rusty’s docking bay. They were well-aware their revolutionary discovery must remain an undisclosed secret.

––––––––
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****

Pyper visited the hanger bay twice during that first week, unbeknownst to the two men Rusty posted at the main entrances to provide security. She knew enough to be wary of the little robot and waited until it stationed itself at one door to slip past the inattentive guard through the other entrance. The first visit did not quench her curiosity, as the few conversations taking place were under the shadow of the well-lit spaceship, and too far away for her to hear. Frustration made her decide to get assistance, so she went to see the only person she could trust—her best friend.

Kirsten is an older woman of undisclosed age who runs a mall laundry department. Her distinctive white hair makes it difficult to judge her true age, so no one knows how old she truly is. When asked she admits to nothing. A proud and stubborn women who strove always to follow her heart, who was sympathetic to Pyper’s undocumented status and helped the stowaway when she could. Because she was in charge of the laundry, she knows almost everyone that matters and is allowed special access to most parts of the station. Pyper spent many a night sleeping on piles of clean laundry in the basement of the mall where Kirsten lived.

Late that evening, knowing Kirsten would still be awake, the girl went to see her friend. She found her folding clothes like she always seemed to be doing and informed her of the mysterious ship occupying Rusty McFly’s dock, and what she had overheard.

“What is Gratonium?” asked Kirsten.

“I don’t know, but I’m gonna find out. That’s why I came to you. Can you get your hands on a button mike and the earbuds to go with them?”

“You mean an Earbug setup, like the paired devices for spying on people? Oh honey, that’s not a good idea. Those people might be dangerous. What if they catch you?”

Pyper laughed. “Nobody has caught me yet. Let them try.”

“Still, I wish you would think about it. Why can’t you just leave it alone? You’re going to be eighteen soon, then you can come out of hiding and get an apartment of your own. You could have a good life here. No matter who they are, they aren’t going to appreciate you spying on them.”

“I can’t ‘let it go,’ Kirsten. This might give me an opportunity to get off this collection of derelicts. There is something going on with those people. I have to find out what they are trying so hard to keep secret.”

“Well...if you really must, I’m going up to administration for a pick-up at midnight. I’ll see what I can do. If I do this, you will be careful, won’t you?”

Her young friend waved off her concern and said, “I’ll be fine. No need to worry.”

Pyper’s second trip to the docking bay was much more satisfying. She was able to slip in undetected and plant the tiny listening device on the bottom of a work cart placed at the base of the old-fashioned silver spaceship. She was surprised by the rapid changes to the ship’s hull. The black stripes were gone, and the crumpled panels straightened. Close up, it looked almost new. She slipped back into the shadows to wait for something to happen. Because the range on the low power mic was limited, it forced her to stay nearby. She didn’t have to wait long before a man and a woman rode the lift down from the ship. They stood at the base looking up while having a conversation.

Al said, “...so you’re thinking maybe red?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” replied Maggie. “I really like the shiny silver.”

“We can paint it silver after we coat it if you want.”

She said, “What do you think about a flat black? Lots of ships are black, aren’t they? It would make us harder to spot in space.”

Al considered her suggestion and admitted, “I hadn’t thought about that, but you make a good point. At least until we find a new source of the stuff. We need to keep this below the radar until then.”

Pyper did not hear much more, as her subjects began to circle the ship they slipped out of range. After going around once they boarded the lift and reentered the ship. What she heard was enough to validate her suspicions, and consequently generate a number of new questions. She left the miniature microphone where it was and left the bay, all the while wondering....

Why are they painting the ship? It looks fine the way it is. Why do they feel they need to hide, and what is this mysterious stuff they keep talking about?

––––––––
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On the morning of the eighth day the crew of the New Dawn gathered for breakfast as usual, in Rusty’s cramped kitchen. This morning the owner was present, as this was to be a report on their progress, to be followed by some much needed brainstorming.

Russell was excited, for today Alysa made pancakes, with warm home-made syrup to drizzle on top.

Between bites he said, “These are the best pancakes I’ve ever had.”

Alysa looked doubtful. “When was the last time you had pancakes?”

“Um...it’s been a while. Still, it don’t matter. I stand by my statement.”

Al was already done eating and directed his attention to Russell. “Mags and I took a walk around the ship yesterday, and it looks like you’re about ready to start coating the ship. She and I have a good start on crushing the ore. You want some help?”

“Sure, if you don’t mind. Rusty has procured a couple barrels of hull sealer from an unnamed source. It’s exactly what we need. I’ve rigged up a sprayer and I’d like to get started with the first coats of sealer. I have to put it on thin to prevent runs if we want to do it right, so it’ll take a couple coats. Once that’s done, I can have you or Maggie come check my work with your x-ray eyes.”

Al chuckled and turned to Robot Nine. “How’s it going with security, old friend? Has anyone tried getting in here?” Seen any suspicious characters lurking about?”

“Negative, Al Clark. There has been no unscheduled activity detected. You can be assured the perimeter is secure.”

“How’s it going with the resupply, Alysa? Do you have all the credits necessary for haggling with some of the best bargainers in the solar system?”

Alysa is a red-headed, shorter than average plump person, and because of her quiet and honest manner, one of the most friendly and likable people Al had ever met.

She replied, “I have plenty of money from the gravity plating Rusty sold on the promenade. He’s pretty good at haggling and managed to get a good price. As for me dealing with the merchants, talking them into my way of thinking isn’t that hard. I’ve managed to obtain most of what we need with only a couple things yet to locate. Nothing to worry about. The ship will be well stocked.”

Next it was Rusty’s turn. “How about you Rusty? Were you able to find everything Russell asked for?”

The old man sat up in his wheelchair to a more upright position and replied, “Like I said, if ya know who to talk to, almost anything can be bought on this station. Ya might have to wait a bit, or move it fast once you get it, maybe even give it time to cool down, but you can get it. I still need to locate a few more parts for Russell, and then there’s Maggie’s medical supplies. No sweat. We got time.”

Al thought back to the mine on asteroid Kivi and said, “Wish we had that fancy alien part-fixin’ printer from the shop. It would sure come in handy.”

Russell said, “Yeah, that would be nice. We could have replaced the crappy parts we are having to buy and probably turn around and sold the machine for millions of credits. Unfortunately, that fancy miracle printer is a many million miles from here, and getting further by the minute. The group finished their breakfast and their plans in short order. They hurried off to fulfill the day’s requirements, knowing they had a lot to do and a rapidly decreasing amount of time to get it done. They could almost hear the clock ticking away the hours.
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For a week the station rat watched from the shadows, occasionally relocating to other hiding places to obtain different perspectives. She was hiding nearby as Russell masked parts of the ship to paint the lower two-thirds of the beautiful silver ship with a milky white coating. She could not understand why.

She wore the earbuds for the microphone whenever someone was outside the ship. They all came to survey the progress eventually, allowing her to overhear enough to learn their names, and make some guesses as to what they were doing at the station. Whatever it was, it had something to do with their spaceship and it wasn’t routine maintenance.

When Al came out one day to help Russell, she watched as they began spraying the outside with a thick black coat of a glittery liquid, and began to wonder if they were disguising their ship to avoid detection by the authorities, or perhaps they were hiding from rival outlaws. Dozens of possibilities came to mind. All of them intriguing and mysterious.

Pyper did not hear the guard approaching from behind until he grabbed her by the back of her collar and lifted her up. He turned her around and seemed surprised.

“Why you’re just a kid. What are you doing down here? This whole area is off-limits.”

She chose her younger persona to respond. With a tear sliding down one cheek she begged, “I’m sorry, Mister. I got lost and couldn’t find my way out. I didn’t mean to...can you help me?”

The man tilted his head and gauged the expression on the face, momentarily giving her a reason for hope, before shaking his head and saying, “I’m sorry too, little missy. I was hired to bring anyone found trespassing to Mister McFly. I’m gonna let him decide what to do with you.”

Her act was not working. She checked her escape routes while preparing to add more details to her story.

The guard asked, “so young lady...what are you listening to?”

Pyper yanked the earbuds from her ears, letting them drop to her chest. “Oh these? I was listening to some songs my mom gave me. She played the guitar. Hearing them calms me down. You probably wouldn’t understand.”

The man almost smiled. Then the stern face returned. “I sympathize with you, missy, but I have my job to do. We’re going to see the boss.”

There was no escaping his iron fisted grasp. He held onto her jacket the entire trip, preventing her from bolting. It quickly became apparent she was under the control of a duty-driven man with a serious lack of emotions.

––––––––
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****

They found Rusty in his office. When the guard dragged Pyper through the hatch the boss was doing paperwork, which he never found enjoyable. When he looked up to see who was interrupting him he was frowning. The sight of the young girl in the grasp of his guard caused the frown to fade and one eyebrow to raise.

“Who do we have here?”

“I caught her peeking over some boxes outside the bay. I don’t know how she got in, Boss.”

“How long has she been there?”

“Umm...I’m not sure. I don’t think she saw nothin.”

Rusty backed away from his desk and approached the intruder. He stopped his chair one foot away from the girl, leaned forward, and asked, “How about it? Did you see anything?”

Pyper struggled with how to respond. Should she play stupid or try to get some answers.

She decided to try her luck and got right to the point. “What is Gratonium...and what does it have to do with that ship out there?”

The ear buds dangling around her neck compelled Rusty to ask, “Have you been spying on us?”

“Well, that’s kinda obvious don’t ya think, Mister Rusty McFly?”

Rusty did not blink. “So, you know my name. Just how long have you been spying on us?”

“Long enough to know you and your friends are up to something. Who are those people out there, anyway? Are they hiding from the authorities?”

She took a deep breath before asking, “Are they pirates?”

The old man sat back in his seat to consider the situation. The child obviously knew more than she should. He took a moment to look her over and noticed her disheveled appearance. Her clothes were dirty and her hair unkempt. Then it came to him.

“Hey...you’re the missing teenager aren’t you? The little station rat no one can catch.”

The more he talked the more defiant Pyper became. “I don’t like being called a rat. I prefer free spirit. Enough with the small talk. Are you going to tell me what’s going on or not?”

Rusty realized the guard was still there, soaking it all in. He asked him, “Shouldn’t you be at your post? If anyone else gets in here there’s gonna be hell to pay.”

“Oh, sorry Boss. I’m leavin now.”

After the guard left he continued the interrogation.

“So...what exactly do you know?”

A smile masked her apprehension. “I know those people are doing something unusual to their ship. It has something to do with Gratonium and gravity. Plus, they are in a big hurry to get done and gone.”

He quickly realized this was a problem too big to solve all by himself. He felt it was necessary to get Al and Maggie involved.

“If I take you over to meet my guests, do you promise not to run away?”

“Only if you promise not to lie to me.”

“I’m not making any promises, young lady. Now let’s get going.”

Al and Russell were riding the maintenance lift down after completing the Gratonium application when Rusty rode over with a young girl leading the way. They knew something was wrong as soon as they saw the newcomer. Maggie was riding the ship’s platform down to the deck at the same time Robot Nine noticed the commotion at the base of the ship and left his post to investigate. The crew of the New Dawn, minus Alysa, gathered around the young intruder who stood defiantly before them.
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