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Chapter One
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“You want to do what?” Enno shook his head. His hollowed and pronounced eyes looked curiously in my direction. 

Even for a five-hundred-year-old from Rellia Prime, a man of considerable wealth, and a family tree that played a significant role within the Rellian Domestic Forces, I knew this was a lofty request. 

Still, I had no qualms asking him. Here he was, a senior diplomat, a consort for the off-world visitors and attachés that desired an audience with the ruling party. One went to Enno first to build a rapport with this community of high culture and sophisticates who deemed their way of life far superior to any other within the quadrant, or the galaxy. 

One had to play the game to take any steps forward, even at his level of introductions. With a population that lived so long, they didn’t care how long it took for pleasantries to be exchanged, even if it meant war in the meantime, simply to prove a point.

I had the pleasure to have dealt with Enno on behalf of the Alliance on many occasions. Our initial meetings were respectful and cordial enough. It wasn’t until I took an Aibern knife blade to my jaw, that the door was pushed open, and my way into the inner workings of this prima donna culture were fast tracked. 

Yet, despite this advantage, contacting him now as we traversed the Disputed Zone was ill advised, but necessary.

“You heard what I said friend. How can you get me to the internment camp?”

I adjusted my grey Henley. For some reason, the tight shirt did not fit right after my recovery from the Armada attack. 

Doctor Tomysayak had only cleared me three days earlier to return to my assignment as acting captain of the Thresher. While we were now deep into the Disputed Zone, an area of space, that both Enno’s government and mine continued to feud over for influence and territorial rights; the fact I was able to get through to him, meant a reprieve from an assault group. They would escort our ship through the territory, albeit from a distance.

“Tahir come on now. Don’t play me for one of your floozies.”

“If I had intended so, I assure you I wouldn’t be calling you on this channel, let alone traversing through our mutually beneficial zone, wanting to come for a visit.”

“You always had a way with words. It’s not that I don’t appreciate your presence, but it would complicate an already delicate situation.”

“Delicate? Are you talking on your government’s behalf or just of my predicament?”

“Aren’t they one in the same?”

“I know that if I were to appear, I would likely be transferred at some point to the Aibern authorities who would request my transfer. That’s a no brainer. I’m not blasé enough to think otherwise. I simply want to use that transition time, ideally a delayed period, to reacquaint myself with a guest you are fully aware is visiting one of your facilities.”

He nodded. There was no point in saying Admiral Garrett LaShay’s name, not when Enno was as informed as I knew he was. 

I watched him pace. He was at least humoring the idea, the notion, of my request. While a true Rellian, loyal to the core to his people, Enno took much pride in the nurturing of our unique relationship. As the years passed, I grew on him, and in many ways, he did on me. 

I could live without his grey eyes that always seemed to be haunted whenever they glanced in my direction and his gaunt figure that represented his entire populace. He did embody some intrinsic human like qualities, I felt whenever we spoke, the most important one was being grateful. 

Even though he already lived what would be considered five full lifetimes for any human, his passion and zest for continuing to serve his family and to embrace each day, brought his mortality and my actions to the forefront.

“Tahir, how would you get here? You can’t bring the Thresher. We both know the Fleet is humoring you now.”

“Are they? We are the preeminent Alliance attack vessel.”

He laughed and said nothing.

“Come on now, the Rellian Domestic Forces don’t want to be given a tour of this first edition light cruiser. One of these was in a museum in Ilaystis. It’s a marvel in modern human history.”

“Yes, and I’m sure she’s a venerable ship, but we don’t need a kids’ toy in our backyard. Nor do I think your patronage would be looked upon fondly especially for the role of your vessel and what it represents.”

“Enno are you saying I’m welcome to come otherwise, that is if I’m inclined and able, even though I understand it might be difficult for me to stay long?”

“You are always welcome to visit. My invitation has remained open from the last time you visited but know there are limitations to my hosting.”

“I wouldn’t want to take too much of your time. I doubt I would even stay for more than a night at most, knowing how busy you are and the vast amount of business you deal with daily. Let’s assume I am able to stop in and not complicate matters with the home guard, after we spend time reacquainting ourselves, would it even be possible to entertain my request?”

He nodded slightly. 

“If you can make it, there are always possibilities. The rest will be up to you. Although I would caution the thought.” He looked directly into the view screen. I still don’t know what subtext he wanted to infer, but his words were clear, “Officially be forewarned. While the Rellian Fleet does not recognize intergalactic arrest warrants, nor do we allow for the transfer of those from our citizens, we do not prevent other worlds from conducting business or transactions of that nature on our planet when the matter doesn’t concern internal affairs. You will be on borrowed time the moment you arrive.”

“Understood, so in other words, if we were breaking bread and an Aibern diplomat decided to arrest me, you would look the other way?”

He shrugged. I watched his bony fingers curl and a sly look cross his protruded lips. 

“I would think Enno, that you would be the last Rellian in this regard. Do you think we would have time to catch up and I’d be able to reacquaint myself with my friend, prior to such an incident occurring?”

“Of course, it can be done.”

“That’s all I needed to hear.”

An alarm blared in the background from my workstation in the CO meeting room. 

“Damnit! Duty calls. I’ll be in touch.”

“Understood.”

“Marcus, out.”

I pressed down on the view screen and ended the communication. Visiting the consort was the least of my concerns now with this proximity alarm going off.

“Warrant Officer, what is going on out there?”

“You should come out and take a look T.”

I was ready to offer some cheeky retort, but we had been dealing with alarms for the last several hours. Many of them were sensor errors while others were from our own doing as we continued to get this aging vessel up to working order.

I stepped out onto the bridge. 

Oval shaped in design, the reinforced high impact glass windows with a tryptic frame, fifteen feet above made the space appear bigger. At eye level, against the portside of the room were two manned stations with monitors, for communications and science. 

Benson, the twenty-one-year-old from Moscratus Proper wore an earpiece as she screened the messages inundating our vessel. As in our first introduction, she looked lost in her Henley top and the black cargo pants sized more for a child than an actual adult. 

I might have overlooked Benson in her workspace, and while she embodied her planet’s meek stature, with her mouse like, pointy nose and the narrow bone structure to her face, her voice was firm and competent. 

“Captain, HQ continues to want clarification about our status.”

“I imagine they would. Are they not buying our system is down?”

“T, they can track the Thresher, they aren’t that stupid,” Leesa looked over from her row of monitors. 

Running her long fingers through her copper toned locks, she was a welcomed sight. In our short time together, I felt a kinship to her and immediately trusted her guidance and perspective.

A native of Efreesia, she was on loan from her government, to keep an eye on me, but had managed without much difficulty to become my second in command and my devoted companion.

She wore a dark purple dress that clung to her athletic, yet slender frame. Unlike the Alliance uniform of drab and gloom, even her footgear was stylish — a pair of light boots in llama like skin. She wore an Eye of Sinetopia broach on her chest and a triquetra pendant made from an unknown metal around her neck.

“That remains to be seen Warrant Officer. Have we received any communications about aborting the current mission or taking on a new commanding officer? Or are they hoping I drive this vessel into the ground?”

“Sir, I take offense to that notion,” Rodrigo feigned annoyance. She grasped the joystick tightly as she did double duty on the helm and navigation station.

“I meant nothing by it of course. I have the fullest confidence that you will keep us upright at all times, regardless of what madness I elect for our course.” 

Twenty-six-year-old Ensign Rodrigo remained seated. She gave me a concerned look, rolled her eyes, and then returned to the plotted course on the screen before her. Our most experienced pilot, and one with a touch of flare as shown by her silver spiked hair with florescent blue tips, was the least of my worries.

“Can someone kill that fucking alarm. Is it coming from us or outside the vessel?”

“I was getting to that. You want to flirt with all the women first before dealing with the problem at hand. A typical man.”

“This sounds a lot like cultural misinterpretation. As someone who was bed ridden for several days, I’m just getting reacquainted with the crew.”

“Of course — you sound chipper, which for you is a bit out of character. I don’t know what I prefer.” Leesa looked at me with her soulful, purple eyes.  

“As much as I love hanging with the doctor, being out of the infirmary and up here is preferred.” 

The chirp of the alarm had done its damage.

“Can you at least mute the alarm? It’s right here.”

I nudged the four-foot-ten officer and hit the silence button on the access panel.

“That’s all I had to do? If I had only known,” Playfully, Leesa rested her four fingers on my forearm. 

“Funny. Why did you want me out here?”

“For one you need to be moving around.”

“It’s not like I was dead or anything. I simply needed rest.”

We looked at one another, appreciatively, considering what the previous week had entailed. 

“Okay that was an understatement. If you want to work, I got something for you to do. Your boys keep setting off the alarms and I would like it if you could talk some sense into them or do something that rectifies the situation.”

She pointed at the inoperable tactical weapons station. In a semi-permanent state of fritz, the unit had been fried after our run-in with the Rumstuck and two Armada corvettes.  

“I see. Are you afraid of talking to the friendly giant?”

“Am I afraid of anything T? I think it’s time you reminded them who is in charge and maybe they’ll find a solution that actually works.”

“Fine. Anything else dear?” I winked. 

Leesa’s bioluminescent freckles brought a cheery glow to her smooth white face. 

“We actually do have a problem aside from the weapons.”

“What might that be?”

“We’re two days out of leaving the Disputed Zone, which means we are eleven days from the mining colony.”

“Did we really cut off that much time?” 

She nodded.

“It also helped to have our shadow escorts.”

“They are wonderful, aren’t they? I did thank their representative personally. At least no one has fired on us. That’s a first, right?”

“That remains to be seen. We still have more time for that to occur. As it is, we will be back in Alliance space soon enough, and I fear you will have to address many of those messages.”

“I’m aware. Unless it’s an admiral, we’re not responding to anything. Is that clear Benson?” I looked over to the communications station.

“Yes sir.”

“Otherwise, we’re running silent. Do they really care about the little old Thresher?”

“T, it’s not the Thresher, I’m concerned about. It’s you.” Leesa whispered. “There’s traffic about a new peace agreement. There are whispers on why it’s back on board.”

“Let me guess, I’m involved.”

She nodded.

“Let me deal with Kurtz, and then when I return you can fill me in. Unless of course you want to come with me.”

“As much as I desire some alone time, they need to see your face — alone.”

“Be that way,” I did my best to smile. 

Benson interrupted the parting look. 

“Admiral Lyn is on the com.”

“How convenient. What does she want?”

“An immediate audience. Where should I put her though?”

I looked over at Leesa.

“Is this what you were alluding to?”

“Perhaps.”

“Have you talked to her?”

“Not exactly. This will be the first official contact with the ship.”

“What you’re telling me then is, your network knows what this is about?”

She nodded.

“Sir, Admiral Lyn is waiting.”

“Let her wait. I’m otherwise detained, inoperable ship systems. When I am able, I will be in contact.”

“She’s an admiral, sir.”

“I’m aware Benson. She also can go to hell because she’s a shitty one at that. Yes, that’s a quote, but you all can keep that to yourselves. If she is insistent on talking to someone have the Warrant Officer listen to her tales of woe. So, any admirals that aren’t her.”

“Tahir, you can’t avoid these conversations for much longer.”

“I know Leesa. We need to avoid this one, do we not?”

I didn’t wait for a response. The lift doors opened, and I had a date with the armory.

*
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I FOUND IT HARD TO believe, I hadn’t been down this way since before the doctor and I had conducted surgery with the mines. This was the most vital system to the ship considering the attacks we had encountered, and yet we were still not fully operational. I imagined the armory would be in better condition than when I left. 

Inputting the access code for the doors into my handheld, I found the lower level to be immaculately maintained and eerily silent. 

If the alarms had been triggered in this area, the disabling of the sound had done enough to quiet the scene. And yet the blinking yellow and red lights throughout the workspace, created a rave-like atmosphere even with the bright LED overhead magnifying the empty blaster cannon crates, the Alpha fours, and the remaining armament on stock. 

“Mr. Kurtz and Mr. Abbott status report,” I would have yelled but cued in on the location using my handheld and spoke with a normal tone. 

The dynamic duo worked in the tube off the upper level, where the wiring, fuses, transistors, and the weapon system console boards were located. I had already had one stint in those close quarters. Adding a third party to the giant and his assistant was not going to speed up the process or make any of us overly comfortable. 

“Is that you Mr. Marcus?” Abbott, the scrawny twenty-four-year-old import from the Lunar Four Delta spoke with a southern drawl.

“Who else would it be? Are you two done yet messing with my system? The damn console upstairs is offline. I thought this would be a quick fix. That’s what you told me.”

“Hey now, I told you it would fuse everything. I’m not a miracle worker,” Kurtz’s burley Alabama voice echoed.

“That you are. You gave us more than two sets of shots before the system fried and a greater yield than we had originally. Let’s not forget both of you got roughed up by Perseus’s squad and you didn’t really have an abundance of time. I consider that a success.”

Abbott coughed.

“I don’t,” Kurtz crawled out from the access tube. Abbott was close to follow. 

I watched Billy approach. His size amazed me. I couldn’t fathom how, at almost seven feet tall, he had chosen to be an engineer. 

Even in a pair of slippers and in a ragged set of baggy sweats, he still looked like an intimidating son of a bitch. 

Damn, his shoulders were wider than a bull. His hands were more than brawny and polar bear like in size. His shaved head glistened, and he smiled with two pronounced jagged chipped teeth. I might have been scared, but this reliable ogre was kind, despite his misgivings and challenges.

“You’re up and about sir,” Abbott grinned with his mouth of missing teeth.

“It appears that way, but I guess, like this system, there is still work to be done.”

“You know it’s partially your fault Marcus.” Kurtz looked down at me and starred.

“Why exactly? Enlighten me, as we did expect to get into a firefight.”

“That we did, but you didn’t give me enough time to modify the electrical feed before your fireworks began.”

“Are you really blaming me for setting off mines that bought you more time?”

“Nahhhh, I’m just kidding.” He rubbed his massive head and smiled. “It is good to see you sir.”

“Likewise. Do you have good news for me or is this just a matter of kissing my ass, so I look past the fact these alarms continue to go off?”

“About that, she can’t handle all ten blasters even at the lower yields. We have been trying to figure out how many we can have operational without the system overloading.”

“Okay, and what are the computer simulations saying?”

“Seven until the system trips,” Abbott added.

“That’s more than I expected. What’s the yield?”

“Sixty percent.”

“But you want all ten don’t you, big guy?” 

“Well yes, I know we don’t have much time until I’m dropped off. I would feel bad if I left you without every blaster available.”

“I’ll take seven. I have an idea, which might not seem practical for bigger ships, but it is for this vessel. Could you move one from aft starboard, one stern, and one bow to the entrance of the docking bay? I know how big they are, but could you install them outside the perimeter and lower the yield to thirty percent or something of the sort, that could send a reminder to any uninvited shuttle attempting to land?”

Kurtz looked over at his working partner. They nodded.

“I love that idea. I can get you fifty percent if we can combine it to the same line.”

“Make it happen. Better yet . . .”

Abbott jumped in. “We could put those three on a different power feed, main power as opposed to the auxiliary.”

“I like that line of thought. How long will it take?”

“Ten hours, maybe more, maybe less,” Kurtz said.

“Fine, can you do one thing though, and this a big request.” I gave a cursory look at both men. 

“Yes Mr. Marcus,” they said in tandem.

“I don’t want to hear that damned alarm again. Understood?”

“Understood,” they replied.

“Good. And one more thing.” I pointed at Kurtz. “I want all remaining Alpha fours loaded into the tubes. Do that before you continue to play with the cannons.”

“Sir, are we expecting another fight?” Abbott’s pronounced red hair reminded me of a little boy, even though he was a grown man.

“I sure hope not. If you’re going to keep messing with . . . upgrading the weapons system, I want something in place should the unforeseen occur. Once all the cannons are operational you can return the Alpha fours to stationary status. Is that clear? Until then, I don’t want to be a sitting duck in case anyone gets frisky.”

“It’s good to have you back Mr. Marcus.”

“Coming from you, I’ll take that Billy.”
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Chapter Two
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Truth be told, I didn’t know if the weapon upgrades were going to matter much longer for my time on the ship. After my conversation with Enno, I still had a few more things to line up, but I didn’t see my tenure on the Thresher lasting longer than our arrival at the Naitstirhc Mining Colony on New Babylon 9. I still had a few favors to call in, although I was hesitant to start pulling them now, knowing things could get far worse. 

Walking into the infirmary, I knew it was better to check in early than wait to be paged. 

For the first time in days, this place was quiet. I knew Tomysayak would be lounging in his makeshift office within the confines of the medication room, off the main infirmary. 

“Doctor, reporting as ordered,” I tried not to sound too excited. I really wasn’t though. I had been confined to his watchful eye for five days until he felt secure enough to let me return to my quarters. 

Stepping out of the room, the overweight, mid-fifties doctor in an old-weathered lab coat and with a thick pair of wire opticals watched me carefully.

He stroked his white bushy beard and took a long deep breath.

“Any dizziness? Blackouts? Unusual urges? Electrical discharges?”

“Discharges huh? I don’t think I like that word choice.”

“Well, did you?”

“No Doctor! Do you even know if that really happened out there?”

“Do you want to get into that now? You avoided the topic the last three times I brought it up, so why now Tahir?”

“You know why. I’m not going to insult your intelligence.”

“Time is of the essence of course. I know we are fast approaching our final destination.”

“Our — good word choice. Has anyone contacted you from your domain figuring out what to do with me?”

He looked away briefly and then laughed. 

“They don’t know what side I’m on at this point. You know how it is. We all talk out of our assholes and then you decipher the truth in the lines of bullshit being thrown in every, which direction. There have been inquiries into your health, but I have entertained none of them. The last thing I need is to be drawn back into that world. That’s what they want is for us to never leave. We get a moment of reprieve thinking we are out and then they go ahead and snare us back into the fold. You know what I mean more than anyone on this ship.”

“Agreed. I should have resigned after the Yuntila.”

“But you didn’t. You also wouldn’t be here now, in this position to bring about more change. Although, I am wary about your condition.”

“Is that what we are labeling this?”

“It’s adapting, becoming more dramatic. I can’t tell whether your body is simply processing the effects of your encounter on Proxima 3 or if this is an entirely new development. Your body generated an electromagnetic pulse strong enough to disable the Rumstuck. Aside from your days of unconsciousness you don’t have a mark on you or anything that says otherwise. There is nothing to compare this to.”

“That’s reassuring. So, I’m fit for duty huh?” I cracked a smile.

“As much as I’m fit to run a marathon.” Tomysayak rubbed his oversized belly. “Be careful; not that you need my medical opinion to remind you.”

“What is it? I can tell you are holding back.”

“I know that this is coming to an end one way or another.”

“And what else?”

“If you are intending to depart Tahir, I would do it soon. I can’t get into specifics but just know, if I were in your position, mission be damned, any action needs to be done prior to reporting to the Alliance stronghold.”

“You and Leesa must talk to the same people. She hasn’t had a chance to share yet and I won’t prod you to divulge the details, but I will do what I can. We appear short on shuttles. I’ll let you know my options when I get an idea what they actually are.”

“Tahir.”

“Doctor.”

“You don’t have much time,” he whispered.

“Yes, until my body is giant bolt of electricity.”

“They won’t let you leave the colony, mark my words,” he whispered for a second time.

“Understood. So, I can start my vigorous exercise routine again. That’s a great idea. No time is better than today to get my heart pumping. Thank you, Doctor. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Or maybe not.” He winked and added, “Our Warrant Officer might have a better remedy for those dreams of yours.”

“Cute. I won’t pass that along.”

*

[image: image]


“ARE YOU GOING TO TELL me what’s going on or you going to continue to stare out into space?”

Leesa rested her hands on her hips. She took several seconds and looked out at the stars we continued to pass in the distance. 

I watched her carefully from the confines of the workstation. There was something different today in her appearance. I couldn’t place it exactly, but it seemed there was more vibrancy to the bioluminescent freckles that lined her face, neck, and hands. I imagined it was the same with her entire body. 

“Did I tell you that I’m grateful for you being here, because if I didn’t, I should.”

“You have T,” Leesa kept her back turned. 

“I just want to tell you again. And to think simply by my helping Sanara, you stepped into this world. Although, I wonder.”

I stepped out from around the workstation and cut the distance between us. Reaching for the beautiful Efreesian, I placed my hand on her side and pulled her closer. 

She didn’t fight the gesture. 

“You wonder what?”

“The vision you saw in the fire pits that led you here. When did you get this vision? Was it recent? Within the last six months or year?”

“Before you even came into this world T — years ago. In many ways it feels like yesterday. I suppose it’s like your dreams of the Yuntila. Have you seen them lurking in your sleep of late?”

She rested her fingers against my chest. For the first time in days, we were in the same space.

“No, I have not. No tentacles, no nothing since Nero Three Alpha.”

“Not even of me?”

“It wasn’t for a lack of trying I can assure you. I would far prefer a night of you in my dreams than nothing at all. Then again, I’ve done enough sleeping of late. I would prefer the real thing.”

She smiled. 

I felt her thoughtful gaze, those purple irises focused on my set of amber hues. 

Her hands swung around my neck and she leaned in for our lips to reacquaint themselves.

“You are worth the wait Tahir and more so.”

She lifted her lips closer. There was a subtle graze, a gentle reintroduction, and then we locked lips for several seconds, each nibbling on the other’s lower lip followed by a brief exchange of our tongues.

Not breaking away, she brushed her lips against mine and said, “I will tell you the whole story one day, I promise.”

“But not now? Your mind is consumed by our new situation.”

“Yes.”

She wanted to say more, but our lips met again. There was such passion behind each peck. She opened her mouth wider and touched my tongue with hers. I squeezed her hips and pressed her against me. 

Benson’s voice echoed through the CO meeting room.

“Sir, Admiral Lyn is on a secure channel.”

We broke away from our embrace. 

I looked into Leesa’s eyes. She had the same hunger, the same thirst I felt, and yet I also saw the hint of regret and sorrow of something yet untold. 

“You need to take it and don’t be an ass. We’ll still have time.”

“Am I always an ass?”

“You can be Tahir.”

“Great. You know me for a little over a week and you have me pegged. Why do I think I should have asked you first for the details before letting you kiss me?”

“You, let me, kiss you? I don’t remember it playing out that way human,” she snickered. 

“Stay where you are. I want you to hear everything.”

I pressed the com button on the view screen. “Put her through Benson on the workstation screen.”

“Understood sir, wait one.”

I looked over at the Efreesian. “According to Arilonsia, aren’t fire pit visions chiefly used only in the transition to adulthood? That would be forty years ago.”

“Don’t ever say my kind aren’t patient. Come on, focus on the task at hand.”

I was ready to offer a retort when the familiar red background with the two-headed eagle insignia of the Alliance populated on screen.

With a series of clicks, I did a double check to make sure the signal was secure on both ends. 

“This is Marcus, go ahead.”

Admiral Lyn, appeared in all her regality and theatrical getup, as I expected from my former commanding officer. 

Dressed to the nines, she looked more like a civilian ready for a twentieth century cocktail party than a working admiral or starship captain in the late twenty-second century. The only remnants of the Alliance uniform on her red Peter Pan collared top were the distinct five solid gold bars with a circumscribed star pinned to her lapel.

Her face was aging gracefully with few wrinkles and no trace of crow’s feet, with only isolated grey hairs showing that the admiral was no longer the captain I had known in her thirties.   

“Mr. Marcus, I’m pleased we finally are connecting. I understand you had some technical difficulties.”

“Yes Admiral. Whether it’s the age of the ship, maintenance, or simply where we are, our systems are under constant duress.”

“Understood. This won’t take a long. It’s more of a heads up than anything.”

“Please go ahead. How can I help?”

“I remember that about you, always eager to assist. That’s an excellent quality to have even if it does get you in trouble from time to time.”

“Your point ma’am?”

Leesa coughed. I realized afterwards that my comment was not helping the cause.

“You find trouble wherever you go. On our first assignment together your services while helpful were unnecessary for someone of your position.”

“Is that so? Are you going to say the officers had everything under control? I remember an adjustment period for yourself.”

“Everything went accordingly,” she corrected.

“I recall the incident differently and Captain Stapleton did as well. Then again, your impeccable leadership saw us through that trying time, did it not?”

“I found a way forward and that’s what real leadership is all about, focusing on the problem, and getting the right parties involved to resolve the situation effectively and timely.”

I nodded. I knew it didn’t matter what my interpretation was of our one and only duty assignment together.

She irked me years ago and now it was much of the same.

“Where is Captain Stapleton?”

Like she didn’t know. 

“Deceased ma’am, as reported over a week ago.”

“Yes,” she paused as though it was the furthest thing on her mind but a necessary comment she needed to make. “I do recall that now. How again did you assume your present role? I’m at a loss as to how a petty officer is able to take on the acting role of captain.”

“That information has been passed onto command. Have you not seen the report?”

I knew I never filed one. 

“I only saw the report with the representative from Efreesia in temporary command of the Thresher. I will admit while it is an Alliance vessel, I do feel better with her leading the bridge, with all those years of experience, than someone of your questionable record. Then again, it won’t matter in the days ahead.”

“With all due respect, do you have a point or are you just calling to be a talking head, ma’am?”

“Excuse me?”

“This is not exactly the cream of the crop ship. We have a mismatch of crew members, dealt with a mutiny on board, insurrection, and a firefight with the Armada. If you have a point in contacting me, go ahead and share. If you want to berate me and put down my service record because you have nothing better to do, don’t waste my fucking time. I have other fires to put out than listen to your belittling.”

“Is that so? I have never been so —”

“Don’t feign ignorance. I won’t with you. What is the heads up or are you just trying to figure out what the next move is for you and your colleagues who can’t seem to see the bigger picture?”

“If you were not light years away from command right now, I would have you brought up for disrespect to a senior officer.”

“Feel free to file a report. Last time I checked disrespect doesn’t get you a prison sentence. You can’t demote me more than you already have under that charge. You can take away my pay for a month but nothing more than that, especially as I’m currently under the authority of the Alliance Bureau of Prisons and not the general fleet.”

“That’s not how the chain of command works Mr. Marcus.”

“Then bring it up to Admiral Jackson. I answer to two stars, not one.”

Her eyes fluttered and her lips floundered to form anything coherent.

“Admiral, do you have anything of substance? One would think you might be more concerned with recent actions of the Belmont, than . . . I don’t know . . . a petty officer who is simply trying to drop off Alliance prisoners at a fucking prison colony.”

“I was trying to be civilized, something you are unable to be at any time. Clearly you are not able to fall in line with such directives. I will be blunt, since you leave me no other choice. You will turn yourself into the authorities upon your arrival at the Naitstirhc Mining Colony on New Babylon 9.”

“For what reason?”

“For transfer back to Terra Nine to face the charges that have been brought against you. Would there be any other reason Petty Officer?”

“That makes a ton of fucking sense. Was this your idea or perhaps your lead negotiator?”

She remained coy but continued her recorded speech. “Upon consulting with the Efreesian Intelligence Service, effective immediately, Warrant Officer Shanize will be placed in charge of the Thresher for the duration of the mission to Naitstirhc. At that time, a suitable replacement will be waiting to assume the CO position. You, Petty Officer, will confine yourself to quarters until arrival.”

“Good luck enforcing that one, Admiral. Fuck you!” I couldn’t contain my emotions. I gave her the universal sign for peace.

“You will stand down immediately. That’s an order Petty Officer!”

“How do you plan to enforce that? You are so fucking clueless. They must promote based on the level on incompetence.”

“You will censor yourself or else Mr. Marcus!” She talked like a teacher chastising a classroom.

“I’m sure you’ll drum up more charges, as though they mean anything if you are transferring me over to the Varissians.” 

“You are out of line!”

“Am I though? Do you know what’s more ridiculous than this, is that you seem to think that your actions on Valo 2 were of value. You made the situation worse and only because of petty officers like me, were you able to save Stapleton and the others. You dumb bitch. Marcus, out.”

I killed the com link. 

My chest was tight. I was ready to punch through a wall. My face burned. I was confident that if Admiral Lyn had been in the same room, I might have sent her a jolt of electricity.

“That went well, didn’t it? Was that what you wanted to tell me Leesa?”

“Yes and no. Do you need a minute?”

“For what? I’m being steamrolled again. This is bullshit. Did you contact them? Or did they reach out to you?”

She held her hands up in the air.

“I’m not your enemy. I didn’t know it was going to play out that way. I simply knew she was going to have you turn yourself in.”

“But why? This is total shit. I should have just let the damn insurrection take me out than bother to care about this ship, let alone the mission, or any of the innocent lives on this vessel. Why does anything I say or do matter?”

“It matters to me, T.” Leesa took a step forward. 

I took a step back.

“Don’t play their game,” she lowered her voice. 

I couldn’t look her in the eyes. Whether I was ashamed or just pissed off, I didn’t want to feel calm. I wanted to embrace the rage running through me.

“What am I supposed to do now? You and I both know that shitbag is sending out a general order to Benson and the rest of the current crew, notifying them of the change in the chain of command. She’ll send it to the Rapier, as she’s the closest official ship to us at present. This isn’t going to be some hush activity. That’s not how command does things. They want to stick it to me, like I’m some piece of trash that can be tossed out.”

“What I want you to do right now is breathe, Tahir. You never wanted to be in charge of a starship. You were thrust into this role because of circumstance, so why does it matter?”

“It doesn’t, but it’s just another example of something I’m doing as well as I can getting taken away from me. It’s like, here, we already hosed you over by sending you to this decrepit ship for your bang-up job saving the citizens of Varissi, and after we almost got you killed, under our authority, we are going to make sure we don’t fuck it up the second time around.

“It’s like another hit. Don’t get me wrong, I already planned a contingency knowing this wouldn’t last long, but come on am I that much of a threat? Do I have that much sway?”

“I get it, your pride is hurt. It makes perfect sense. I agree they don’t understand the entire picture. Trust me when I say you are far more valuable to them than you could ever know.” She reached out and took my hand in hers. 

I would have yelled something vulgar, but the Efreesian’s gesture lowered my heart rate. She closed the distance between us and rested her hand on my chest. 

Before I could say another word, we vanished.

A moment later we were back in my quarters that we had shared since the insurrection. 

She kept her hand against my chest and gently prodded me to the open couch. The copper tones of her hair glistened as much as her bioluminescent freckles that brought a cheery glow to her smooth white face.

“Play Kenny G collection file twenty-three alpha, Marcus.”

“What? Did you read my mind?” I laughed.

“Maybe,” Leesa joined me on the couch. “I need you to calm yourself. You’ve only been up and about for a day. We can’t afford to have a setback.” She rested her palm against the side of my head and looked deeply into my eyes.

While it wasn’t a concert venue or a backyard barbecue, the background noise was appreciated. For a moment I even forgot I was on the Thresher. 

“I know what you are trying to do. I do appreciate your gesture.” I squeezed her hand and looked back into those purple irises. 

Leesa sat crossed legged facing me. 

“They need you to give yourself up because they have no other recourse to counteract the Armada fleet.”

“Is this from official channels?”

“It’s what I have pieced together. You know after the strike force was decimated, what viable alternative do they have to appease multiple sides? They need the Armada to back off and they don’t want to walk away from the Ciaranian.”

“That’s a given. They think genocide is okay, so using me as a pawn makes perfect sense.”

“Do you wish you had listened to Sanara now?”

“Not really, because then would we be having this conversation?”

She ran her fingers across the scar on my jawline. I didn’t even flinch. Her touch was beyond subtle and gentle. 

“That’s a good answer. You do have a way with words when you want to T.”

Our lips met and for a few seconds, my troubles faded. The momentary bliss would have lasted longer had I not laughed thinking about her comment.

“You had to say, ‘a way with words.’ I can have pleasant ones for sure, but with Admiral Lyn not so much.” 

Leesa broke away and looked at me. 

“Oh, I know you have history.”

“Did you read the file? Of course, you did, my intelligent, cunning, friend.  

“Cunning is a good word. You honor me Tahir.” 

She inched closer, ready for more lip exchanges. I felt the fire growing again in my chest.

“Isn’t it convenient that my first day of being back on the bridge, the admiral is so keen to act? No one contacted this ship at all after I was incapacitated, did they?”

“Not that I’m aware, but I will check on all channels and frequencies. T, we never reported who was in charge of the ship per your instructions to wait until we arrived at the mining colony.”

“Exactly, so how would they have known?” 

“If it’s someone here, they covered their tracks.”

She leaned in and spoke calmly.

“Maybe Tomysayak?”

“I hope not. He has his own issues to deal with, so I wouldn’t think so. I for one know he has appreciated the recent changes. One ship who would have decided to act upon this information and they had the knowledge to do so is the Belmont. While not Hanno, I wouldn’t put it past his half-Rellian communications officer.”

“T, what’s done is done.”

“No, I’m not finished with that asshole, for that matter, that damn ship.”

“We can’t afford to be drastic right now.”

“I’m not saying I would do anything drastic. I’m looking at options, viable ones to pursue. Or do you want me to simply give myself up?”

“Of course not. As it is, they would have to drag me off you before I would let them take you back to Terra Nine.”

“Really?” I smiled. 

Taking her hand from my face, I kissed her palm.

She slid closer and sighed.

“Listen, I need you to figure out what we’re going to do, because the Efreesian fleet is detained despite my repeated attempts at calling for assistance. We are coming to an impasse that even I have limits to assist with.”

“If only you were the Emperor’s sister, huh? You might have had more sway.”

“Funny. Sanara has her own problems to contend with. Her second husband was quick to claim his seating as the first.”

“Second? Wait — you have multiple husbands? Since when?”

“Do you really think when one lives a thousand years, they only find one person suitable for marriage?”

“I like how you use the word suitable. There’s nothing about love in your question.”

“We have a different understanding on such things. Marriage is not necessarily about compatibility, but status and the social hierarchy.”

“How exciting. So how does one claim position? I don’t think I’m aware of this.”

“You wouldn’t be. You’ve been too busy with your head in these Alliance clouds to know about our customs, the more important ones that is.”

“You mean as opposed to my basic Arilonsia knowledge, your love language — noted.”

Leesa shifted her body. She straddled my hips and her thighs clenched tightly. 

“You see, on our world, seating is more than just preference or order. It’s also biological.”

“Meaning whoever she has her first child with?”

“Exactly. She is still without child. Now, her second husband is going to make sure that isn’t the case for long.”

“How many husbands do you have?”

She lifted off my Henley and put her hands on my bare chest. Tracing the Aibern scar, she curled her lips and said, “You know the answer to that already. I’m still working on number one.”

“But what about hierarchy? Are you not concerned of such things?”

“Do I have to be?”

Before I could offer a response, Leesa planted her lips passionately on mine. She wrapped one set of fingers around my neck and pulled my face against hers.

Off came her dress, thrown to the floor. 

Naturally, I pressed her body against mine.

With every kiss, her freckles glowed brighter, and her intensity for more of me, ravenous. 

I have no idea when our lips and our bodies stopped our rhythmic dance. It might have been a matter of minutes or an hour. It had been days since our bodies had last met, prior to the Armada attack and my hospitalization. 

While I was still weak, with every kiss, every movement of her body against mine, my energy began to return. For the first time in a while, I felt renewed. Despite my focus on recent events, and her attention to the same, we put everything aside, and focused on our genuine connection, the passion, and the sense of completeness we felt for one another. There was no better time to act, especially knowing what might come in the weeks ahead.
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I didn’t even bother returning to the bridge after our tryst. There was no point. It’s not that I didn’t think Rodrigo, Benson, or the others were amicable to my situation, but I learned long ago not to make the situation complicated for those not fully aware and who simply wanted to do their job.

That’s what sucked for me, I was always about doing my job. Not helping with the ship in a manner that I felt more suited for at present, continued to rub me the wrong way. Leesa was right about my pride before hurt.

Why wouldn’t I be? All these years of toil and I continued to do the right thing only to be slapped around and sacrificed to the highest bidder. 

Before she kissed me and returned to her detail, Leesa had done what she could to turn my thinking around. 

I knew that she was right, that even now this was an ideal time to figure out what we could do before our arrival at the colony. I wasn’t boohooing any longer. It was acceptance and annoyance with the continued brushback from command. 

There was no way they would be doing this shit if LaShay was around. That was the bigger concern. I had to find a viable way off the ship and to Rellia Prime without creating even more of an incident. 

What were my options?  

Placing the handheld on the edge of the table, I went over to the far bulkhead and sat down at the workstation. 

I was hesitant to make the first of multiple calls, but there was no harm in trying. Benson put in a request for a response from the Skipjack and Admiral Jackson. 

There was no telling after their beatdown by the Armada if we would even be able to get through. 

I hadn’t talked to Jackson since he warned me about the Armada ships. With my tirade towards Admiral Lyn, I wasn’t sure if we would even be able or allowed to connect.

Looking at the reflection on the view screen, I looked carefully at my eyes. The amber hues were stronger than I remembered. What was usually a battle with almond brown, was no longer the case. Far from it, gone entirely was the almond brown and instead a subtle purple shade could be seen intermixing with amber. 

I might have dwelled on this new development had the familiar red background with the two-headed eagle not populated.

“Incoming message.” 

“Computer, how is it being transmitted?

“On a secure channel, encryption level ten.”

“Put it through.” 

Admiral Jackson was not a big man, not like my previous commanding officer Admiral LaShay, but just the opposite. He was five foot two standing and lean with tightly cropped white hair. His grey eyes homed in on me almost immediately. 

He wore a serious look upon his face, as in every conversation, and yet I could see the empathy in his eyes. Like me, he had a sizable scar on his chin. 

“Chief, are you alone?”

“Yes, Admiral. I’m confining myself to quarters as ordered.”

“You can disregard those instructions. I don’t give two shits what Admiral Lyn wants and what actually has to get done.”

“Sir, she was clear I need to turn myself into the authorities upon our arrival.”

“That would be useful if it actually merited something positive. I don’t think after your ingenious use of mines, which we’ll get into in a future conversation, would endear you to the Aibern anymore than you already are. They won’t turn you over to the Varissians at this point. Between their first sons and now the Rumstuck, you really pissed them off.”

“I would agree with that assessment.”

“And whatever the hell you did to that ship, it’s probably better we don’t get into that either. You were supposed to keep a low profile.”

“I would have, had a damn insurrection not occurred on this ship. I don’t suppose you knew anything about Stapleton being given orders to have me killed. Then again, perhaps because he and the others failed in the attempt, command has decided it is far easier to transfer me over to someone who can actually finish the job.”

“Tahir you are not far from the truth. I didn’t know of the plot until our issues started here with the Skipjack’s retreat.”

“I’m not dwelling on this sir. I’m simply stating there’s a big ass target on me, and this uniform isn’t helping that fact.”

“I agree.”

“Can you be straight with me, sir?”

“Of course.”

“What is the agreement the Alliance made? How am I still intwined in this mess?”

He took a long breath and his weathered fingers slid through his hair.

“It’s complicated.”

“When is it not?”

“For some reason and I don’t understand why, you are the unifying force for all three sides to come to the bargaining table. The Varissi want you as bad as the Aibern and I’m sure after your verbal sparring with Admiral Lyn she is even more eager to hand you over to them.”
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