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Chapter One
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WHEN I THINK OF MY transfer to the Thresher, I can’t help but remember that old mangy mutt with the same namesake across the street from our apartment in Tucson. Every morning, one-hundred-and-forty pounds of snarling, yapping teeth would barrel to the metal fence as I left for school. 

Many a time, I thought that over muscled beast was going to jump the fence or knock it down to get a piece of me. On several occasions, I walked behind my mother, unsure and afraid what would happen next. 

After I was a safe distance away, that black boxer-lab mix would collapse on the stone covered yard, to sleep the morning away. He never barked at anyone else. Shit, that dog begged for kisses and treats from other people. He took to my mother and my sister. In fact, he took to just about anyone that wasn’t me. For some reason, he just didn’t like me, and to be frank, I never took to him either. 

Imagining the forty-year-old salvage class vessel for the first time took me back to my childhood. I envisioned a dilapidated ship that had some teeth but was just a tired shell of her former self. She was all bark. Originally one of the first light cruisers in the Alliance, after years of service and multiple modifications, this ship — if we wanted to label it as such — was now nothing more than a glorified tow truck and wrecker; barely a few steps above a trash frigate. 

At least the Thresher has a history of decorated service. She has seen more than a few battles and taken more beatings than the dog that lived across the street. 

I wasn’t looking forward to this new assignment, but then again, it had to be better than Terra Nine. That improved my mood, despite the fact that I was joining a crew as the newest team member with a perceived checkered reputation accompanied with a recent demotion. 

Whoever was in charge would have a red flag over my file and be riding me more than Murphy, Kobold, or Richardson ever did. 

Admiral Jackson told me he would set things straight and talk to me in the months ahead. If I had an ounce of gold for every time senior staff officers said they would set things right, I would have a small fortune at this point. 

My real advocate, Admiral LaShay, was now deceased. Unfortunately, he died in the downing of the Lestone. I wish he had come with me to Varissi that night as opposed to sending me alone. This whole situation would be far different. Then again, I wouldn’t have met Ambassador Sanara Shanize from Efreesia and gone through the chain of events that eventually settled the situation on Terra Nine.

I wasn’t a fool though. The Alliance was rewarding those who worked towards the main objective of securing a stable supply of Ciaranian; regardless of how dubiously they do it. They were also sending anyone that wasn’t falling in line to the farthest reaches of the galaxy. Chief Select Elizabeth “Lizzy” Post had left a day earlier on a transport for the Bonhomme Richard. 

In our brief goodbye, I knew there was more to what happened, to what led to Sub-Commander Richardson working with and abetting the Varissi Armory. I wanted to know what she knew. Her parting words left me uneasy. 

“Be careful T. Don’t trust them.”

I hoped when things were settled, we could reconnect and, hopefully, speak freely. That remained to be seen. 

*
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THE TRANSFER FROM THE Charette back to the Skipjack to get my remaining items was a brief one. The Alliance can be criticized for many things but keeping to a time schedule is not one of them. When Captain Kobold stated the transfer would be at 0930, it meant that the shuttle would already be attached to one of the four docking bays on the Alliance flagship, waiting for the soon to be departed.

With a small duffle bag slung around my right shoulder, I wondered how much of my gear and personal belongings I truly needed to bring. My burlap sack that I had brought with me from Terra Nine was missing as were the few clothing items I had kept with me, such as my favorite flannels that traveled with me from posting to posting. 

All I carried with me was a change of undergarments and a few long sleeve cotton shirts. I was told new uniforms would be provided upon arrival. My current Henley three quarter sleeve working top was already modified. Gone were the three red chevrons and rocker that I had proudly worn on my standard uniform sleeve for the last five years. Now, only three red chevrons remained. 

I might have dwelt on this development had I not been en route to the Skipjack’s bow docking bay. A mammoth ship to begin with, well over twenty decks, it took several minutes to navigate from my quarters to the departure point. I wanted to be on time, not knowing who I would be meeting and the necessity to make a good first impression.

Despite my efforts, I was late. En route to the docking bay, a ship wide com blared on the overhead speakers.

“Petty Officer Marcus report to Admiral Jackson’s quarters on the double.”

“What the fuck. Seriously?”

This was not the norm, at least not in my experience. 

“Petty Officer Marcus please state current location.”

I knew they could track where I was on the ship. This wasn’t one of the earlier cruisers and even then, if you had a handheld on your person it was matter of a few clicks on the console to see where people were located.

The Alliance wanted to give the illusion that we had some sense of privacy. Or perhaps it was to give us a chance to follow protocols. Who knows? I placed my hand on the closest access panel, only a few meters down the corridor. 

“This is Petty Officer Marcus. I’m on deck seven and en route to docking bay three as per instruction. What about my transport to the Thresher?”

“Admiral Jackson takes priority. Do you need to be reminded of that Petty Officer?”

“Understood.”

I took my hand off the panel, turned around, and briskly walked towards the lifts. 

When an admiral pages you to his quarters, you double-time and shift gears. The damn transport would have to wait. 

No matter, it was beyond my control. It took me ten minutes to navigate the Skipjack and get to the second deck. 

Another page for my whereabouts elicited multiple stares from other personnel as I switched to a full-out run.

While not out of breath, I did feel uncomfortable by the time I had arrived outside Jackson’s quarters. With my duffle bag still in hand, it felt like I was some special recruit reporting for basic. 

A security detail stood watch. They popped to attention at my arrival.

“Technician First Class Tahir Marcus reporting as ordered.”

“Very good. Admiral Jackson is expecting you.”

I nodded at the two officers, both sub-commanders, who I had seen the previous day standing post. I half-wondered to myself what their duty hours consisted of knowing I had seen them both the night before at 2100 hours.

The doors automatically opened. I entered.

The working area for the admiral was gigantic and ostentatious. The admiral was on the far side of the room, behind a stately desk. An eighty-inch monitor hung a few feet above his head against the back wall displaying the crest of the Alliance, the double headed eagle. 

“Come in, come in. My apologies, I know you are eager to get underway.” 

Eager was not the word I was thinking of, but I simply nodded and stood at attention. 

“Yes, Admiral.” 

Admiral Jackson was not a big man. Unlike my previous commanding officer Admiral LaShay, Admiral Jackson was very much the opposite. He was maybe 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 our last meeting, I could see the empathy in his eyes. Like me, he had a sizable scar on his chin. 

“Chief,” he closed his eyes and took a long pause, “First Class as opposed to getting a star over that rocker, that’s going to take some getting used to huh? For the sake of this conversation, I’ll be using Chief or Tahir. Will that be acceptable?”

“Yes sir.”

“At ease, Chief.”

I relaxed and rested my hands on my back. I looked directly at the admiral as he got up from his chair and leaned against the desk. He crossed his arms and took a long breath.

“I said it was going to be a shitshow. Captain Kobold mentioned your request to get some leave time.”

“Sir, he told me it wouldn’t be possible.”

“It should be and would be for anyone else, but not in this case, not necessarily for the reason you might think.”

“He said I was needed on the Thresher. Why would he have reached out on my behalf?”

“Because I told him to keep me appraised of everything including your left hook.”

He laughed and nodded with approval. 

“I would have done the same thing Tahir. I had to pin that damn metal on that piece of shit knowing full well he had nothing to do with the real peace process. Listen, Murphy is an asshole and why command wants to kiss his ass is beyond me. He comes from a family of assholes and with that being said, let’s agree for the time being that we,” he said, motioning to me and himself, “won’t try to piss them off.”

“I understand sir. And as for the delay in formal leave?”

“I would agree under the right circumstances,” he paused and shook his head. “It appears there are some events on Terra Nine that are still under scrutiny. I want to make sure you are out of sight. The investigation into the missing Alaxian delegation has mostly grown cold but there are some voices who continue to point at you.”

“Sir, Ambassador Marfla and I were colleagues. I spoke with her prior to her disappearance. Not once did I hear from her or her constituents.”

“Understood Chief. Truth be told, I don’t think the Alaxians would do anything to you. Damn, you are a hero on their planet. I would reckon if you sought asylum, they would take you with open arms. No, this is the same crew who want to paint you as the mastermind for all the murky dealings that occurred on Terra Nine.”

“Thank you, sir, for shipping me out, I suppose.”

“You might not be thanking me when you report. Still, I want you to know it was my call for you to be assigned there.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“Both. We have a bit of a dilemma as I told you in our last meeting. While Captain Kobold is not necessarily fitting of command, he will do whatever he can to make sure that what I want is getting done. He arranged the orders under my direction. I want you to be careful. It’s not a normal starship and it’s certainly not like every other Alliance posting. You need to have eyes on your back Chief; if you get my drift.”

“That’s promising, sir.”

“I see your eagerness to take on this assignment, Tahir.”

“It’s not like I have much of a choice.”

Jackson stepped closer and took a long look at my three red chevrons.

“That really pissed me off. Please know that rank doesn’t make the man, especially not where you are going. I’m confident you’ll rise to the occasion by the next time we speak.”

I raised my right eyebrow, unsure about the prospects of this new assignment.

“Will that be all, Admiral?”

He held up his left index finger and smiled.

“One more thing.” 

Admiral Jackson walked across the room to a small black ribbed cylinder that had been left on the meeting room table. 

“This is for you.”

I held out my hands for the device.

“Admiral LaShay left this for your safe keeping.”

I swear I saw a tear form in Jackson’s eye as he clasped onto my hands. 

“Good luck Chief.”

“Thank you, sir. Permission to leave, Admiral?”

He nodded and then returned to his desk. 

After an about face, I stepped through the office doors. Holding tightly onto Admiral LaShay’s gift, I felt mixed emotions leaving the room. Jackson was his oldest friend in the Alliance, his Academy roommate, and like me the admiral now had to deal with this loss on top of everything else going on. 

It was something I didn’t want to ponder. Loss was part of life, especially when in service to the Alliance — out here in the cosmos, facing the unknown daily. 

I gave one final look to Admiral Jackson. He had turned away to face the monitor on the wall. Slumped over, it looked to me that the weight of the Alliance had fallen onto his shoulders.

*
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AFTER PLACING ADMIRAL LaShay’s gift into my duffle bag, I made the long slog back to deck seven.

I didn’t even get back to the lift before the internal speakers chimed. 

“Petty Officer Marcus report to docking pad three for immediate departure.”

I didn’t wait for the second roll call. I placed my hand on the closest access panel.

“This is Petty Officer Marcus, I’m on my way.”

One would think the powers that be were aware of my time with the admiral. No matter though, by the time I crisscrossed the different lifts and decks to get to the docking bay, it had been a good five minutes.

The locking gate was firmly in place by the time I had arrived at docking pad three. 

An armed officer stood outside the gate with a lightstick in his hands and a blaster pistol secured to his thigh. His uniform was nondescript without any rank or any sign of rate. I saw the familiar dark green ball cap, creased in the middle, covering the man’s dark black hair, his pale white face, and his narrow eyes.  

The only sign he was with the Alliance was the familiar double headed eagle patch on his left shoulder. 

“Are you Marcus?” He said with an edge. 

“Yes, sir.” I looked curiously at the man. He was shorter than me by an inch or two, but even at five foot eight he stood tall. 

“Where do you get off making us wait for your sorry ass?”

“Excuse me? I was with Admiral Jackson. I am sure you have been informed of that already.”

“I call bullshit on that. If you were with Admiral Jackson, then I’m fucking his sister.”

I took a step back, weary of this hard-ass. 

“Do you want to verify with the bridge, or will that be too much of an inconvenience?”

He raised his lightstick at me and swept me off my feet. I was surprised more than anything else, not expecting to be assaulted on the Skipjack. Several crew members walked by continuing as though nothing had happened.

My seabag braced my fall. I debated on how I wanted to respond, if I was expected to physically retaliate or just take what this guy was dishing out.

The officer stood right over me. I saw his thin lips and his jagged canines as he adjusted his grip on the lightstick, ready to give me a few extra hits to the stomach.

“Listen here, I don’t give a flying fuck who you were meeting with. We had orders to depart at 0930. I have been waiting for your sorry ass for twenty-five minutes now.”

“And? Who are you?” I retorted.

He took several paces back towards the docking gate. 

“It doesn’t matter who I fucking am. Give me your orders and shut your mouth.”

I jumped to my feet and glared at the crusty service member.

“With all due respect, I’m a Chief,” I paused. “I’m a Petty Officer with fifteen years’ experience and I have never been talked to like this.”

“Orders, now!”

I sighed knowing this wasn’t going to go over well. After handing him the tablet, I adjusted my duffle, ready to use it as a weapon if necessary. 

After a brief examination of the tablet, the officer pressed the access panel next to the gate.

“Well, Petty Officer Marcus, service time means nothing where you are going.”

The officer thumped the lightstick in his hands. 

“I sure as heck know I won’t be going anywhere until you give me your name, rank, and our destination. Or maybe, you don’t know what Alliance protocol dictates, you sorry son of a bitch,” I added the tidbit on the end for a reaction. 

“You’re going to wish you didn’t add that last part.”

As the docking bay gate unlatched, he unleashed a flurry of jabs with his lightstick. I blocked several of them. Not willing to be on the defensive the entire time, I gave him a good hit to the head with the duffle bag knocking his ball cap to the ground. He stumbled back not expecting a response. 

“That’s positive at least you know how to hit back. The question is how much can you take?”

I thought he would letup, but he was unrelenting. He pushed me into the gate and down the tunnel. I blocked him again with the duffle and then gave him a kick to the thigh and a haymaker with the bag. 

More staggering, then he regained his composure. The officer extended his lightstick. He tapped my knuckles. 

Damn, did that hurt. It was as though he knew the exact spot where the pain would amplify. 

Despite my knuckles being on fire, I blocked another strike and then managed to knock the lightstick out of his hands. Confident this fight was about to be called, he swung around and gave me a spin kick to my side. 

It surprised me. I heaved over in the middle of the transit area. 

The gate doors swung back and closed. I heard the air release and the lock seal. 

“Feisty huh? I can deal with that, Petty Officer. I’m Lieutenant Dyson, acting executive officer of the Thresher.”

His face seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place from where. He offered me his hand. Reluctantly, I took it and stood up.

“Is that how you greet everyone, Lieutenant?” I threw him his ball cap. He caught it with one hand as he latched his lightstick to his utility belt.

“Only the ones I respect,” He gave me a long look. I saw a faint scar on his left cheek and another one along his neck. 

“Don’t let them know I went easy on you. Whatever you do don’t back down from anyone.”

I coughed three times, still trying to catch my breath from his spin kick. Raising my forearm to my mouth, I saw a trail of blood.

“Let me guess no med kit?”

He laughed. 

“Where we’re going, a med kit is the least of your problems. Keep your head up and your shoulders squared out there, Marcus. Let’s go. I don’t want to keep the captain waiting.”

With a nod of his head, we walked down the air lock to the next gate.

I wasn’t joking about the med kit. I couldn’t tell if he had broken one of my ribs or not, but one thing was sure, it certainly hurt. He packed more of a wallop than I expected. 

As we took the last few steps towards the airlock, I had so many questions. It took all I could to stand upright. Whether I wanted to admit it or not, I was still dealing with the lingering effects from my encounters on Terra Nine.

Wiping the blood from my mouth, I caught a glimpse of Dyson’s second patch. On his other shoulder was a circular patch with an ironclad sledgehammer. 

I hadn’t seen a patch like that before. 

We stopped at the gate. 

Dyson looked back at me and spoke with a subtle Hungarian accent. “Don’t speak to anyone. Follow me directly to the com. Carry your bag in front of you. Try to not to make eye contact. The last thing I need is another incident.”
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Chapter Two
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THE YOUNG LIEUTENANT flipped out his handheld. 

“Ryan, open her up.”

Seconds later, the gate unlocked and slid counterclockwise, opening our route to the shuttle. I followed behind the lieutenant and his confident, yet cautious steps. 

Our shuttle was not a Goshawk but the older Falco class. I saw through the portholes the distinct black lettering under the red and blue LEDs. She was the White Swan. 

Narrow and sleek, the battleship-grey colored spacecraft was used for boarding parties, raids, and other exercises that required teams of up to twelve, but usually ten personnel.

I wondered how long this shuttle had been in service. In accordance with this shuttle design her stern was our entrance point with a double folding hatch that was large enough for a ten-foot-tall alien to pass through if we ever had one.

Who I assumed to be Ryan, stood in the entrance to the shuttle with a heavy blaster rifle securely held in his two webbed hands. If that wasn’t enough to give away his species, the partially covered, modified gills on his yellow tinted neck told me he was from Ritas 4. 

Generally considered to be fearsome fighters, the Rita were a recent addition to the Alliance; though, several individuals have served in our forces for the last twelve years.

Like his counterpart, Ryan didn’t have any visible rank. I saw the two patches on his grey arm sleeves. He also didn’t wear standard issue jungle boots. His extended tri-webbed feet looked like they had a bad case of barnacles, a benign skin condition from being out of his natural habitat. 

I watched him cock the blaster as we walked by. He gave me a subtle nod and watched me carefully with his multi-colored eyes.

“Ensign Ryan meet your newest colleague Mr. Marcus. He will be our pilot today,” Dyson said.  

As much as I wanted to give a formal greeting, I refrained; knowing the lieutenant was clear on his directions. 

The fact that five people in varying levels of Alliance dress and uniform were secured against the bulkhead brought some concern.

This Falco class shuttle didn’t have any manicured cushioned seating, save the helm and navigator seats in the bow. Instead, the craft had side-facing webbed seats on both the port and starboard sides.

I noticed the first passenger was in shackles. These weren’t twenty-second century issue with automatic locking and a magnetic field that always kept limbs within inches, but the old school, heavy rod iron kind with the connecting chains that went down around his ankles and eventually secured against the bulkhead.

The passenger was in his thirties from what I could gather. He might have been significantly older, but it was hard to tell between his eyes being closed and the fact that this human had no hair, none on his head, no eyebrows, not even any chest hair. He was a sufferer of Alopecia universalis but curiously this was a condition we were able to cure.

Stepping forward, another humanoid sat in similar shackles. Significantly smaller in frame, they had gone as far as to also shackle her neck. With a veil across her face, the only image I got was of two haunted, purple-colored eyes that looked forward. The uniform wasn’t standard issue. She appeared to be from some sort of desert environment indicated by the white thobe she wore. 

A third person on the starboard side was the first to not have his limbs secured. This individual, tow-headed with brown eyes, was a significantly older gentleman. I saw what remained of his tattered Alliance uniform including the weathered and faded patches and what were the gold bars of an officer. Shackled at the waist, his long smooth fingers held tightly onto two crochet hooks. The man was consumed with a ball of yarn of all things. 

Next in line, the fourth person, secured on the port side, was not only in chains, but was also wearing a drop cloth, a brown hood that covered his entire face and neck. There were no eyeholes. I knew he was a human from his broad shoulders and the calloused brawny hands. His knuckles were raw and bruised.

“I’m going to get you two fuckers. Don’t you worry about that Mr. Ryan. Every time you hit me; payback will be three-fold. And you fresh meat, I can smell the blood on you. Don’t let them scare you, they aren’t so strong without their weapons, isn’t that right Dyson?”

Dyson ignored the comment and continued forward. Ryan was less restrained. He hit the owner of the rugged voice, on the head with the butt of his rifle.

“You just wait!” The man grunted.

Ryan hit him again with such force the man slouched forward. 

What the hell is this assignment? 

“Don’t mind the crazies. There are always a few, aren’t there, sir?” A polite voice filled the air. “Kurtz doesn’t seem to understand you’re just doing your job. If he keeps it up, one of these days he’ll just end up on the wrong end of a service hatch, won’t he Lieutenant?”

I couldn’t help but notice the immaculately groomed uniform, standard issue from the last passenger. Gone were any resemblance of rank, but I knew an officer from an enlisted. His black hair was slicked back and while his hands were in shackles, I don’t think he felt any worse off. He spoke with a touch of sophistication. 

“I don’t need your commentary, Hanno.” Ryan gave the mid-forties man a long stare, one I don’t think changed the temperament of this pleasant-minded passenger. 

“Now, now. Let’s remain polite. Lieutenant Dyson would never speak to a commanding officer that way, now would he?”

“If you were still a commanding officer, maybe I wouldn’t have this tone.” Ryan gave Hanno a solid whack to his face.

Hanno just took it in stride. He opened his mouth, grinned, and then wiped the small amount of blood from is lips.

“I know you’re just having a difficult day. Don’t worry, I’m sure they’ll transfer you eventually. Then again, what is the going punishment for voyeurism and rape?”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about!” Ryan pulled the rifle back, ready for another swipe at the former officer.

Dyson reached over and grabbed the head of the weapon.

“Enough Ensign!”

He glared at his fellow service member. 

“Go make sure everyone is secure and then take a seat in the rear.”

Ryan lowered his weapon. His beady eyes homed in on Hanno before he glanced back at me. 

“What? Do you have something to say?”

I ignored the comment and waited for Dyson to clear the path.

“Just say it Marcus. What witty comment are you going to add to this situation? I’m sure you, the decorated chief, the star of Yuntila, have something beneficial to add.”

He aimed his weapon at me, as though a rifle burst was going to shift the positives in my day.

I knew that Dyson was waiting to see if I would take the bait.

“I’m giving you a direct order Marcus. Permission to speak freely, granted.”

I saw Hanno look on with fascination at our exchange. 

I hadn’t even said a word to this ensign and now he was pulling rank, whatever that meant here on the White Swan.

Dyson added his voice to the conversation. “Mr. Marcus.”

“You might want to turn the safety off next time you aim that weapon, Ensign. I imagine we would take you more seriously if we knew you were going to unload.”

He looked down at his hands and closely at the blaster rifle. 

“Unload? Screw you, Marcus!” He got in my face, shoved me with the side of the weapon and then stepped away.

“Come on now, we must not delay any longer,” Dyson said.

Not even ten steps and we were at the bow of this hardy Falco.

“Give me that.” Dyson reached for my duffle. 

I handed it to his eager arms and watched him slide it under the two-seater.

He wasn’t waiting for me to take any further cues and sat down on the right side in front of the navigation panel.

That left the helm side open. Clearly the man wasn’t kidding.

While not unwilling, there was some hesitation to take the pilot seat of this shuttle. Between our unique passenger load, the gun-ho ensign in the back, and this quandary of an XO, I couldn’t tell what I had gotten myself into. 

The only thing that made any sense to me was the console read out and the joystick inches from my hands. 

“When was the last time you flew one of these?” Dyson keyed in the coordinates in the navigation panel.  

“It’s been a few years, five at least. She might not be as easy to fly as a Goshawk, but she can take a lot more and her engines pack a decent kick if memory serves.”

“The White Swan will get us to where we need to be. Don’t you worry about that Mr. Marcus. Now listen, the Thresher is two parsecs from here. I’m confident you can fly us there in one piece. Would that be a good assessment, or should I lock you up with the other passengers?”

I didn’t need a look back to remember the five passengers who were in one way or another secured to the bulkhead. I preferred the cushioned seat to the webbed ones and the metal bindings that came with them. 

“No problem sir. I’m ready to take her out.”

“Skipjack, the White Swan is departing. Release locks and docking platform,” Dyson said.

A female officer from the Skipjack radioed in on our com panel, audio only. 

“Locks released. Safe passage Swan.”

Holding the joystick in my right hand, I saw the vast stars and darkness of space through our centered special polymer glass. We drifted a stern to the Skipjack, and I waited a few moments before I initialized the thrusters. 

“Posterior thrusters are nominal. Powering up engines for full speed.”

“Whenever you are ready.”

“I hope everyone is buckled including the impressionable ensign.”

The lieutenant frowned at my comment but didn’t lecture me either. 

We exchanged a look, one that every pilot and his navigator share prior to shifting to maximum speed. 

It was a mutual understanding that we were good to go and not to screw up or the shuttle would be in pieces. 

I looked at the console one more time. Everything appeared to be in order. Gently, I pushed the joystick forward and upwards. With my free hand, I pressed down on the fire engines button. This trip wouldn’t take more than thirty minutes. 

*
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“WELCOME TO THE Thresher. She’s not what she appears so don’t be judging her by looks alone,” Dyson said with a touch of pride.

I disagreed almost immediately but kept it to myself. The salvage class ship, formerly a first edition light cruiser, was smaller than the dog that barked at me growing up. I would be surprised if there was a total crew compliment over forty.

She was less than one third the size of the Lestone and looked derelict. Between the missing letters of the ship’s name and several blown out blaster cannon turrets, I was not impressed.

She had the same familiar design of the next generation cruisers, that is a modified T shape, but with far fewer decks and what I was confident would be less in the areas of armament and defense. 

All being said, there were five decks from what I could gather, with visible portholes throughout the first two decks, the lower ones were for engineering and storage. 

“We do have an actual docking bay. You can do a pass around and then come up on her through the belly.”

“I assumed there would be. Even these little biddies had something for the shuttles back in the day.”

“Don’t be bringing any of your bad juju to the Thresher. The White Swan is always welcome, but we don’t need any more negativity than we already take.” Dyson snarled at the end of his comment. He cut me a crossed look. 

“Lieutenant, you never did explain why our rendezvous was two parsecs from the strike group. Was the Thresher not involved in the recovery of the Lestone?”

The XO was not forthcoming in his response. He pressed down on the com button and said, “Ensign Ryan prepare for landing.”

I did a full ellipse around the ship. She was longer than I expected but not by much. After a few adjustments to our angle of descent, I cut the White Swan at a seventy-degree angle in a southwestern direction. Banking the shuttle, I prepared to slow the engines further for the final docking process.

I wanted the lieutenant to respond to my previous question, so I tried a different avenue.

“Sir, wouldn’t it have been easier for us to all have been in the same spot? Seems a bit unnecessary if you ask me.”

“Sure, if Captain Stapleton planned for everyone to know our location. We aren’t typically on the grid. It’s better for the suckers back there if it stays that way. You’ll figure out why soon enough.”

“What kind of ship is this? I thought it was a salvage recovery ship.”

“It is, but our crew is unique.”

“It’s still an Alliance ship, right?”

He nodded. 

“What exactly will I be doing?”

“I’m sure you’d like to know. Soon enough Mr. Marcus. You should look back at your last several assignments. I don’t presume that you have had an official designation for some time.”

He had a point, but there was no reason for him to be coy unless he was sparing me further indignity from the few ears that might have been listening to our conversation.

I cut the engines and switched to maneuvering thrusters.

“Be careful on the descent. Make sure you’re matching her axis of rotation.”

“Aye, aye.”

It was a quick adjustment to the joystick to level us off as the hatch cover on the belly of the Thresher slowly opened.

“Ops, this is Lieutenant Dyson, prepare for our arrival. Five new guests will require further supervision.”

He took his finger off the com button and looked at me. “Six, but you don’t really count.”

What the fuck does that mean? I didn’t have time to mull over the possibilities as our shuttle was about to be swallowed up by the storage bay. 

“Sir is there a landing area I’m supposed to direct us towards or is there a tractor beam that will be taking over?”

He lifted his left index finger.

“Wait one.”

As I prepared for a magnetic grappler, which was common on older vessels, to connect with the side of the shuttle or for a more modern tractor beam to take over, neither occurred.

“Take her to the port side, next to the Sentinel, Marcus.”

“We have another one of these?”

“How else do you think we go on missions? Not to mention these serve as the escape pods if we ever needed one.”

“You can fit the entire crew compliment on these two shuttles?”

“It would be cozy, but yes.”

I didn’t even want to process what that would entail. The fact there weren’t any active emergency pods concerned me more than I wanted to let on. What ship this size didn’t have at least ten escape hatches?

He knew what I was thinking.

“Don’t worry about that Marcus. You’ll understand why in the process of natural events.”

The White Swan came to a full stop, perfectly I might add, within five meters of the Sentinel. Within seconds the storage bay doors closed. A loud siren blared outside the shuttle and a yellow light flashed.

“You can turn her off. We have to wait a minute for oxidation levels to return.”

“I will make a note to not be out here when that siren is on.”

“Funny you mention that — your predecessor overlooked that fact when he was cornered by a trio of our finest.”

“Was he trying to get away from them?”

“If you’re out here without permission, regardless of who you are, once that siren goes off, you have ten seconds until the air in your lungs is compromised. And well end of story.”

“Did you know he was out here?”

“Protocol remains protocol for a reason.”

Dyson got up from the seat. He unlatched the lightstick and gripped it tightly in his left hand.

“Grab your duffle there Marcus. You might as well get off first before the fun begins.”

“What does that mean, sir?”

Only a few steps ahead, the lieutenant looked back and shrugged.

“It just means that Ryan will take it from here. This is his favorite part of the job and I don’t like to take that away from him. The last time I did he was a pain in my ass till we got a new set of transfers. Fucking longest six weeks of my life.”

“Understood.”

I made sure the shuttle was powered down. Dyson was already at the far end of the shuttle, waiting for the double folding hatch to disengage for our imminent departure, by the time I had my duffle bag secured. 

I ignored the passengers. Kurtz, the one with the threatening voice who had the hood over his face brought me some concern. I wondered what he would be doing on this ship and how often we would have to interact with one another. 

Like a guard dog Ryan held the blaster rifle tighter than he had when we first met. I noticed the safety was now off. He had a sparkle in his eye as I left the shuttle. 

“Ensign,” I nodded.

He didn’t acknowledge me at all but instead hit the com button on the stern access panel. I turned back to get a final look at the eager junior officer. Low and behold, on his back waist band, there was scabbard dangling with a visible handle. I wondered what kind of blade he was packing and why. He already had a lightstick secured to the front of his utility belt and the rifle in his hands. 

“Do not, I repeat, do not try to get up until you have been directed otherwise. Your binds will be adjusted accordingly. Should you do anything threatening, you will be put down immediately, no questions asked. I will not remind you a second time that our weapons don’t have a stun setting and our medical facility is limited at best.” 

“Mr. Marcus follow me. You can meet up with the newcomers later.” Dyson nudged me onward.

I didn’t think I understood what the lieutenant said, nor did I want to. 

Two more men about our size walked out of the sliding doors. Each had a lightstick in their hands. Their caps were bent like Dyson’s and each wore the same sledgehammer insignia on their dark grey Henley tops matched with a pair of relaxed fitting black cargo pants that I used to wear for training ops during my counterintelligence days.

I only imagined what they would be doing with Ryan to remove those five passengers. 

I found myself walking down a long corridor, where the overhead lighting was dim, darker than any other ship I had been on. To guide our way, the floor panels illuminated with each step that we took.

Multiple side doors were sealed and only one lift was operable which made getting around the Thresher interesting. 

We hadn’t walked long when Dyson came to a full stop.

“Listen to me and listen good. You’re not Chief anymore. You’re also not Technician First Class or whatever bullshit they told you. You are what we tell you, you are. Do you understand me, Mr. Marcus?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Captain Stapleton will make that clear soon enough. I must assist with processing. Be happy you don’t have to deal with that shit. Don’t talk to anyone, not until you at least know who you can talk to.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Marcus, report to medical and then to the captain. I’ll put this in your quarters.”

He took my duffle bag in his right hand and then tapped with his left hand what I thought was an empty bulkhead. A panel opened. There were multiply lightsticks and blasters. Taking the first lightstick he tossed it in my direction.

“I assume you have been trained in the proper use of this device or do I need to give you a quick tutorial by giving you a good whack across the face again?”

“That won’t be necessary.”

I will admit I was relieved to have a weapon of some sort on me. My lightstick was a reassuring tool on Terra Nine and for that matter, every other assignment where I was among the people. Unlike the lieutenant, I latched it onto my utility belt. I was confident enough I could retrieve it in time if someone took a fancy to me. 

There were no further pleasantries from the lieutenant. He did an about face and hurried along back to the storage and docking bay.
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Chapter Three
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I HAD TO FIGURE OUT what deck I was on, let alone where medical was located. Being on this ship was disorientating. I had never been on a ship this old. Looking around I noticed a vibrant red ‘two’ painted onto the bulkhead.  

Having some place of reference was helpful.

Still, it was downright earie. Usually, there are constantly people moving around on deck. Even on the third shift when there is a skeleton crew, there are still service members doing stuff, like running the decks, talking outside quarters, or just meandering about. 

Here there was silence. I could hear my breath and the beating of my heart; faster than I remembered. 

Each floor panel illuminated, one before the present one and one after, but it didn’t brighten the passage enough to make it warm and welcome. This was not a pleasant place to be. Not even a few minutes on board and I felt that through my core.

Boom! 

Boom!

I turned around. The blaster shots clearly came from the storage bay. My natural reaction was to clutch the lightstick and head over to find out what was happening. 

“Just keep going. You were given an order,” I told myself. 

Three more steps and a barrage of gunfire filled the air.

Boom! Boom!

Boom! Boom!

Those were not low setting blasts. 

“What the heck are they doing? All of the prisoners were secured.”

I tried to shake off the unpleasant thoughts that were creeping into my head and just continue with my orders. Yet, all of my training and years of experience urged me to head towards the live fire.

“What if they need help?” I said under my breath. “Then again, four with weapons to five that were restrained seems an uneven fight to begin with.”

Before I could process anything, I watched several floor panels further down the corridor light up. 

They were heading away from me.

Not a straight path, I walked faster along the curved hallway, until I saw, to my surprise, a little girl. 

“Hey!” I called out.

She giggled and skipped away.

Had she heard me, or was she ignoring me?

While I didn’t run, I did quicken my pace. I watched the three-and-a-half-foot tall child with waist-length sparkling blonde hair continue to play as though she had no cares in the world.

Boom! Boom!

Meanwhile, who knew what show was happening back in docking area.

“Wait up!” 

A subtle flip of her wavy hair and a turn of her head gave me enough of a silhouette to know the child was human. Even in the dim light, I could make out her pale face. 

She covered her mouth with her hands and then stopped in the middle of the corridor. I halted my advance and watched.

With a ninety degree right turn she faced the outer bulkhead. I couldn’t tell what she was looking at. The wall looked like every other section on this deck. 

The few doors I had passed following her were sealed off by blaster fire.

“Open,” she said with soft confidence.

A sliding door appeared, and light streamed into the corridor.

“Are you coming?” She looked back at me. 

“Where does that go?”

“Come along now.” She motioned me to follow. 

“Tahir, you don’t need that in here,” the little girl said.

I removed my hand from the lightstick and walked through the entrance doors. 

For the first time since I arrived, I felt like I was on an actual starship. 

“How did you know my first name little one?”

“To begin with, I’m far from little and I’m definitely not young.”

As my eyes adjusted to the overhead lighting, her form shifted.

Standing before me, I saw a beautiful woman. She wore the same dark grey Henley top that seemed to be the standard uniform on the Thresher paired with a dark blue undershirt, that was more form fitting and complimentary of her figure than the others I had seen. She wore skinny black cargo pants and black heel boots. The prominent sledgehammer insignia assumed the top section of her shoulder and for the first time on any of these uniforms I saw some semblance of her job. 

On her lower right sleeve, the universal Bowl of Hygieia was etched in florescent green.

The traditional symbol, represented by a bowl with a snake wrapped around its stem, the head of the snake ready to sip from it, is recognized throughout the known universe. I had found my way to medical.

Relieved, I focused on the woman before me. Her entire face and forehead were covered in brown freckles, yet they didn’t distract from her wide cat like eyes. I couldn’t help but focus on the vibrant pink hue of her pupils. 

“I find it’s easier to come and go as I please in that form. Not to mention, I thought it might brighten the mood. We are stationed on Mount Doom, are we not?”

The bulkhead doors closed automatically. 

“You know the Lord of the Rings?”

I furrowed my brow. I had not read it since my teenage years in Arizona. 

“Of course, I know many things about you, about your interests, hobbies, and books you read from when you were young. Everything is in your file, but come on now, Tahir, why is that so hard to believe?”

I took a step back. She motioned me forward, away from the entrance door and over to a small, rusted-orange leather couch.

“Perhaps you would care to take a seat.” 

Not waiting for my response, the doctor sat down on a spacious leather sofa chair directly across from a dark cherry table where three candles had been lit. There were several granite rocks of varying sizes next to the candles and a sand garden.

“You’re not just a doctor, are you? This looks like a counseling area if I ever knew one.”

She smiled. 

“I’m many things, Tahir. But perhaps it’s time for me to ask you some questions. Are you still suffering from the effects of what we could label your electric personality? How is that treating you? It appears to have gotten worse since your time on Proxima 3. Well, at least that’s what the report on Mr. Richardson’s death tells me. A rather fortunate turn of events for you. Are you drinking again, or is that in the windfalls?

“How do you know all this? It’s all classified, every bit. I don’t even think command knows about my condition.”

“I assure you that they very much do. They will take precautionary steps if it continues to get out of hand. Do you understand? You might have gotten away with it earlier in your career, but look at you now, only a chief in your heart. It wouldn’t take much else to break you completely. Now you are here of all places,” she sighed. “This is not the safest place for someone of your stature.”

“Wouldn’t that be the same for both of us? I mean really, doctor.”

She stood from her seat and gathered up a med kit from the center wall. I watched her carefully, realizing that the infirmary was sparsely furnished. Two treatment beds and a thermal generator were beyond a white partition barrier. 

“Let me look at this. Was this from Lieutenant Dyson? He always seems to work up a sweat when he is away. I admit, I wouldn’t blame our XO as it can get monotonous here and our skills can become dull.”

Holding the medical handheld over my face and then over my ribs she nodded confirming her supposition.

“You held up well under his initial onslaught, better than most. I can fix up those two ribs of yours. I would suggest taking it easy if you can for the next few days so they can heal naturally.”

She took a small laser from the kit and placed it over my right side. I felt the warm relief of the device doing its work. Almost immediately I felt like I could sit fully and breathe without impairment.

“Do be more careful, Tahir. Granted that might go without saying, but especially here.”

“You don’t seem to have to worry about being careful, do you now doctor?”

Her eyes narrowed and a sly grin formed across her lips.

“I mean it’s clear you’re a hologram, aren’t you? Or some sort of AI program?”

“You are a bright one. What gave me away? I must learn to do better.”

“Oh great, an eager program yearning to improve.”

“Is my appearance not to your liking? I strive to cater to all, aboard this vessel, the official population that is.”

“You said it, not me.”

I got up from the couch. The comfort of the couch was in stark contrast with the rest of this ship, especially the greeting party. 

“To start, there’s no way the Alliance is putting an officer of your outward appearance on a vessel like this. Especially if we consider the population I saw coming on board. The ship’s personnel all carried weapons; meanwhile, you walk around as if you don’t have a care in the world. The conclusion is, either you have extraordinary strength, or you aren’t real. 

“Not to mention all of the information you seem to have on me. I have never had any medical personnel put all the pieces together, especially when most of my file is classified. You either have the highest security clearance ever, or you have a tremendous knack for piecing together fragments of information. Either way it’s impressive.”

“Tahir, come now. Are you saying that I’m too smart for my own good?”

“Yes! You also lack any sense of protocol which would be a part of your programming to appear more congenial. Not once have I been acknowledged by my current rank. Even in the confides of medical on Earth I would be addressed as Petty Officer Marcus. Instead, you give the appearance that we have known each other for years as doctor and patient and have thrown aside all formality.”

She crossed her arms and sighed. 

“I suppose you want the regular version of this program?”

“Whatever is not going to mess with my head at night.”

“Very well.” The doctor shrugged and before me was an overweight, mid-fifties, man in an old-weathered lab coat. 

He wore a white bushy beard and a set of wired opticals.  

“Who was your designer?”

“Doctor Tomysayak of the Minsk Clinic.”

“I like you better like this doctor. May I ask you a serious question?”

The doctor nodded. 

“What kind of ship is this? Why are you here and not a real, I mean not a physical doctor? And why is access to this medical facility hidden?”

Hesitating to respond, Tomysayak stroked his beard. “I’m not at liberty to discuss the parameters of this ship’s mission. Should you need further medical attention, this part of the ship will activate the program and assist accordingly.”
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