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Space pirates, much like the sea pirates of old, tend to live short lives if they forget to be constantly alert. It seems even the experienced ones sometime allow, if only for a moment, their guard to slip along with allowing their attention to every detail to lapse. Just one time is all it takes, if someone wishes them harm. In this case envy, as well as, fear caused one of their own crew to wish them great harm.
Haywood Alvin Kilpatrick, or Hack to his few nearly trustworthy pirate friends turned fifty-three on the day he found what he thought was the key to his financial future, as well as, to his coming retirement fortune. This was his lucky day if he could just make it to Deep Rock V. Hack was sure of it. From now on he thought he would finally have his life made. He’d already found what everyone else was still searching the now abandoned cargo ship hoping to find. He had the small ironwood box in his jumpsuit pocket. He hadn’t opened the box to see what was inside, nor did he intend to, but if he could keep the box he would be rich. At least if not truly rich he would have enough to finally lay this pirate lifestyle aside. He knew of a place where he could relax in peace and relative safety. The place was far from anywhere he was known, as well as, well off the beaten track. Unfortunately this was not Hack’s lucky day. It was instead his day to die.
The reward being offered for the small box on Deep Rock V was for the box with its contents, providing the seal was still intact. The reward didn’t say what the box contained nor did Hack care. The only thing he wanted was the money. The box, to his way of thinking, was too small to hold much of anything really valuable except something of sentimental value, or maybe a small jewel. Of course, it was big enough to contain a map to something else. Hack didn’t really care what was in the box as long as the seal was intact. Miracles of miracles, when Hack found the box, the seal was still intact.
Hack was tired of the way he was feeling used, as well as, old. He just wanted enough money to relax in relative safety for the rest of his life. Hack figured he would never find out what the box really contained anyway, so it was immaterial at the moment. Later it might matter a lot, but it would be to someone else. He wanted only the reward money, some peaceful rest, along with a place where he didn’t have to always be on guard against everyone.
As it turned out Hack was wrong on all counts, but he was never to know. It was already too late for him to learn anything more. He spent his last ten minutes of life attempting to tell his long time trusted friend of more than ten years, Pasco DeLand, just what he thought he might have found inside the abandoned ship’s well-stocked freezers. He did not tell him about the box. He told him about his find in the freezers leading him to checkout the Captains quarters where he was hoping to find more of what he saw in the freezers. This is why he found the ironwood box the Captain kept hidden in his own quarters, in the first place.
Hack loved to eat well, but he was not fat. He was in excellent shape, more like a man twenty years younger. Hack just enjoyed good food, which is part of the reason why he nearly always checked out the frozen food sections of every ship they captured or raided before he bothered to check anything else. He long ago learned a lot of folks seemed to like to hide valuable things in their freezers even on cargo ships. Hack didn’t understand why this was so, he just knew it was. He also thought this act might have been the origin for the term cold hard cash, but Hack didn’t know for sure. To be honest he really didn’t care one way or the other.
This ship was no different than many others he helped to raid or plunder in his past. Had it been, several lives might have been saved, including his own, but probably not. Someone on board the Bone Breaker wanted Hack and Parco gone. They wanted them not just gone, they wanted both men dead. The reason for this had little to do with this ship or what they found here. It was part greed over what the two pirates accumulated over their years as pirates, part envy of their abilities, but mostly it was fear of the two men themselves.
Both men were smart, both could easily move in whatever social structure they found themselves in, be it the pirate sector or the elite social structures of almost any planet. Both men came from very good families where they had been well trained in the social graces before their own larcenous leanings led them to the pirate life.
Some of the crewmembers aboard the Bone Breaker thought Hack and Parco were a threat to them personally. They could have been a very real threat to anyone who attacked them from the front or even with them expecting to be attacked. Unfortunately for the two men, they had not been expecting trouble. The men lowered their normal constant guard for just a moment. This was a bad mistake for two men involved in their line of work. The only people still on this ship were fellow pirates from their own ship. There was no threat from any remaining crewmembers from this ship, so they both relaxed their normal precautions against attack. It was a big mistake, for which they paid the full price.
Hack had only just finished telling Parco about the carved ironwood box he hoped to find, he did not tell him he already found it. He only just started to tell him what else he found in the vacant captain’s cabin hidden behind a false panel in the deck. This amounted to several valuable jewels and several pieces of valuable jewelry. Both he and Parco died where they were standing, which was right in the middle of the passageway to the bridge of the old abandoned cargo ship. Hack never had a chance to complete telling Parco about the two special packages he found under the frozen meats. Nor the fact those packages were worth more than everything else anyone found on the entire ship, including this old tub of a ship. That is if the captain could have figured out how to sell the ship without being in big trouble with the authorities wherever he tried to sell it.
No one knew what happened to the crew of the ship. When the pirates boarded the ship planning to over power the crew, they found no one on board the ship. It appeared the ship was already abandoned, which was very strange. Everything was still in place on the ship, but there was no crew to be found. There was even coffee in the big pot in the galley. The coffee was still warm, so the crew hadn’t been gone long. All of the escape pods were still in place. So how had they left? There was no ion trail like another ship would or should have left. If there had been one there to transport the missing crew away. It was a compelling yet confusing mystery most ships crews would have been curious about.
Any other ships crew would have wanted to know more, but not this one. This crew was just glad there was no one on board to contest their takeover. They didn’t care what happened to the crew in any case. Actually, whatever happened to them was probably better than what would have happened had they been on board when the pirates boarded. This crew wasn’t likely to leave living witnesses to tell what they did at any time. Even worse some of the men on this crew enjoyed torturing anyone they captured. These didn’t torture for information, these men did it for fun.
The small laser belt knife the person used to kill Hack and Parco now worked more like a laser sword than the small waist knife it had been before its rework. It killed both of the men with a single sudden swing. Someone hidden just inside the ships supposedly empty steward’s cabin where the two men choose to stop wielded the knife with considerable force. The two men stood in front of its open door, while they were talking looking out a porthole at the side of their own ship, which was now docked securely to this one.
Their ship was known as The Bone Breaker. Their view through the porthole of their ship, as they looked out, turned out to be the last thing either man would ever see. It wasn’t even much of a sight, especially to be some ones last. All it looked like was an old and well traveled cargo ship, which is what it was with a few major modifications to armaments and propulsion. Hack thought he saw a glimmer of movement reflected in the porthole they were looking through, but he had no chance to find out or to move in time for it to have mattered.
The recently reworked laser knife managed to silently and swiftly decapitate both men. The knife worked silently, if you didn’t count the slight buzzing noise created as it did its grisly work or the sound of the falling bodies and body parts striking the metal deck. All of which went unnoticed by the other crewmen on board who were busy in their own noisy search. Most of the crew was elsewhere still looking for the ironwood box while checking the crew’s quarters for whatever valuables each of them might contain.
Someone did not want anyone besides him or her claiming the reward being offered on Deep Rock V for the box and its contents or so it appeared. No one else, still living, knew of the packages Hack had found in the freezer, not even the killer. He had not heard about them, his nerves or his fear prevented him from understanding what Hack was telling his friend.
The problem the killer had besides not wanting to be found with the men’s bodies was he didn’t want anyone to know about the ironwood box or who held it, at least until he could find it. He would have liked to wait long enough to find out if Hack or Parco found it, but he was afraid he would never get another chance like this. Not with both men relaxed looking away from him while appearing to be totally off guard. As he saw it, it was now or never. He should have known everyone on the Bone Breaker already knew the box was supposed to be on this ship and this was not a trusting or a forgiving crew. Nor was it a forgetting crew, as the killer would later discover. If someone found the box and did not share the reward with the crew they would most likely find themselves getting a rapid pirate’s burial. Of course the killer would also discover someone else might have another reason to repay him for his grisly work.
The only person onboard not already a thief or a killer was the boy being held captive. So far he’d managed to avoid actually becoming a part of the crew, other than to work on the ship’s electronics its weaponry or anything else in need of repair. Matt had no idea why he didn’t want to be a part of the crew. He just knew somehow what they were doing wasn’t right. No one tried to teach him right or wrong, not since long before he was six years old. He wasn’t even sure if anyone had then. He couldn’t remember anyone taking the time to teach him anything about behavior. What he knew about behavior he learned on his own, even if he had few good examples around him.
Even without having any formal training Matthew Oliver Mahoney, known to the crew as Bones, could fix, build or improve any weapon anyone handed him or any he could get his strong capable young hands on. One of his improvements had been held in the hand of the man or woman who killed Hack and Parco. Only the boy knew who the killer was. Only he knew who killed two of the gentler men on board. Not to say if the need arose those two men would not have killed someone. They would have, but they might have apologized later or been sorry. They didn’t normally kill just for the fun of it. Except, for sometimes when they happened to be in a rare bad mood. They had not been angels by any stretch of the imagination. They were both pirates in every way it mattered.
At fifteen, Matthew was nearly as tall as the tallest man on the ship. He was yet to truly even begin to fill out. Matt stood six feet, three inches tall, while weighing only one hundred and thirty pounds. He looked more like a stickman than anything else. Thus, he was given his nickname several years earlier when he first attained most of his present height. About the time he turned twelve and weighed fifteen or twenty pounds less.
He was a good-looking young man with deep blue green eyes, straight sharp features, protruding high cheekbones along with a broad neatly cleft chin. All of which were in proportion to his size, excepting only his weight. The only noticeable thing marking his face, you needed to look closely to see it, was a small birthmark inside his right ear. It looked like a small hand held type bell someone might use to request service or like those used centuries earlier in the one room schools he read about in some of the old stories he read when he had free time.
Bones is what he was called by most of the crew now. He was still more than a little awkward, at times even managing to trip over his own size fourteen feet, but put any weapon in his hands and he looked like what he was rapidly becoming, a master weapons handler. If Matt wanted to hurt someone it would have been easy for him. Matt could have beaten any of the pirates on board in a fair contest, either with martial skills or with any weapon they chose, but he did not want to kill or hurt anyone, he liked people of all sorts, he even liked most of the pirates. Of course there were exceptions, but Matt kept those exceptions to him self as best he could. He learned this at an early age simply by observing the actions of those around him.
Though every man and woman on board spent time training the boy with almost every weapon known or at least the ones on board the Bone Breaker, which was quite a few. He never allowed anyone to see how really good he’d become with them over the years of his captivity. He didn’t intend to, at least not until he had no other choice. Matt had no idea why he didn’t completely trust any of the other members of the crew he just knew somehow he could not trust anyone except himself.
Matt’s skill with weapons repair had already been noticed by the rest of the crew, even before he turned ten. So, when any of their personal weapons needed to be repaired it was brought to Matt for the repair. Usually when it was returned it worked better than it ever had, in most cases he improved or upgraded the weapon as well. Consequently, Matt now kept a separate footlocker in the small cabin he shared with Hack, before the man’s death. This footlocker held just the extra weapon parts he’d accumulated in the last several years, his tools, the money he had been paid by the rest of the crew for his repair work, as well as, what he was paid for the other jobs he did for the rest of the crew.
Even if Matt never named a price or even asked to be paid for his services, he was always paid, the captain seen to it the crew understood the boy was to be paid for work he did for the others. To Matt repairing weapons or repairing anything was fun, it wasn’t work at all. He liked to take things apart and put them back together just to see if he could make them work better when he did so. Most of the time when Matt worked on something, he was able to improve the intended function of whatever he worked on.
The boy never bothered to count the money he accumulated doing things for the others. The only things he ever bought were a few spare parts. Plus, a small amount of sweets occasionally, when he could get someone to get the sweets for him. This wasn’t very often so he actually accumulated quite a large amount of money without him or anyone else realizing it.
Matt never bothered to lock either footlocker, after all, who would try to steal from the one person on board capable of fixing or even sometimes building, very complicated weapons. Of course, like I said no one realized how much he accumulated in the last few years or some of them would have tried to steal it from him, which would have been a very bad idea. If Matt caught them they would learn how good he really was with or without weapons. If the Captain found out he would have dealt with the person in a very sever and immediate fashion. The Captain had few rules, but one of the major ones was no one stole from their shipmates.
Any and every pirate ship needs working weapons. Of course, there was one other reason the boy was not even aware of. It was the simple fact everyone on board could see how a weapon seemed to just become an extension of or a living part of Matt’s huge, if still young hands. Most decided it might not be real healthy to mess with him or his belongings. Besides, the captain always made it very plain, no harm was to come to him. The captain ruled with a hand of iron, which more often than not held a large blaster with which he was very accurate. Nor, was the Captain one bit afraid or slow to use it.
It did not matter whether the weapon Matt held was a knife, a throwing dagger or a hand held pistol of any sort, a mounted ships weapon like a torpedo launcher, a proton canon or a portable weapon of a brand new design or any other. In Matt’s young hands they all became like a part of him. He seemed to be an instant expert in their use.
Matt didn’t know who his parents had been or if they were still alive or even if he had any living relatives anywhere. Likewise he had no idea where he came from originally, though he swore to one day find out somehow. He spoke eight languages, all but one of them learned from different members of the crew. Plus, he spoke, as well as, read what was called Federation standard, which was actually a combination of several other languages used throughout most of the several different Federations. It was even used on some of the other more distant worlds not belonging to any Federation, but doing at least some commercial trade with one or more of the members.
Matt had also learned another much different language, but he kept this knowledge to himself. He learned this one from a strange being the captain captured somewhere. The Captain kept the being on board until it died from the injuries it received when captured, which were never treated except by Matt. It took the creature several years to die from his injuries. All the while the creature lingered Matt treated him as best he could while he learned from him. Matt learned even more from him after he finally learned enough of its language to do so. He hadn’t learned to write but a very little in that one. It was called Gerflic after the race of beings using it. He learned enough to talk with the being as well as to learn where his home world was. He even learned what the pirates wanted from the Gerflic, but he never told any of the pirates or allowed them to know anything he learned from the being.
One day Matt would, if he could, deliver a message from the being calling himself Feeraxe to its people, if he could somehow find a way to leave this ship. Matt never learned if the being was male or female, he had no idea how to tell. He thought it to be male by the way it had referred to its mate, but this was only a guess. The creature had no outward signs to show what sex he was, at least none Matt could distinguish.
The creature was shorter than Matt by more than a foot at the time. Matt had yet to reach his present height he was still lacking nearly a foot. The being had only three thick heavy fingers on each hand and a strange looking thumb with three visible joints. Its skin looked to be made of a course and heavy leathery substance with a lot of wrinkles, these wrinkles reminded Matt of scales or plates, all though the skin was not overly hard, just rough. The creature also had heavy very long sharp claws. These claws were about three to four inches long, on the ends of its three fingers and its thumbs like bears claws, but their claws could be retracted into their very long fingers until they barely showed at all. Matt could not tell how long the nails had been since the pirates had cut off the sharp tips along with part of the nails.
By comparison the creature’s fingers were three times as long as Matt’s and looked to be much stronger as did the entire body of the being. Muscles seemed to bulge all over the creature giving him a look of massive strength despite its diminutive height. The one on board probably weighed well over two hundred pounds when he was first brought on board the Bone Breaker.
The claws, when retracted, looked a little like the finger nails on his hands Matt thought, but much heavier. The claws were slightly pointed even after being cut back they also seemed to be sharp on the underside like a knife. The creature or whatever it was also gave off a constant smell, it was not an unpleasant smell, but it was always there. Though it seemed the smell did get considerably stronger when anyone other than Matt was around or anywhere near to the Gerflic. Matt also noticed any time one of the other crewmen came near, the Gerflic’s claws would extend causing it to seem to have to struggle to get them to retract again.
The claws when exposed looked to be deadly. They came to a nearly sharp point on the ends with the underside appearing to be as sharp as a knife. Yet, in the many months the creature managed to survive aboard the pirate ship he never once scratched Matt even though he often touched Matt’s arms and body. It seemed the Gerflic were a very touching people, but they or at least this one, always touched Matt with the back of his hands. The way he touched Matt seemed to be more of a caress than anything else, it was definitely not meant as a threat or an attempt to harm him in any way.
The only two people Matt remembered having lived with or having been around before living on the pirate ship, was a thin elderly gray haired man with a long grayish beard, a bent nose, crooked yellow stained teeth, and black empty looking eyes. He also remembered, a small, dark, middle-aged woman, with wild looking red and gray streaked hair. The woman’s hair always seemed to be standing on end. She had been the one to feed and care for him, as well as, caring for the old man needs. Doing so in the old mans home or at least where they lived. Matt wasn’t sure, but he thought the woman was a hired person not a part of the old man’s family. Matt didn’t think he was part of the old mans family either, though he did not know what made him think this.
He couldn’t remember having liked either one of them. Nor, could he remember ever being held or gently touched by either, he did remember they hadn’t seemed to mind knocking him around sometimes. Matt didn’t know what happened to them nor was he bothered by their absence in any way. It was now almost ten years since Matt had seen either of them. His few memories from the time he was with them were faded and sketchy to the point of being almost non-existent.
He had no other memories from before his time with them, if there was a before. Except for a dim flickering memory somewhere deep in his mind of a large black headed bearded man who he thought might have once carried him like a baby. The man held him like he might have liked him or something, Matt thought, but the memory, if it was a memory, was very faint and sketchy.
The last time he remembered seeing either of the people he remembered was the night before he woke up in his currant bunk on this ship, Matt seemed to remember the gray haired man dressing him in the middle of the night and taking him out into the cold. Matt had no idea what or how it had happened or what the two people did after dressing him or how he had gotten here. All he knew was he had been between five and six years old at the time, closer to five he thought, but didn’t really know or care. He remembered nothing about anyone else and didn’t even know if he had been related to either one of the two he did remember. Somehow he didn’t think he was they seemed too distant or uncaring, which might be a better description. Sometimes both of them were or seemed to be kind of mean to him. He could not remember ever missing either one of them.
No one on board paid much attention to him anymore, as long as he didn’t try to leave the ship at any populated port or city, which were few anyway. This didn’t really bother him a great deal. Matt didn’t care to mix with people very much anyway. There had been a couple of places where he would have liked to look into some of the armories or gun shops. He was sure they would have some new weapons he had never seen before. He would have liked to see what a video arcade really was. Matt thought it looked interesting when he looked at it through the Captains vision enhancers seeing all the bright flashing lights.
When he asked to leave the ship before to see something in any of the other ports, other than when in one of the few pirate ports around the galaxy, which were very few and far between, he was always told not to leave the ship. So far he’d never attempted to do anything he was told he couldn’t do. However, even he felt the time was coming, in the not to distant future, when he would require a reason for not being allowed to do something. He knew he wouldn’t accept any reason without an explanation, short of being shot.
All of the men and women aboard the Bone Breaker liked Matt or nearly all, he was the nearest thing to a son many of them would ever know. So, they treated him as well or better, than some had in fact treated their own children. Of course, there was at least one notable exception, but he was just a man who hated or feared, everybody.
Even the hard-nosed old captain, Geoffrey O’Leary took the time, usually everyday, to teach the boy some of the things he knew. Things like what is required to skipper a ship full of hard dangerous men and women or how to captain a ship of any kind. The captain took his time teaching him how everything on the bridge worked. He even taught Matt a good bit of astrological navigation. If forced into it, Matt could have charted a course and operated the ship by himself to any point he chose, but only the captain was aware Matt could have done so. The captain was also aware of some of Matt’s other abilities few others even noticed.
Almost all of the ninety-eight men and women aboard took the time to teach Matt some of what they knew. All of it was not just about being a pirate or ship repairs. Most of what he was taught by the crew was about the job they did on board ship, but in many cases it was about what they had done before their life as a pirate, and this crew came from many different walks of life with extremely varied backgrounds.
A couple of the pirates were or had been teachers, one in languages, the other one in physics. One of the men on board had even been a champion fighter who had been know all over several Federations, but he killed a man in a bar fight. This caused him to become a pirate rather than go to prison. Two of the men had been topnotch fighter pilots in one of the better militias, Hack Kirkpatrick and Parco DeLand. Several others had been well-trained military instructors from several different planet militias.
Many of the people aboard the pirate ship were well trained in combat arts by militias from several different planets. They had all taken the time to teach much of what they knew to the boy. So, he was actually better trained than any single one of them in a multitude of different styles. He was by now quite able to beat anyone of them in single combat, with or without weapons, but he was smart enough not too. Matt may have only been fifteen, but he was raised as an adult, he had really never been allowed to be a kid. He never played any of the games most kids played so he didn’t know he missed anything.
Matt knew as long as no one thought he was a danger to them they would be less of a danger to him. They would also continue to teach him the things they knew. He liked to learn new things, whatever they were. After all, he reasoned some of these people liked others onboard the ship, like Hack and Parco, but someone killed them anyway. they Evidently they felt threatened by them in one-way or another. This was not a trusting crew. Most of them bore no loyalties to anyone other than to themselves.
Matt didn’t have a single day attending anything resembling a formal school. He didn’t know exactly what a school really was. Yet, if someone would have managed to test his education they would have found him far better educated than most college graduates. He spoke nine languages fluently. Six others well enough he could have gotten by or at least survived, if he was forced to use them. He could also read and write in those same nine languages he spoke fluently.
He had very little to do except exercise, practice the fighting skills he was taught and learn new things. Matt enjoyed the learning as much as he enjoyed the wrestling and other fighting skills. It didn’t really matter what things he learned, he had a mind thirsting for any kind of knowledge. He read everything he could find or the others would bring him, from ancient books, to computer-generated texts. Somehow he managed to retain most of the information like it was soaked into a sponge and could be squeezed out at any time Matt chose to do so.
No one could repair weapons, electronics, warp engines or navigation equipment as well as he could. So, as he was getting older he was being asked to fix more and more different things, like air scrubbers, feed pumps of all sorts or any of the ships systems developing a problem, including any of the electronics or navigation equipment.
Matt had already reached the point where he was doing a major part of the repairs throughout the ship, at least those, which could be done by one person. Most of the pirates were much like thieves have always been. They were lazy and unwilling to do anything requiring manual labor if anyway could be found to avoid it. Consequently, when repairs were needed, whomever the captain assigned to do those repairs would most often come looking for Matt. They always came with a request for Matt’s help and a pocket full of money. Though he never asked anyone to pay him, they always did, of course, some would have to wait until they got more money, but they always paid Matt. He was the only one on board who would do their work for them at any price.
The captain made no objections to this practice because Matt always did the job right. Also he could be counted on to finish the job as well. He never left a job partially completed, nor had anything he fixed ever needed to be repaired again by someone else.
Matt was more than a little upset when he was told about the death of Hack and Parco. Both of the men were as close to friends as he ever had on this ship, or anywhere else. He’d lived in the same compartment with Hack since he could remember. Matt had thought of Hack as family, Parco was like a big brother. Both men had taken a great deal of time teaching him how to fight with his mind, as well as, his body. Both men were experts in space fighter combat tactics, as well as, hand to hand combat. This fact is probably the reason the men were killed from behind and from ambush. Only a very few aboard would have stood even a slim chance against either of them from the front. Actually the only one who would have stood a better than even chance was Matt, but then no one knew he was as good as he is, excepting the captain. The captain seemed to always know everything.
Everything of value on board the pirated ship or really in this case abandoned ship, they found it abandoned, was removed and placed on board the Bone Breaker. This included the food from their freezers along with the ironwood box Hack found. The jewels from the freezer Matt placed in his box. The captain now had the small box and its contents in his cabin, since the killer failed to find it on Hack’s body. Hack and Parco had already been given a pirates burial. A Pirates burial simply means the two men were unceremoniously dumped into cold empty space.
The captain would have liked to sell the captured ship, but they were much too far from anyplace where he could have done so without having a major problem dealing with authorities. So, after he had stripped everything of use from the ship and Matt had removed many of the ships usable parts, at least those which could be used aboard their own ship. It was released as a derelict in space where it was allowed to simply drift away.
Matt had been required to help in removing the foodstuff from the ship. In the process he too found what Hack had found earlier. It had been Hack who taught Matt what the markings on the strange looking bags meant. The bags were marked in code in an old language few on board could read. Probably no one else on board would have been able to read them or tell the bags did not contain food, but valuable industrial gems of a sort seldom seen in this large a quantity.
It was not difficult for Matt to place what he found in his cabin and into one of his chests without telling anyone he found anything. For no one watched his every move any longer, at least not on board ship. He wasn’t exactly sure what he found, but when he noticed some of the markings on the bags, like Hack once told him about on the two fairly small bags in the freezer. The two bags weighed nearly twenty pounds each while they measured about one foot by one foot each. He decided to keep them so he could check them out later. Matt did not know for sure they contained something other than food, but he was sure enough to avoid mentioning them to any of the others.
The two bags each weighed about twenty pounds, and looked slightly out of place in the freezer, if you knew what the markings meant or could read the writing. Matt thought he would keep them until he could be sure just what they contained, but after reading what was written on the bags Matt felt sure he already knew what was inside, at least he hoped he was right.
If these bags held what he thought, Zygotic Crystals, and he could manage to keep them, he could buy a ship of his own. They would buy a very nice new ship with every kind of equipment available. Of course, he had no idea how or if he could get away. But, if he ever got away from this ship alive, with his belongings, he was set for life. He didn’t feel like he was stealing them from anyone, after all this ship they actually found drifting and unmanned. Why it was unmanned no one knew, for a change they could have claimed the ship legally, but the captain was afraid to do so.
The captain headed the Bone Breaker directly for Deep Rock V to pick up the reward being offered for the ironwood box there by a man with a dubious reputation, to say the least. In route the captain initiated a strange, as well as, totally unusual conversation with Matt. He started by asking him if he ever thought about whether he would like to officially join the crew, are not. This question worried Matt greatly, the captain never threatened him before so he didn’t really think he was now, but the captain was a strange unpredictable man. His mind worked in different ways from most men. He was seldom, if ever, easy to read, but Matt decided to be honest with him. He would take his chances the captain wasn’t trying to trick him now. Matt knew if the captain wished to do so he could have him killed many times over with no difficulty. Matt and the captain were alone on the bridge so Matt thought he would just come out and tell the captain how he honestly felt.
“Captain O’Leary sir, I really don’t know much about life, but something about all this just doesn’t seem quite right to me. I would like to learn a little about regular space travel, as well as, how other people live before I jump into something I already feel somewhat uncomfortable with.”
“I realize captain you can make me do what ever you wish, but you asked me what I wanted to do so I’m telling you honestly the best I know how. I hope I don’t upset you, but the thing is captain, I don’t know where I’m from. I don’t know if I have any relatives or not. I don’t know much of anything about any other type of life, but I would sure like too. Then someday when I can, I want to find out if I have a family of my own.”
I told the captain this while helping him lay in the course for the port at Deep Rock V. I was worried a bit more than I let show. I wondered if I chose the right way to answer him. I still didn’t know, but I never needed to lie to the captain before so I didn’t want to start now.
The captain continued to pace back and forth across the deck on the small bridge, it sounded like he was almost talking to himself, maybe he was, I couldn’t tell. Finally, he stopped pacing and looked at me for several seconds while he rubbed the end of his nose with two fingers and his thumb. “You have been a good lad Bones, you have always done what’s been asked of you and more. What’s more you did it without ever grumbling. You’ve never asked why you were here or how you got here. I know you have saved up a bit of money. I also know you can make a living anywhere in the universe with your two hands. Besides you being able to take care of yourself, the time I was paid to keep you is all but up,” the captain stated as he smiled one of the few smiles I can ever recall seeing on his stern face.
“Now Deep Rock V is a fairly straight port a call, by straight, I mean an open port visited by regular ships as well as a few like us, but not many like us. I think you can find a berth on a regular vessel there, if you wish. Do you wish, lad?” the captain asked as he still rubbed his nose while looking strait and deep into my eyes.
My pulse must have at least tripled. I could not believe what the captain just said. Was he really going to just turn me loose? What did he mean when he said the time he was paid to keep me was nearly up? Unless he told me I had no way of knowing about any of it. Finally I got enough of a hold on my senses to answer him. “Yes sir, I think I would like to, but who would hire me? I don’t have any kind of an education, except for what you and the men and women here have taught me. I am still fairly young, and then besides my age, lack of education, and experience, I don’t think you would want me to use you as a reference.”
“I still have some legitimate contacts lad. Besides, I think you are old enough to do anything you wish, you have the looks of a young man near to the end of his teens and I happen to know you are one of the best ordinance men I have ever seen. You have a gift for the handling of weapons both in their use, as well as, their repair. You are a better navigator than many who have spent years going to school. You could easily handle a job as a private bodyguard. You have been trained very well in fighter combat tactics by two of the best ever to fly a fighter. I believe you will one day soon make a better than average ship’s captain or I didn’t train you right, which I have.”
“Also Matt, you have a better education than you think. Did you know many of the men and women here were instructors in famous schools across the universe before they came to this life? I know most of them taught you a lot, mostly because they looked at you like their own son, as I have done. So, if you wish, I will introduce you to some people who will be very proud to have someone of your caliber working for them. Just say the word and it’s done.”
“Yes sir, I would like for you to do that captain,” I answered almost before he finished speaking. To say I was excited would be a large understatement.
“Then it’s done. When we dock at Deep Rock V, you are to gather anything you may wish to carry with you, but I would suggest you bring anything you value along. Try to keep it to a small enough amount so you will be able to carry it easily. Use a backpack if you can, you want to have at least one hand free at all times. There are some aboard who might wish to keep or regain what they have paid to you for your services in doing their work.”
“I don’t have a lot to carry just some clothes and a few pounds of coins and the like. I’ve scrapped together very few things I value. Mostly I have a few keepsakes, my clothes, what few coins I have saved over the years and some memories. I would like to ask you where I came from and if I have any family you know about. If you don’t mind sir,” I asked, hoping the captain knew something and then if he knew, he would be willing to tell me. Again the captain looked at me for several long seconds before answering me. Then he spoke telling me what little he knew of my family.
“I don’t know a lot about you other than your name. I gave you your right name from the first. I know you have an uncle somewhere in the Stone Bridge galaxy or you did, but I don’t know the man’s name. I believe it is the same as yours. I only know he is or was, a man of some position, wealth, as well as, considerable power. I do not know what position he held. You were brought to me to be held for a period of ten years and I was paid well to keep you. It was not specified to me to keep you alive, but again I have no name to give you of the man who brought you or who paid the money. The money to hold you was paid to me in gold at the time. A man I knew only a little about brought you to me. None of what I knew of him was good. He told me he couldn’t keep you any longer because he was in danger of being discovered, but he didn’t say what discovery he feared or why. He didn’t seem to want you dead, for I know of the man, and if he had wished you dead you would have already been.”
“By the time we reach Deep Rock V my contract will be completed with him and you may go anywhere you wish or you may stay here. If you choose to stay I will make you my right hand. Since you have already said you wanted to learn more of a regular life I will see you set up so you can. I am asking but three things of you and they are. One, do not talk of this ship. Two, do not talk of this crew to anyone. Three, do not speak of anything you have seen here. Can you do those things Bones, can you forget all the things you have seen?” the captain asked all of this while never allowing his eyes to leave my own. I felt like he was worried about what I would say or if I would go to the military authorities. Of all the things I might choose to do, going to the authorities anywhere to tell about him was not something I would ever do.
“Captain Sir, once I leave here I will not be talking of anything or anyone on board. All of them or nearly all, have helped to teach me everything I know, most of them I would trust with my life, if not, with my money.”
In less than a week’s time, we docked at Deep Rock V. I was already packed having everything I planned to take with me ready, even my accumulated funds. Much to my annoyance I found there was no way I would be able to carry the weight of all the coins I had accumulated over the last several years, plus the crystals, along with the other things I would need, like my few clothes as well as my tools. I had no idea I accumulated so many coins or they weighed so much. They must have weighed over two hundred pounds by themselves. Most of them were gold. However some were also made of silver or platinum.
A trip to speak with the captain solved most of my problem when he allowed me to buy a very large number of rare gemstones from him for a large part of the gold, silver, and platinum coins I acquired in my years aboard ship. This left me still having more than twenty pounds of gold coins, their weight and the weight of the jewels and the crystals, plus my personal gear still totaled far more than one hundred pounds making quite a heavy load to carry if I needed to defend myself.
The captain sold me the jewels just like he would sell them to someone else, so I actually made money by buying them. I got the jewels for what I later learned was about one percent of their true worth, so I guess he sold them to for even less than the normal ten to twenty percent of their value. The captain and I were both surprised at the amount of coins I accumulated, it seems in the last six or seven years I made about as much as anyone else on board, which was a lot because the Captain was good at his profession. The difference was, I had not spent much of mine. Of course, I didn’t say anything about the crystals I recovered from the last ship they raided. Consequently, I left the pirate ship a very rich young man, but with no idea what I would do next or where I might go. I didn’t even know who I was. At least I didn’t know beyond the name the Captain said was my own.
The Captain took me with him into the bustling Port of Deep Rock V, where he introduced me to several, shall I say unusual people. He also told them all the things he’d already told me, including the fact he was hired to keep me for a period of ten years and the time was now up. He gave me a very good buildup especially to the last man he introduced me to. To listen to him someone might have thought I was his son instead of someone he had more or less babysat after I was kidnapped from somewhere by someone, who he made a point of telling everyone he spoke with he did not known.
The last person the captain introduced me to asked a lot of questions. He asked about what I had been doing on the ship. He asked if I was actually taking part in the pirate activates, he seemed to know a lot more about those activates than perhaps he should have. The man also said he wanted to see if I really was as good with weapons and repairs as the captain told him I was.
Reaching underneath one of his overly cluttered highly piled counters, the man pulled out an ancient stun gun with a multitude of scars on its framework. It was of a type I had never seen. The old stun gun must have been one of the first of its type ever made. The gun was also extremely corroded. It appeared not to have been cleaned since it was new. The man laid the gun on the top of the cluttered counter balancing it on top of several other items right beside me. He told me if I could fix the gun he had a place for me, if I couldn’t, well then he probably didn’t.
I picked the thing up, looked it over for a minute or two then sat my heavy backpack down, after making a place on the floor for it. I rummaged through my backpack until I found my small package of tools. Then proceeded to take the thing apart to find out what was wrong. There were two things I immediately saw wrong with it, other than it was very dirty, as well as, somewhat corroded even inside. One was simply a loose connection, which I fixed quickly. The other was an obviously burned out secondary condenser of a type I doubted was still made. I would have to find a similar one if I hoped to fix this thing to get a job here.
Walking over to where the man kept a large supply of electronic parts I found a condenser of nearly the same type. I used it to replace the burned out one. I also cleaned out part of the dust and corrosion inside the gun. This dirt must have accumulated over many years. Plus, I cleaned off a large part of the accumulated grim on the outside before I installed a new power pack, after first making sure it was charged. Then I handed the old stun gun back to him telling him it would now work. It had taken me five to ten minutes at the most to fix it. Most of the time involved had been spent finding the right condenser from his pile of available ones, a power pack to fit the ancient casing and then cleaning off some of the corrosion. Normally I would have done a better job of cleaning the weapon, but I wanted to finish quickly.
After he walked out the back door of the large cluttered, over filled structure, he tested the gun on a hapless alley cat. One who simply happened to be walking by at the wrong time, at least for the cat the timing was bad. He returned with a smile showing his two broken and newly gold-capped front teeth, but also with another question for the captain. “Did you have a weapon like this on board your ship for the boy to look at or work on captain?”
“I haven’t even seen one of those things in twenty years or more,” the captain replied as he took the gun examining it closely. “It’s not the type of weapon most of my men would use and to answer your question, no, there is not a weapon like this on my ship,” he concluded.
Turning to me the man offered me a place with him here in his cluttered buildings. He told me anything I could fix, which was not working now, he would give me half of the sale price when it sold, telling me a large part of the things I was looking at around us did not work or at least did not work as they were supposed to. He told me something not working would not sell for anything except junk prices or for parts. He also added, he had a small apartment building out back I would be welcome to stay in. Of course, I would need to clean it out first, as well as, do some minor repairs to it as well.
I looked at the Captain and noticed he was smiling, a thing he seldom did. This was the second time in less than two weeks I had seen the man smile, both times he was smiling at me. When he saw me looking at him he nodded his head and said, “Bones, with your skills at fixing things you can make a fortune here, McDonald has more junk here than ten other places have, but I’ve seen what you can do to fix things. I would recommend you take his offer, if you would like. He is a man of his word and will do as he told you.”
I thanked the Captain and then accepted Mr. McDonald’s offer telling him I would first clean out the building so I might have a place to stay.
The Captain immediately took his leave. He did so right then, not bothering to more than shake my hand and wish me well. He gave me no further explanation of what had brought me to him. Knowing him for ten years I knew there was no reason for me to try asking him further questions, he had done all he intended to do. I was now just something he was finished with, a job done with and over. I have never heard from him or of him again, he just disappeared somewhere in space, I have never discovered if he was still alive or not, though I haven’t, nor do I intend, to really look. The man may be or have been a pirate, but he did me no wrongs. I feel some fondness still for the stern nearly humorless man who kept me alive as a boy when he did not have too.
Here I was less than two months from being sixteen years old I was alone now and on my own. I had no friends, no family I knew of, and no particular place I needed to go, but I was not broke, nor was I helpless. Thanks in no small part to a crew of cutthroat pirates, who for the most part raised me as one of their own. In many cases they treated me like a son.
McDonald showed me out the back door, past a slowly recovering, still partially stunned and totally ticked off alley cat, to what was to be my home, at least for a while.
My home to be had at one time been just three small storage rooms before someone converted them to a one-bedroom apartment with bath and kitchen. What it was now besides being a junk warehouse was impossible to tell, it was also nearly impossible to get into or even to get close to it. The area was wall-to-wall junk, without room to even get more than inside the door. That is once you got thru the junk outside to even get to the door leading to the three room apartment. There was another building nearby which, may at one time have been an apartment building. Now it was a falling down, junk filled, unsafe storage building, appearing to be ready to fall in on its self from just the weight of the junk both in and around it.
I guess McDonald felt a little bad after showing it to me because he immediately volunteered to let me stay with him and his family in a larger home setting farther back across a junk filled solid rock field. At least I could stay with him until I could get this place emptied out a little and cleaned out a lot. I accepted quickly. I knew it would take me at least two days or more just to get most of the stuff removed from the part of the building I would live in, to say nothing of getting the building cleaned enough to begin living there.
I was wrong about the two days. It took me more than a week to clean out the building, to repair the bathroom, to clean out the interior enough to make the place livable besides repairing the roof in three places. Of course, it would not have taken quite so long, if I had not spent a lot of my time repairing much of the stuff I removed. I even cleared most of the junk from the other buildings apartment rooms as well.
Wanting to do a good job to show McDonald he had not made a mistake in taking me on, I worked twenty hours a day to repair things and to clean out the buildings. I wanted to get the job done for another reason as well. It was simply because McDonald’s house was a lot like this little building, it was wall-to-wall junk too. His wife was very nice to me. She would cook my meals and generally take care of me like I was her older child. The house was like the little buildings it was full of junk McDonald continually brought home. His wife made a constant effort to keep their place clean and livable. She did keep it clean while constantly fussing at McDonald for bringing so much junk home.
McDonald was pleased with the things I repaired, at least half of which were from his house, which pleased his wife. He managed to sell most of them almost as soon as I repaired them, surprising me with the amount I made in so short a time. Instead of him paying me my part right then, I told him to just keep an account of what I was due. I also asked him to put the money in an account for me.
Among the many things I found in the little buildings and apartments was a lot of books on discs and learning chips along with the equipment to use them, all of which, I kept. Many of the books seemed to be textbooks for navigation and piloting courses for some of the different planets space training Academies. There were also several books on structural engineering and design as well as several hundred on a lot of other subjects like advanced math and even a couple on medicines and medical practices. The books were fortunately in three of the languages I could both read and write, so I spent many of my nights over the next several months reading and studying these books and disks. At least I did when I wasn’t working on some project I started during the day.
McDonald was as good as his word, everything he sold, which I repaired he paid me half of the selling price minus the purchase price of course. His buildings were a terrible mess. The man was never organized in anything, except for his bookwork. You could look at his records and tell exactly what he paid for any item, even some he acquired many years earlier. Like the old stun gun I fixed first. He paid only one Truckee dragger for this broken gun, or less than a thousandth of an ounce of gold, about half the price of a very cheap drink, it sold two days after I repaired it for a half-ounce of gold. It was sold as a working antique.
We continued or I should say, I continued to repair the junk McDonald accumulated over the twenty plus years he’d been in business here until I fixed most of the small items he’d previously obtained, at least the part of the stuff that was fixable. Now all that remained to be repaired was some very large things I hadn’t even taken the time to look at yet, they were all in huge buildings on the back of his large holdings.
For me, time passed quickly, it was also totally unnoticed by me as I was content in what I was doing. I loved fixing things, especially things I had never seen before or ones I had no real idea how they worked or what they were supposed to do. Then in my spare time at night I would study the books I found along with a lot more I have bought since coming here.
I awoke every morning anxious to see what I would find to fix today, as well as, how it would work. I never worried about money, after all I still hadn’t spent even a tenth of the money I brought with me, there were no expenses except for food and most of the time McDonald’s wife made sure I had plenty to eat, she seemed never to forget I cleaned all of the junk out of her home. The money still remaining didn’t include the crystals or the jewels, these I still kept hidden. I never even told McDonald about there existence until much later in our relationship.
McDonald was always asking me when I was going to collect what he owed me. I kept telling him just to keep it in the bank for me. I didn’t even know how much it amounted to and truly didn’t care. Until one day when he called me into his office to show me his books. He insisted I needed to know what I made in the last four years. I couldn’t believe it had been so long since I first came here as a gangling youth not quite sixteen years old.
By the time he did this, I’d been working my way through his mountain of assorted gear for just over four years. I was no longer a kid. I was now a man full grown. I weighed two hundred and forty pounds, and now stood six foot four and a half inches in my bare feet. I was now twenty years old headed for twenty-one.
After calling me inside his office McDonald sat me down across his desk from him and proceeded to tell me I was a rich man. He showed me what had become of my money he was keeping in the bank for me, all the interest it accumulated and just what it amounted to now. To say I was surprised would be an understatement. The figure he showed me was close to the amount I figured the crystals to be worth.
There was enough to buy a ship with, and still enough left over to look for my family, if I had one. This didn’t even include the jewels I had purchased from the captain.
I did sell the crystals much later and found they were worth twice what I had thought them to be worth, but that was much later.
I thanked McDonald for showing me his records and then asked him if he was telling me our business was done with or completed. I really wasn’t sure, but I hoped it wasn’t. I still enjoyed what I was doing and I was curious about what he might have in the huge storage buildings I could see at the back of his property. Plus he still bought and sold things daily. Most of the things he bought were usually in need of some amount of repair.
McDonald fell all over himself trying to explain to me he surely didn’t want our agreement to end. He just wanted to be sure I knew what I made so far, as well as, what I made him. He reminded me, for every ounce of gold I made myself he made the same. But, he admitted he did have something in mind he would like to do. Something he could only do if I would agree to help him with it. I told him if I could help him I would, even before he told me what he wanted. After all I felt like I owed him a lot for taking me on in the first place.
By the time he’d gotten about halfway through his explanation of what he wanted to do, I could barely sit still. I was probably more excited than he was. It seems McDonald was recently approached about possibly buying another salvage yard. Only this one was strictly spacecraft, associated parts and salvage. It wasn’t everything of every sort like this one. I was already familiar with most of the stuff this salvage yard had in stock, up close and very personal.
It seems this friend of his recently lost his wife and children in a terrible fire inside his home and the man wanted to sell out and leave Deep Rock V with all its memories of them behind. However, the only way he could leave was to sell his salvage business. He came first to McDonald. Mostly he did so because he knew McDonald possessed the knowledge to run it along with probably the money to buy it.
McDonald explained to me he did have enough to buy the place, especially since it was being offered to him at less than half of what he knew to be its actual value. He also told me if he did buy it himself it would take almost everything he had. It would leave him nearly nothing to operate on, so he proposed he and I form a partnership.
I couldn’t believe what he was saying. He not only wanted us to be partners in the place he wanted to buy, but in this one too. He told me if I was willing to risk most of what I had in the bank we would become full and equal partners in both operations. I didn’t need to think long or hard to decide. I answered him even before he finished telling me exactly how much was involved.
The amount didn’t matter to me, if it would have required more than the amount in the bank I would have sold my crystals or my gems or both. I wanted this more than he did, but for different reasons. Several times I went to this salvage yard before I talked to McDonald about it. I went just to look at some of the ships there to see if I could find one I thought I could restore. I found one I thought would be perfect, it didn’t really need as much restoration as it looked like it might, and at least I hoped it didn’t. It was also the largest ship I could recall ever having seen. It was huge. It was so large it could easily hold several normal cargo ships in its three large holds.
As McDonald and I talked on about what we both thought might come of this purchase I took a chance and explained some of the things I had in mind to do, including a trip to the distant planet of the Gerflic. Feeraxe had given me its location and several messages to deliver for him if or when I got there. I still intended to deliver them for him even though I think he thought I would never be able to. I don’t think he thought I would even if I was able, but this is just an assumption on my part.
One other thing, I told McDonald about was the ship in the salvage yard I have been looking at. I also told him I would still want to buy it from him now or at least his part of it. He thought there was no reason for me to pay for it since we would already own it anyway, but I told him I wanted to own it completely so if anything happened to it he would lose nothing. Besides once I left, it could be many years before I returned, if I returned at all and this didn’t set well with him.
My statement about possibly not returning upset McDonald for a while until I explained it would be a while before I could possibly go. I didn’t have a ship, let alone having it repaired or in shape for space travel. Also I didn’t even have the beginning of a crew.
Since I did not want to transport anything for hire, and I certainly didn’t want to be involved in piracy. I was at a loss as to how I would manage to hire or to pay a crew, until McDonald suggested I might want to think about doing space salvage. He explained since we were about to purchase a space salvage yard it would only make sense for us to do at least a little salvage work for ourselves. In this way he could retain part ownership of the craft to insure I would at least return sometime.
I knew from my years in space with the pirate crew there were quite a few drifting wrecks in space, of course they were scattered over an unbelievably immense area, but then there were also old ships in some ports and docks, which could be bought for salvage. Maybe this was a way to pay for my travels in search of my family. If there was one or it could be a way to deliver Feeraxe’s messages to his people. At the very least it was something to think about as I worked to get my ship ready to travel while also searching for a crew.
While we were in the process of buying the space salvage yard I finally got around to checking out the large buildings on the rear of McDonald’s property. I found we were already in the space salvage business, for in those building I found several different types of ships power plants and even four complete shuttles. One was a small four- man runabout, but the other three were quite large and could easily be used to transport equipment wherever anyone wanted it to go. All four shuttles looked to be in pretty good shape. They were space ready, in fact, when I ask McDonald about them I was told they were flown into the buildings and parked where they were now.
The shuttles had not really been sold as salvage or weren’t salvage. They were really functioning craft, but because the company owning them was going out of business due to being bankrupt they were sold as salvage. Actually, the company went broke due to poor management. They needed to get rid of them to pay off some of their more pressing debts to some people who would do drastic things if they were not repaid. McDonald had bought the shuttles for almost nothing by comparison to what they would have brought somewhere with a real use for them, unfortunately for the bankrupt company and so far for McDonald, Deep Rock V was a busy port, but had no real use for any type of shuttles, it wasn’t large enough to require them in the port as landing a full size ship wasn’t a problem. There was more than enough room on the four thousand square miles of flat rock surrounding the settlement also called Deep Rock V. Also I discovered McDonald owned a good part of those miles of rock.
The planet of Deep Rock V got its name from fact, most of the planet’s land mass was nothing but rock. There were only fifteen small areas where there was enough soil for things to grow and the largest of these was where the port of Deep Rock V was located. It was not located on the soil area, but on the huge flat rock area surrounding the ninety-nine thousand square miles of soil.
No buildings of any kind were ever built on the soil anywhere on the planet. Every little bit of the soil area was needed for agricultural use. All buildings on the planet were built on the rock or on one of the two large fresh water oceans. They were mostly built from the rock and from the iron, which was also plentiful on the planet especially in the mountains west of the port.
The largest settlement on the planet existed here at the port of Deep Rock V. The population was something just over three and a half million people. The other twenty million residents of Deep Rock V were scattered around the planet at the other fourteen agricultural areas.
Even though McDonald paid only about one tenth of their real value the shuttles were still a sore spot with him, they were one of the few things he ever bought where he felt he made a mistake buying them. Also they were the most expensive things he ever bought for the salvage yard.
Not one person or company ever showed the slightest interest in them. So, when Matt wanted to work them over to use as part of the total system he had in mind for working salvage. McDonald was pleased to finally have a possible chance to recover a part of his investment from ten years before.
Matt took the time one evening to explain to McDonald the plan he was working on in his head for more than a week, since he found the shuttles. The man became all but obsessed with Matt’s plan. Setting out immediately to find Matt a crew to man the ship they really didn’t even own yet, but should own within the month or would own with the signing of the paperwork.
Now if McDonald had anything it was contacts around the galaxy, in fact, several galaxies. So, within two weeks of him putting out the word he was looking for a crew to operate the salvage ship Matt was to overhaul, McDonald got his first response. It came in the form of two huge men who claimed to be pilots and structural engineers, as well as, general mechanics if need be. The two men looked more like they were bouncers from some low rent bottom of the barrel spacer’s bar. Which, they had in fact been a time or two in their not to distant past when their luck was a little over drawn.
The two men were referred to Matt since McDonald knew nothing about piloting or rebuilding spacecraft. He’d already learned his young partner was accomplished at both. He never before saw anyone who could read something in a book and then put it into use immediately while getting it right the first time, at least most of the time. Also Matt was as big as they were and McDonald felt a little intimidated by the size, as well as, the looks of the men. He himself stood five foot ten and weighed about two hundred pounds, but a large part of his weight was fat or at least soft flesh, unlike Matt exercise was not in his vocabulary, his life or his mind.
The men were introduced to Matt as Herman Zeller and Gregorian Vestakovich, both men immediately asked where Matt learned how to pilot and who taught him. To the two men Matt looked too young to possibly be a pilot or an engineer he looked like a very large kid.
Matt knew he would have to answer more questions if he told them the truth, but since he was actually looking to hire people who he would need to know a lot about, he figured they had as much right to know a lot about him. So, he told them the whole story. He started from when he woke up as a little boy not yet six years old as a prisoner aboard a ship. Then Matt covered everything until he came here nearly five years ago. The only names he mentioned were those of Hack and Parco, but he did not use their last names. When he finished talking Matt was more than a little surprised when both men acknowledged knowing the men and even told him the name of the ship he had been on.
They spent the better part of four hours just talking about all three of their pasts while getting better acquainted. Finally, both men asked how they would be paid. For a little while Matt wasn’t sure exactly how to answer. He hadn’t really thought about how to pay a crew. So, he ask them what they thought would be a fair way to be paid. He wanted to know if they would prefer to be paid a set amount per day or if they would rather have a percentage of whatever the ship made after expenses, of course. Both men immediately asked how a percentage would work, as well as, how it would be broken up amongst everyone in the crew.
Matt thought for a minute before he began to answer them. No sooner than he started to explain he stopped, telling them he just wasn’t exactly sure. He told them McDonald would have to agree with whatever he told them, but he thought it would be like this. First, any expenses would be deducted, like if he bought a ship from somewhere which had docking fees and so forth. Then after deducting expenses one third of the sale price would go to the ship, one third to the ships owners, and one third to the crew to be divided equally between everyone no matter what job they did.
The two men looked at one another and then shook their heads in agreement before telling Matt they thought the percentage part sounded fine to them. While they were taking something of a chance receiving a percentage of the profit could pay off big if they were to get lucky. Having both done considerable traveling in space they thought they could find a lot of salvage.
After the three men talked it came down to when they could start along with what they would do until the ship was ready. Now came the part Matt hadn’t yet told them, the part about first having to overhaul the ship to get it ready for salvage work, as well as, to return to space. The men were not bothered by first having to overhaul the ship, but they were concerned about how they would live until the work was done. Neither man had much in the way of money put back for leaner times. It seems both tended to live a lot like the pirates Matt was familiar with. When they possessed money they partied, drank, chased women, and generally indulged themselves. Likewise when they were broke they found whatever work they could find.
Matt told them he would pay them a small sum by the week until the ship was ready to work. Until then he would also provide them with a place to sleep, plus meals as well. Matt had his first two crewmembers. They were not only ready to start right then they needed to start right then if for no other reason than having a place to sleep.
It was quickly decided they would first ready one of the large shuttles since the paperwork on the space salvage business wasn’t due to be signed for two more days. With the decision made, all three men made their way toward the distant buildings and the start of a new undertaking for all. None of them knew at the time it was to be a relationship, which would last for their lifetime and beyond or how it would grow to involve most of their descendants as well.
When Matt took Herman and Greg into the first of the four shuttles all three men were surprised to find everything in working order and not even very much dust accumulated around or in the main cabin. They were also pleased to find out the shuttle was equipped with three small cabins for a crew of six as well as being equipped with a small, but efficient galley.
Matt didn’t need to ask them if they would consider staying on board the shuttle, they asked him if they could. They reasoned it would be cheaper for him, as well as, making it easier for them, since they wouldn’t have to find a way to get here from the closest hotel. The nearest hotel was several miles away so it would also require hiring or buying some sort of transportation. They also thought to mention to him they wouldn’t mind fixing their own meals, if the galley worked, providing he would supply the food.
By evening of the first day the shuttle was fairly well cleaned out inside, at least the cabins and the galley had been cleaned. Also much of the equipment had already been checked out to see if it worked right. Much too all three of their surprise, most of it worked just like it was supposed to. It worked even after the shuttles had been setting here dormant in this hanger for nearly ten years.
In the two weeks following the hiring of Herman and Greg, Matt already went with McDonald to sign all the paperwork on the second salvage business allowing them to prepare to begin work on the main ship. They now owned the space salvage business, as well as, the ship they were to rebuild. All four of the shuttles had been partially checked out and what little needed repair, had been repaired. Seven more prospective crewmembers had shown up, and been hired. Four of them were men and three were women, all were willing to work to get the ship ready to go. The shuttles were all moved to the new salvage yard. Everyone now was in place close to the ship they were now to begin the long process of overhauling.
Matt also began a mandatory training class for the crew for one hour of everyday. The class was in hand to hand combat training. He remembered the ships the pirates captured and how defenseless those ships were, not only in shipboard armament, but in personnel training as well. His ship was not going to have the same problems. He would have them ready for whatever came or he would know why they weren’t.
McDonald was amazed when he watched the first training class Matt held. He was at first concerned for his young partner’s well being, but soon realized there were yet a few things he didn’t know about Matt. From the beginning of the first class it was quickly obvious to all of them there were different classes of fighters and fighting abilities. Matt was in a class by himself when it came to combat with either weapons, or hand to hand. Even the two pilots he had hired first were totally surprised when they could do nothing with him, either separately or together. He easily defeated each one and he wasn’t even breathing hard.
Matt showed each person how to use every weapon he and McDonald could make available, then he explained to them there would be many more different weapons. When one of the new men wanted to know why they were learning how to use weapons, Matt explained to them all a little of his background, as well as, some of the things he had seen, but he didn’t say when or where or mention any names. Nor, would he even when one of the men asked what ship he was a prisoner on. He simply refused to even answer the man’s question.
Then, he explained to them about the work they were going to be doing. Matt explained the fact they would not be able to maneuver well enough to escape pirates with out abandoning whatever they salvaged, especially if it was a ship they were towing. So, if they could not maneuver to escape pirates he figured they had better be able to fight them. Matt had every intention to fight them well, he intended to be able to win any fight.
The work on the main ship was about ready to get started, after they all spent the week going through the ship to see exactly what needed repaired or what needed to be replaced instead of repaired. As Matt originally thought it wasn’t really a lot, but it was more than enough. It would require at least several months, plus Matt still needed a few more crewmen. He hired five more for a total of fifteen, but figured he would need to have at least thirty. Thinking about it he thought he would like to have forty or more when they were finally ready to take the ship out for the first time.
Matt hadn’t yet decided on a name for the ship, so he offered a prize for a name if he used one the crew suggested. He asked the crew he hired so far to make some suggestions and they did. He wound up with seven different names and of the seven there was one he liked especially well. Matt thought the name to be smooth sounding to the ear as well as being appropriate. He decided he would talk to McDonald to see what he thought, but he was already pretty sure it would be his decision as to what to name the ship. After talking with McDonald he discovered he was correct in his assumption. Matt decided he would indeed name the ship the suggested name, Star of Deep Rock. As a prize he gave the person who suggested the name the smallest of the jewels he purchased from his old Captain as a reward.
Even being the smallest of the jewels Matt owned it was still worth as much as most Pilots made in a year. It was not really small at all it was simply smaller than the rest. Needless to say Herman, the man suggesting the name, was impressed with his prize. He thought when Matt said he would give the person who submitted the winning name a prize worth having it would be an ounce of gold or something of the like. No one thought it would be anything like the jewel it turned out to be, including McDonald.
By giving such a prize Matt impressed his whole crew or at least as much of a crew as there was so far. In the next few days, as word spread, Matt was able to hire twenty-three more topnotch crewmen. Fourteen men and nine women, they all came to him from other ships in port. These ships worked out of the port here or in two cases it was people who were taking time off after their last journey. These only decided to go back out because they were told this new ship and its captain were going to make its crew money. Also the more everyone heard about the man who would be Captain, the better working for Matt sounded.
Others companies salvaged space wrecks along with other lost equipment before. It was profitable, but the other crews were never allowed to have a hand in or a share of the profits. They paid their crews a salary and left them no hope of making a lot, no matter how hard they worked or how profitable whatever they salvaged turned out to be.
Matt’s crew now numbered thirty-eight, but as they worked to get the Star of Deep Rock ready for its first flight he discovered he was going to need several more. He’d not thought of needing crews for the shuttles he intended to take with them.
Working fifteen to twenty hours a day was normal for Matt. So, he continued to work like he did when all he was doing was repairing items for McDonald at the other salvage yard. He soon found most of his crew could not keep up with him, but they tried.
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