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Mun River

It was a warm evening when I stepped off the baht bus near the banks of the Mun River in Ubon Thailand. From what I’ve been told, it’s always a warm evening in Thailand.

I grinned to myself on how when I first heard about the Mun River, in my mind I heard Andy Williams crooning away. Not the same river. Just a few hours ago, I was freezing my buns off at the Misawa AFB in Japan and now I’m sweating wearing my civvies in Ubon Thailand, home of the 408 MMS.

While I’ve yet to start work at the bomb dump at the base, it has been a long day getting processed in with all the paperwork. A buddy got me set up with an off-base bungalow instead of living in the barracks. It’s nice. We have house boys to clean our rooms.

I didn’t want to be out here too long as it got dark, but I did amuse myself looking at all the boats lining the banks of the river. These weren’t the nice boats you see along a river in the U.S. These boats are more like floating shanties where people live. I shook my head watching one person standing in the river brushing his teeth while just a couple of boats upstream was someone was taking a piss into the same river.

The Mun River is a tributary to the Mekong River. Which is about as close to Vietnam as I ever want to get. Well, I did have a layover in Saigon on my way from Japan. At least I got combat pay while I was there.

I heard some crunching on gravel behind me. I turned to see my buddy Collins coming up behind me. He wanted to make sure I stayed out of trouble hanging out with the natives.

Holding his Nikon up to get a shot in the fading evening sun. He looked over at me and asked, “Hey bud. Where’s your camera? You should always have it with you.”

I nodded at Collins. “Yeah. I regret not bringing it already. Lot of chicks here.”

Collins lightly punched my shoulder. “You best stay away from those chicks, Slick. Unless you enjoy the clap.”

I frowned at Collins. “They can’t all have it.”

Collins chuckled. “You really want to chance it? I recommend look all you want, but don’t touch.”

Collins took a picture of a large group of people standing under a large tree at the river bank.

“Do these folks mind if you take their picture?” I asked.

Collins laughed again. “Hell, who cares what the gooks think.” On the wall of his bungalow, Collins had a poster that was mostly red with a stylized cartoon of an American soldier firing his weapon with the words in large black letters above the soldier, “Join the military: Travel to exotic, distant lands, meet interesting and exciting people and kill them.”

There was a girl standing apart from the group who was staring at us. When she saw me look at her, she smiled. I inclined my head towards her and said, “That girl is staring at us for some reason. Surely she’s seen Americans before.”

Collins looked over at the girl. “Yeah, she knows Americans. She works at a café downtown called The Bangkok Bakery. It’s actually one of the nicer shops downtown.”

I kept looking at the girl who kept looking at us. “Food any good?”

Collins shrugged. “It’s okay, if you like gook food. It’s safer to eat at the mess hall. Nobody believes that, but it’s true.” He chuckled.

“Do you know anything about that girl?,” I asked Collins. “She’s kinda cute.”

Collins laughed loud enough to cause some people to look at us. “Sanderson, you sure can pick them!”

I narrowed my eyes at Collins. “What are you talking about.”

Collins shook his head. “Stay away from that one, Sanderson. She’s a kathoey.”

I shrugged. “What does that mean?”

With a smirk, Collins said, “She’s a transvestite. Like that one you ran into in Japan.”

I was struck with a sudden sadness at the memory of that poor girl Akane. We shared a special moment the night before she died. The guys at the base in Misawa all said rude things about her, but to me, she was a very pretty and very nice girl. And here I find another such girl, who’s not quite a girl. It’s crazy.

Collins said, “Come on. I think it’s time we get back.”

#

The next morning was bright and sunny. The palm and bamboo certainly gave the base an exotic look. Collins gave me a quick tour before they told me just what my job was to be.

We walked across a large clearing towards a few low buildings. Several vehicles were parked around it.

Pointing at the building as we neared it, Collins said, “This is the motor pool. You’ll be spending a lot of your time here. It seems these trucks and tractors always need repairs.” Inside were a large variety of tools and water jugs. What I didn’t like was that you had to lie down in the dirt to work on the engines or drive train.

As we walked out, I noticed a sign above the buildings. “Yamaha Shop” in red letters was on the sign. “Pointing, I asked Collins, what’s up with this?”

Collins chuckled as he answered. “This was a motorcycle shop before the base took over. The sign was left up to be funny.”

We climbed up in one of the several dark blue pickup trucks to drive through the base. It was too hot and base too large to do a lot of walking. At the bomb dump, there was an office and loading dock. There was a pallet of thousand pound bombs getting their fins and fuses installed. Surrounding us were revetments where the bombs were stored. Collins introduced me to some of the crew working there.

Collins stood there patting a thousand pounder after it had been loaded onto the trailer.

Collins said, “They’re getting ready to haul these to the flight line where they’re likely to be loaded onto F4s. Be sure to have your camera ready, because if you’re lucky, they’ll send a SR71 up. Those puppies don’t hang around. You have to be quick when they open the hanger, as it runs right out immediately and down the runway and at the end goes straight up, afterburners glowing. It’s quite a sight so you have to be quick. I almost got a picture once.”

As we drove around, I noticed these black, rubber looking tanks filled with water. “What are those for?” I asked.

Collins pointed at one. “In case of a fire. But we also use them for something else.”

Trying to talk above the whine of the truck’s engine, I asked, “Oh. What’s that?”

Collins chuckled. “If someone decides he’s not going to take a shower for a few days, we grab him and toss him the water. We only have to do it once.” I just shook my head and grinned.

Collins said, “One last thing is to show you the flight line and where you park to get unloaded.”

I was surprised there were other roads intersecting the one we were on. I thought there’d just be the one road between the bomb dump and the flight line. It was interesting to be surrounded by jungles.

“Hey! What’s with the kids?” I asked as I pointed at a few kids walking along the road and running down in the ditch beside the road.

Collins smirked. “We use local roads. Turning left up here takes us to a small village. It’s their country.” I saw a few signs that read “Royal Thai Air Force.”

Grinning, Collins said, “Okay, we need to take this vehicle back to the motor pool. Tell you what. We’ll take the baht bus downtown for lunch. We’ll go to the Bangkok Bakery so you can see your girlfriend. Tomorrow you’re going to be very busy.”

#

We got off the baht bus in downtown Ubon in the bright late morning light. There was a temple that dazzled your eyes to look at it. Much of it, including all the roof was covered in gold.

As Collins led us towards the Bangkok Bakery, I asked, “How can they afford to cover everything in gold? Aren’t they worried about theft?”

Collins shook his head. “It’s Thai gold. It has so many impurities in it, that it’s virtually worthless. Come on. The Bangkok Bakery is just around the corner.”

As we entered the Thai restaurant, I saw four girls working there. The place was clean with wooden tables. I saw the girl or whatever she is, that we saw at the river. She smiled at me.

“Good morning, Sgt Collins,” said one of the girls in a somewhat grating voice reminiscent of Chinese, smiling at us

Collins sat down at a stool at the counter. “And good morning to you, Mai. We’re off-duty today, so I’ll take a Singha. And one for my friend too.”

Mai smiled at me. “Thank you for bringing us new customers.” As she brought the beers out, she asked, “Does your friend have a name?”

Collins laughed. “Of course he does. Meet Sgt. Sanderson. Just in fresh from Japan.”

Mai grinned at me. “Nice to meet you, Sgt. Sanderson. I am Mai. The one down the tables is Kaeo. And this one staring at you is Sarai.” Sarai looked embarrassed.

I smiled and said, “It’s very nice to meet you ladies.” I took a swig of my beer and gave the bottle a curious look. “This is a little bitter.”

Collins shrugged. “You’ll like it. Mai, I’ll have the chicken fried rice. Sanderson will have the same.”

I frowned at Collins. “I can order my own. I just wanted a hamburger.”

Collins said, “They use water buffalo for beef here.”

I nodded. “Okay. I’ll take the chicken fried rice.” It wasn’t until I got back to the states that I found out water buffalo is actually a healthier beef.

Mai grinned and said, “Two chicken fried rice coming up!”

To Mai, I said, “Your English is very good.”

Mai chuckled. “So is yours.”

Collins laughed. “Mai spent some time growing up in California.”

I smiled sheepishly and said, “Oh.” I looked over at Sarai. “Do you talk?”

Embarrassed, Sarai nodded. “When I have to.”

Collins said, “Remember, he’s a kathoey.”

Sarai lowered her head, “He’s right. I’m a boy.”

I smiled at her and said, “Well, I’m not rude. You look like a very lovely young lady to me.” She looked up and smiled at me.

As we exited the restaurant on our way back to the base, Collins whacked my arm and he looked at me sternly. “Look, if you’re into kinky stuff, I don’t want to know about it. But man, I’m telling you. Be careful around Sarai. It’s suspected he has ties with the Thai communists around here.”

I scowled at Collins. “Hey, lay off, man. She seems nice. It’s not like I go around blabbing secrets. And it’s not like Thais don’t work on the base.”

Collins thumped my chest. “Just be careful, man.”

Later that evening, I went alone back to the Mun River and wandered around. I mentally slapped myself. Was I expecting to run into Sarai? Didn’t matter because I didn’t.

#

It was Friday and I was tired of breaking my back, tired of the heat and I was really tired of Collins’ bullshit. I don’t know what the others were doing, but I was just going to kick back, relax, take a walk to unwind and have a beer and a burger at the Bangkok Bakery.

The week was exhausting. The government had declared a bombing halt. I don’t know where we’re dropping these bombs but delivering bombs to the flight line seems almost doubled. This is the second so-called bombing halt I’ve been through and they just mean more work.

“Greetings, Sgt. Sanderson,” said Mai as I walked through the door. “How are you tonight?”

I sighed heavily as I sat down on the stool at the counter and slid my sunglasses into my front shirt pocket. “I’m beat. It’s been a rough week. You know what they say… there is no gravity. The earth sucks.”

Mai chuckled. She waved to Sarai. “See what Sgt Sanderson needs.”

Before I said anything, she set a bottle of Singha down in front of me. I grinned at her. “And burger and fries.” I picked up the beer. It was already opened. I downed a slug and closed my eyes for a few moments.

As the burger was cooking, Sarai asked, “So G.I., where have you been? No visit all week.”

I rested my elbow on the counter and rested my head in my hand. “It’s been really busy.”

She looked at me curiously. “On American news, it said Johnson had declared a bombing halt. I thought you G.I.’s would be on vacation.”

I just blankly stared at her. “I can’t talk about it.” Mostly because I don’t know anything about it.

Sarai just shrugged and returned to tending to the burger.

As I was paying after finishing my meal, Mai called out to Sarai, “We’re closed now. You can go ahead and leave.”

As soon as I was out the door, Sarai was next to me. She giggled, “So. You have a girlfriend waiting at home?”

I shook my head. “Nope. No girlfriend.”

She looked surprised. “Do you have a mother?”

I laughed. “I do have one of those.”

Sarai grinned. “You should buy her a gift. Come with me.” She took my hand and started to lead me across the street.

I stopped while she continued to tug on my hand. “Hey, whoa. I don’t carry a lot of money on me.”

Sarai shook her head at me. “I’m not going to rob you or try to sell you sex. I was going to show you my favorite jewelry store.”

I relaxed a bit, but remained alert. She led me to a jewelry store just down the street from the Bangkok Bakery. She pointed out several items she thought my mother would like. “Your mother would enjoy some gold jewelry.”

I shook my head and chuckled. “This gold isn’t worth much.”

She held up a gold necklace. “It’s still pretty.” I nodded and went ahead and bought it. It wasn’t expensive.

The store wasn’t like a typical store. It was open to the dirty street. Their items were just laid out on table tops. While looking, Sarai suddenly shouted in an angry outburst as she let go of my hand and looked behind me. Her angry shouting in Thai was a bit grating. I turned around to see a young boy attempting to steal my wallet. Sarai gave chase a few feet as the boy ran away.

“Holy shit!” I exclaimed as I made sure my wallet was still in my pocket. I looked over at Sarai as she walked back towards me. “Thank you. That’s why I never carry much cash.”

She nodded. “You’re welcome Sgt. Sanderson.” I shuddered to think what would have happened if a cop had been there. I remember hearing a sailor tell of his experience in Singapore when a thief stole his watch. He called out that his watch was stolen and looked on as local police officer calmly pulled out his pistol and shot the thief dead. He picked up the sailor’s watch and returned it to him. He wasn’t sure if he wanted it back.

After I made my purchase at the jewelry store, a baht bus was parked by the curb, idling.

Sarai said, “I guess I should go home now. Maybe we’ll see you tomorrow?”

I shrugged.

“I don’t know. Would you like for me to go with you on the bus?” The baht bus only cost one baht to ride. A nickel.

She smiled at me. “Sure, G.I. I’d like that.”

After we got on the bus and sat down, we didn’t talk, but Sarai took my hand. She just looked out the window as the bus headed towards the river.

As we walked from the bus in the fading light, I couldn’t control my curiosity. I asked Sarai, “Hope you don’t mind my question, but I have to ask. Why do you do this? Dress like a girl and all.”

She looked down at her feet and released my hand. “You wouldn’t understand. It’s how I feel I am inside. I’ve always felt I was a girl.”

I smiled at her. “Honestly, I can’t imagine you as a boy. Being a girl seems to suit you.”

She smiled back at me. “Thanks. My family just ignores me for the most part. You’re the first American who isn’t rude or mean to me or thinks I’m a psycho or something.”

I smirked at her. “Call me crazy, but to me, all I see is a very pretty and nice girl.”

Sarai grinned. “Sgt. Collins thinks you’re crazy. He told me so.”

I shook my head and chuckled. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

We stood there for a minute or so in the moonlight, the reflections sparkling on the river. I looked down at Sarai with the moonlight reflecting in her eyes. I put my hand under her chin and studied her pretty face. She really is very pretty.

I took a deep breath. “Well, I think your home is close by. I really need to get back. See you next week, maybe.”

Looking a bit sad, she waved and said quietly, “Good-night, Sanderson.”

#

I was happy to be back to driving bombs to the flight line. The past two days I’d been working on a semi and then later a tractor. Both days I’d end the day covered in sweat and grease. So it was a nice break to be driving down the dirt roads with my window open to deliver a load of bombs.

I saw her as I rounded a curve. A girl around fourteen or so, dragging a bundle of some kind. I know it’s against the rules but it was so hot and her bundle looked larger than she was. I stopped my truck beside her and pushed open the door.

“Wanna lift?” I asked through the door. “I can take you as far as the turn off to the village.” That was over a mile.

She grinned at me and handed me her bundle to pull into the passenger side of the truck. I wasn’t sure how much English she understood, but seemed happy to get a lift, at least for some of the way.

She was really cute and I took a few pictures of her both before and after getting into the truck. Never mind the fact that I had a full trailer of thousand pound bombs. She looked a bit worried and I realized that some of my fellow airmen might have taken advantage of the situation. I was sure none of the guys I worked with would have.

As she was exiting the truck at the crossroads to that small village, an Air Force pickup truck went blasting past us. The girl thanked me and went giggling off towards the village.

#

“Just what the hell was you thinking, sergeant?” Sweat rolling down the middle of my back, I stood at attention in my commanders office. One of the people in the pickup truck had been an officer and had witnessed the girl getting out of my truck.

“Well, sir. I ah…”

“The problem was you were thinking with your pecker and not with your brain. That truck is Air Force property, not your toy for joy rides! You’re transporting enough ordinance to obliterate her village. If you had wrecked that vehicle, you could have caused an international incident!” I idly thought, so what? I’d be dead and not care.

“I don’t want to see you giving joy rides to civilians again! Am I making myself clear?” barked the commanding officer.

Not moving a muscle, I said, “Yes sir!”

“You have to work your next day off and you’re restricted. Dismissed.”

That evening when the bus dropped us off at our bungalow, Collins said, “Hey, how about tomorrow we go into town and catch that new James Bond flick? Oh yeah. That’s right. You can’t. You have to work.”

“Knock it off, Collins,” I said with a scowl.

Collins punched my shoulder. “What were you thinking, man? I mean, for five bucks you could have had her sister. Maybe both.”

I said, “I told you to knock it off, Collins. It was hot. I was just trying to be nice.”

Collins shook his head. “That’s horse shit and you know it.”

Frowning, I said, “I’m not like you, Collins.”

Collins laughed. “I forgot. You like them girly boys.”

I grabbed Collins by the collar. “How about I knock some of your teeth out?”

Collins just grinned and pointed at his teeth. “How would you like to spend a few weeks in the guardhouse?” I pushed him away as I let go of his collar. He laughed. “Hey man. Learn to take a joke.”

#

It took a couple of days, but everything finally returned to normal. Collins and I would head into the town after work to have a beer at an outdoor table at the bar and watch the chicks walking by.

That lasted until Friday. The base sent out an official notification that the town and the river as off-limits due to a cholera outbreak. The problem was mostly with the water used in ice. I didn’t know anyone who’d go for a dip in the river.

Collins didn’t join me when I still went to Bangkok Bakery for dinner. When I walked in, Mai pointed at me and laughed, “You eat here, G.I., you die.” The restaurant was kept very clean so I really had no concerns.

As I exited the restaurant, I heard the door slam and running feet behind me. I looked over at the person next to me. It was Sarai.

She looked up at me and asked, “Do you mind riding with me back to my home?”

I nodded. “Sure. I’ll ride with you.” She grinned and took my hand.

The bus let us off near a very large tree by the river. During the day, people crowd around under it for escape from the brutal sun. There were almost no people around it at the moment. It was dusk so it was hardly providing any shade.

We stood in silence under the tree and just watched the river pass by. You could hear children and others talking from their boats. I put my arm around Sarai’s shoulder. I looked down at her and asked, “So. Do you have any plans for the future? Are you going to stay here in Ubon?”

She grunted a sad laugh. “Where am I going to go? I have a cousin living in Bangkok who has suggested I come live with her. She makes a lot of money from American tourists wanting to experience the exotic.”

I frowned. “That seems like such a harsh life.”

Sarai shook her head. “She lives quite well, actually. Considering. What about you, Sanderson?”

I stared at the river for several moments while I idly rubbed her arm. “I dunno. I might try college, though I don’t need the deferment now. My life back in Texas seems a bit tame now. But you know, this is such a beautiful country. I could see myself moving to live here after the war.”

With a sad smile, Sarai looked up and asked, “Would you come back for me?”

I looked down at her. I brushed some of her black hair away from her face. “You are very beautiful. Ignoring the voices shouting in the back of my mind, I bent down and gently pressed my lips against hers.

She slid her arms around my neck and pulled herself closer to me. She kissed me with a hunger I couldn’t understand. We kissed for a long while in the gathering darkness.

#

On the drive back to the bomb dump the next morning, I was thinking about my last evening with Sarai. I really hoped nobody – at least no Americans – saw us kissing. To me, she’s a girl, but no one else thinks that way.

And I do think Thailand is a beautiful country. The palm trees and the reddish dirt. Sure it’s hot, but I haven’t had one headache since I arrived in the country. I was serious when I told Sarai I would consider living here.

I was brought out of my reverie as a dozen of the guys ran up to my truck and mobbed me when I slid down to the ground.

“Sanderson!” shouted a guy I knew as Carter as he and the others ran up to me. “Are you okay?”

I thought that was an odd question. I said, “Of course I’m okay. Why?”

Carter pointed behind me. I turned and saw the billowing black cloud of smoke rising into the sky.  “We thought you were dead!” A creepy feeling washed over me. Apparently there was an explosion near the flight line.

The bombs I had delivered weren’t the usual bombs. These bombs used a gas to separate the volatiles. Normally, I just park the truck in the unloading zone and go into the office and read a magazine while a crew unloads the bombs from the trailer. Oddly, this day I was told they weren’t ready for the load and to just drop the trailer and go back to the bomb dump.

Apparently one of the bombs leaked. The whole trailer detonated taking out the area, including the office where I would have been enjoying a magazine. All the guys in the area were killed.

The next couple of nights I had a really hard time going to sleep. Why was I still here and those other guys died? Who did they piss off and why was I spared? I’m glad I’m not dead, but it really bothered me a lot and to this day I wonder about it.

#

Sarai grinned at me in the fading light. “Three nights in a row! I’m not complaining, but what’s the occasion?”

I leaned in and kissed her again. “No occasion. It’s just the realization that there are no guarantees. You believe each day will follow the next. So you need to live every moment. Make every day count.”

She smiled and then leaned in for another kiss. “I like that idea. Why not go AWOL and we’ll run off together and hide from the world.”

I frowned at her. “I can’t do that. I’d never be able to return home.”

She ran her finger down the bridge of my nose and I kissed her finger tip. “But babe. You said you wanted to live here.”

“I don’t want to be on the run my whole life.” I looked at my watch. “Hey, I need to get back.”

Sarai sat up. “See you tomorrow?”

I shrugged. “Maybe. I gotta run.”

#

Collins came running up to me after I stepped out of the headquarters office. “Hey man, whatcha got there?” I was holding several documents.

I grinned at him. “Something that’s sure to make you happy.”

Looking at me curiously, he asked, “Well, what is it?”

I shook the documents in my hand. “Orders, man. I’m being shipped TDY back to Japan. Back to Misawa. Cherry blossom season.”

Collins grabbed my hand to look at the orders. “Seriously? You practically just got here. That’s so typical Air Force.”

I laughed. “I’m not complaining. I think the weather has gotten nicer there.”

“Do you want to join us tonight?” asked Collins. “Card game in the barrack’s dayroom.” I nodded.

Collins whacked my arm with the back of his hand. “Are you going to tell your girlfriend about your transfer?”

I frowned. “She’s not my girlfriend. I’m not going to have much time. I’ll tell her tomorrow at lunch at the Bangkok Bakery.”

Collings just grinned and shook his head. “Hey, see ya at seven. Don’t wuss out on me.”

Laughing, I said, “I’ll be there.”

And I was. Most of the guys were there. We had several games going. Everyone seemed to be having a good time.

Carter tossed his cards down. “I’m out. It’s not fair. I’ve never been to Japan once and you’re getting to go back.”

Collins shook his head. “So what’s the big deal about Japan? Same as here, right? Just a bunch of slope-heads.”

I frowned at Collins. “Japan has cute girls. It’s a beautiful country. Then there’s cute girls. It has a lot of culture. Not to mention history. And of course, cute girls.” I picked up the cards I was just dealt. I said, “Next month Pinky and Killers is going to have a concert in Tokyo. I plan to be there.”

Carter squinted at me. “She wears that derby, right?”

I nodded. “Yep. Cute as a bug in a rug.”

Collins narrowed his eyes. “Guys knock it off. Hear that?”

There was a growing sound of sirens outside, followed by thump thump thump. In the distance we heard small arms fire.

Carter yelled, “We’re under attack?” We couldn’t believe it.

Collins shouted, “Turn off the lights!”

There were a few more dull thumps not far from us. I said, “Those explosions sound better in the movies.”

Collins ran up to a cabinet and tugged uselessly on the door.  He pounded on it. “Does anybody have the frickin’ key?”

Carter said, “We thought you did.”

I had to laugh. “This couldn’t be any more typical Air Force. We’re under attack and we can’t open the weapons locker!”

Taking charge, Collins shouted, “Everyone on the floor. We’ll just have to wait this out.”

We all got down under the tables and waited for the building to blow up.

It didn’t.

#

The next morning we were all having breakfast in the mess hall as if everything was normal.

Collins sat down with the rest of us and announced, “Last night we came under rocket attack by the Thai communists. Their rockets had little effect.” He smirked as he held up a shiny key that he had on a chain around his neck. “I now have a key.”

Collins looked around the mess hall and leaned in close to me. He lowered his voice and said, “I got bad news about your girlfriend.”

I frowned. “Will you knock it off? She’s not my girlfriend.”

Collins looked me square in the eye and said, “Well, he’s in a hell of a lot of trouble. The attack last night? Air Force security thinks he was involved. They confirmed he has ties with the Thai communists.”

I stopped listening. How could she do that? All this time she’s basically been lying to me. Not only did I feel we had something special, hell, I thought she was at least on our side!

I just sat there staring at my coffee cup.

Collins said, “Sanderson? Sanderson?”

#

“Dad? Dad?”

Hearing my daughter Janet’s voice, I came out of my reverie. I said, “Just trying to find some good slides to show you guys.”

Janet laughed. “You better hurry. You’re on the verge of losing Sarah.” Sarah is my little granddaughter.

I chuckled. “Be there in a minute. Hey, it’s not every day you have someone actually asking to see your slides.”

From the doorway to my room, Janet said, “I’ll let her know you’re almost ready.”

I picked up the last box of slides from the box I kept all my Air Force pictures in. I noticed a red plastic slide box underneath some prints. My other slide boxes were all yellow plastic. I opened the red box and a couple slides fell out.

I looked at one and chuckled. It was from the time I visited Bugis Street in Singapore. I don’t think I’ll be showing those to Sarah. Those are definitely another story.

I gathered up my slides and hurried into the living room where I had my slide projector and screen set up.

“Who’s that, Grandpa?” asked Sarah after I had shown a few slides.

I sighed. “Just a girl I knew in Thailand.” I never learned what happened to her.

The End

###


The Courier

“How long until the shuttle leaves, lieutenant?”

Lieutenant Crockett glanced down at the communicator strapped to his wrist and said, “In about an hour commander.” He glanced nervously around us as we stood in the middle of the Naval Shuttle Terminal on planet Krindel. “I suggest we leave this public area of the terminal and head directly to the shuttle launch area.”  He started to walk in the direction of the wide, spiral ramp that led to the interior of the terminal.

I lifted a hand and said, “Just hold on a second, Lieutenant. We don’t leave for another hour. It’s an hour’s flight from this terminal to the Doblestnyy. I’m hungry and the commissary is right here.

The lieutenant frowned and said, “Commander, sir, I most respectfully suggest we go to the lower levels immediately.”

I smiled at the lieutenant, understanding his need to avoid performing his duty.

Some consider being a courier escort as a skate job since it usually is light duty, spending upwards of a few weeks following an officer around, praying that he’ll never be called upon to send a bullet exploding through the courier’s skull. Most means of moving data can be hacked into, decrypted, or even if a device is physically damaged, forensic recovery can retrieve most if not all of the data. But a brain splattered across a wall is difficult to reconstitute.

I said, “I understand your need for security, Crockett, but we are inside a naval facility. Granted, this is a frontier planet, but it’s well protected and I doubt any Ergon spies have been able to penetrate the defenses. And, I’m hungry.”

Heaving a large sigh, Lt. Crockett said, “As you wish, Sir. But I want the mission log to note I allow your lunch under protest.”

I chuckled and said, “Duly noted, Crockett.   Let’s eat.”

The lieutenant and I turned around and walked the dozen meters or so towards the commissary. While I attempted to be light about our mission with Crockett, the weight of the responsibility I was carrying on my shoulders, literally, was attempting to pull me down. Along with the data holographically implanted in my brain were the ghosts of the men who died getting the raw data out of Ergon space.

And then there was the captain whose name I never knew who sacrificed the destroyer class ship he commanded to delay the pursuit of the fast scout ship in which I and its small crew escaped after having the holographic overlay imprinted in my brain.  I had no idea of what information was stored in my head, but I was told that it could change the course of the war. Possibly even end it with the Alliance coming out on top.

We set our trays down at an empty table in the busy commissary. I was starving and I couldn’t wait to dig in. Navy commissaries truly had the best food of any of the service branches.  I was just savoring my first bite when an officer started to walk past our table.  He did a double take at me and came up to the table, wearing a big smile.

“Commander Stockton! How good to see you again, Sir,” said the officer as he pulled a chair out and started to sit down.  “May I join you for a minute?”

Shrugging I said, “It seems you already have… um… ah, Captain Rollins. Good to see you.”

“Haven’t seen you since that wretchedly botched landing on Brockton’s Planet when I had to drag your….”

His voice trailed away when he noticed Lt. Crockett sitting next to me wearing his Courier Escort Service patch.  He hesitated a moment and then as he started to stand said, “Um, well yes. I should probably let you carry on. Godspeed and quite frankly, Commander, I don’t envy you at all. Good day.”

I looked over at the lieutenant and said, “You’ve done escort duty a few times.  Are all couriers treated like pariahs?”

Crockett took a drink and shrugged. He said, “As you learned in your briefing, couriers are often targets. Do you blame them for not wanting to risk collateral damage? That’s why I still recommend we go to the more secure launch area.”

I laughed and said, “You are relentless, lieutenant. I’m almost done and then we can go.  Do you worry about being collateral damage?”

Lieutenant Crockett smiled wryly as he leaned back in his seat, taking another drink. He did a quick scan around the room and then said, “It all depends.”

Leaning my arms on the table, I said, “Depends on what?”

“Depends on whether or not you’re marked for assassination or capture.  If it’s assassination, nobody is going to waste a bullet on the escort.”

#

“Docking with the Doblestnyy in fifteen minutes,” announced a disembodied voice through the overhead speakers.

“Still nervous?” I asked Crockett as I latched myself back into the padded seat with the five point belt system.

“I’ll be more comfortable once we’re on that frigate and made the first jump, Commander,” said the lieutenant as he checked the data tablet attached to his arm.  “I know we control this system’s space, but we’re still sitting ducks out here.”

I watched the monitor mounted on the wall of the passenger compartment showing the Doblestnyy loom large as we approached it.

The Doblestnyy was a fast frigate class ship, a well armed, medium sized ship and able to recharge the jump engines fairly quickly. That was an important feature as our trip was going to consist of a series of short jumps instead of just one long one. The thinking being that as it takes sometimes over an hour to calculate a jump, predicting a destination becomes almost impossible after multiple jumps.

There was a low vibration rumbling through the shuttle as the braking jets got a little too aggressive to slow the ship down. There was an unsettling quiet just before the metallic sound of the shuttle mating with the frigate’s airlock.

“Attention all passengers. Prepare to disembark as soon as the airlocks have been purged. We know you don’t have a choice in shuttle services, but we thank you for flying with us anyway. Have a good day,” announced the disembodied voice.

Naturally I failed to notice the orientation diagram as we floated in zero-G through the umbilical tunnel between the ships and arrived in the inertial dampened environment of the frigate upside down.  Fortunately for me, this happens fairly often so there were two crewmembers to catch me. It’s very disquieting to find yourself suddenly being catapulted towards what you thought was the ceiling.

As soon as I was standing and had recovered my composure, an obvious officer in his khaki uniform gave a smart salute and then extended his hand and said, “Welcome aboard the Doblestnyy, Commander Stockton! I’m Lieutenant Commander Martin, Executive Officer. The captain is waiting for you on the bridge. The verification for the calculation for the first jump just completed a few minutes ago and he’s anxious to get underway.”

“Thank you Lieutenant. Please lead the way,” I said returning the salute and putting my officer’s cap under my arm.

The companionways were narrow and cramped with pipes and hoses branching in all directions. Some berthing rooms we passed by were actually more spacious than I anticipated. One room we passed by was bathed in red light, the doorways closed and latched visible through windows made of virtually indestructible glass. 

Lieutenant Martin pointed at the glass as we passed by it and said, “That’s the CIC. You’ll get a tour tomorrow if you want. We can track predicted jump destinations as well as vessels and their ID using our Deep RADAR. We’re in constant communication via sub-ether comm. with the region’s outposts as well as Alliance Naval HQ.”

Lieutenant Crockett laughed and said, “Commander, if they can ever get the band-width high enough on that sub-ether omm., they won’t need couriers anymore. The Ergons don’t even suspect we have this kind of technology.” Our sub-ether communications is low power, narrow bandwidth, instantaneous and undetectable by Ergon forces.

Grinning like a kid with a shiny new toy, Lieutenant Martin said, “Our latest development that we’re retro fitting on all military ships is take a snapshot of a Ergon ship’s memory if it’s close enough and broadcast it through the sub-ether network. That way somebody in the network will get it and then decode it.  The Ergons should just surrender now.”

I frowned and said, “Don’t forget they’re currently winning.”

Looking suddenly serious, Martin said, “That thing in your brain is a game changer.”

As we reached a closed hatch at the end of the cramped corridor, I said, “I sure hope so, considering the cost of getting it.

Nodding, Martin’s face darkened as he released the four latches on the hatchway door. As the hatch door swung in, he said, “It has to. We can’t let those butchers win.”

As we entered the bridge of the  Doblestnyy, a crewman at the console said in a monotone, “Shuttle disengaged and plotting landing curve.”

On the bridge was what I expected to see. The captain, a pilot, a navigator, communications and computer operations were all at their stations when we stepped through the hatchway.

A man in his mid-forties turned to face us as we entered. With a broad smile he said, “Welcome aboard, Commander. I’m Captain Bane and you’ve of course already met my XO.” He returned my salute and continued, “We understand the seriousness of your mission and we’ll be underway in our first jump just as soon as we get enough distance from the planet’s gravity well.”

“Thank you Captain,” I said. “My jittery escort won’t be able to relax until we go interstellar.”

Frowning, the captain said, “He’s not the only one.”  He pointed across the bridge and said, “Find a seat and get yourself strapped in.”

I could feel the low vibration as the ship began to move out from its orbit. I watched the planet below start to leave the monitors showing the view fore and aft. Of course, on a military ship there were no windows looking out into space as they would create weak points that would be perfect targets to an attacking vessel.

Captain Bane said, “Pilot. Begin countdown to jump.”

The pilot flipped a series of switches on the control panel before him. He said, “Aye, Sir. Jump in twenty minutes.”

Captain Bane punched an intercom button and said into it, “CIC, is the area clear?”

Through the speaker came a voice, “Aye, Captain. We are clear for jump.”

There was a growing steady whine coming from the bowels of the ship as the jump engine spun up to full power. The minutes before a jump, a ship is the most vulnerable as almost all the ship’s power are directed to the jump engine. Once a ship goes interstellar, it is safe from attack or being tracked.

Travelling through a jump always leaves the traveler a bit disoriented. Coming out of a jump is always extremely dangerous for military ships as the end points are kept secret so there’s always a possibility of a collision. It’s a very small possibility, but it’s there.

The whine from the jump engine was reaching a pitch and volume to start to become really annoying. The vibration grew to physical shaking. This jump must be really long as the vibration and whine seemed to go on forever.

The pilot said in a calm voice, “Ten seconds to jump.” He then began a countdown and then pulled a lever back on the control panel. There was a sudden sense of queasiness in the pit of my stomach as the ship jumped from normal space to jump space.  The monitors showing the view outside the ship turned gray.

The pilot took his hands off the controls and said, “We are interstellar…”

Captain Bane popped the restraints on his seat and stood up. “Now we can relax. We should re-enter normal space in a pretty remote location, free of military and civilian traffic.”

Lieutenant Martin said, “And it should be the same for the next two jumps.  The last jump should put us solidly into Alliance territory.”

I looked over at Lieutenant Crockett and it was the first time since he’s been my escort that I’ve seen his muscles relax.  He closed his eyes and stretched. He said, “Finally. The easy part of the mission.”

I got up and wandered over to the navigation console. There was a display showing estimated real space locations we were passing. From the speed at which the text on the display scrolled on the display, we were travelling at a tremendous rate. Another display showed the navigation computer busy at calculating our next jump based on our presumed exit point.

I went back to my seat and closed my eyes. I’m with Crockett on this. Finally some time to relax and maybe sleep the rest of the way in.  I couldn’t wait to get this data removed from my brain.

#

I awoke with a jolt. Alarms were sounding all over the bridge. The pilot shouted, “Proximity alert!”

Captain Bane ran up to a monitor said grimly, “That’s impossible!”

I got out of my seat, along with Crockett and stood next to the captain. I said, “What’s going on? Why the alarms?”

Ignoring me, Captain Bane flipped the switch to the one-MC and said in a calm voice, “General Quarters! All crew to their battle stations!”

“What’s going on?” I repeated.

Captain Bane pointed at the monitor and said, “That’s going on. It’s impossible. When we came out from our third jump, an Ergon ship exited at the exact same time, matching our velocity and heading. And only meters from us.”

There was a sudden series of dull thuds and then a jolt as the Doblestnyy slid up against the other ship. The captain’s face went pale. He said, “Oh my God.” He flipped the switch on the one-MC again and shouted, “Attention all crew. Prepare to repel boarders!”

Lieutenant Martin said, “Those impacts you heard were grappling hooks penetrating the ship. They’re coming alongside to blow a hole in our side to force an entry.” To the captain he said, “Sir! How is it even possible for them to arrive at the exact same place, time and heading?”

Captain Bane looked slowly over at the navigator and said, “Only if someone gave them that information before we left.”

The ship’s comm. system erupted in shouts and the sounds of both projectile and energy weapons being discharged.

Before anyone could react, the navigator stood up and pulled his side arm and shot the pilot in the back of the head. Captain Bane and Lieutenant Martin started to remove their side arms from their holsters. Lieutenant Crockett already had his gun aimed at my head. I saw his finger start to squeeze the trigger. Just as he fired, I saw his head snap back. His shot, instead of going through my brain, exploded in my chest.

Everything seemed to go in slow motion as I saw my blood eject from my body, seeing Crockett go limp and start to collapse. I felt no pain and heard no sound as my vision faded. I knew I was dead. Crockett had failed in his job, but still managed to kill me. Maybe that was enough. My last thought was that I had failed.

#

“The prisoner is awake, Sir.”

I slowly became aware of things. I wasn’t dead. That’s not possible. I was cold. Maybe they had my brain in a jar or something. My vision started to clear and I could start to make out figures standing around me. I could feel that I was bound to a chair. I also realized I was naked. I shook my head trying to clear it.

Another voice said, “Welcome to my ship the Pylkiy, Commander. I apologize for strapping you to the chair. We didn’t want you to fall out and injure yourself.” He chuckled and then said, “You’re my guest and the only surviving member of your crew. They put up a noble fight. At least until we evacuated the ship’s atmosphere into space.”

I could finally see my surroundings. I said, “Where am I? And who are you?”

He shrugged and said, “Forgive my manners. I’m your host, Captain Jostens. You’re on the Ergon vessel Pylkiy, on course to rendezvous with a cargo ship carrying other Alliance prisoners. I also apologize for your current condition. We had to make some an emergency accommodation for you. Our spy was to shoot your escort first so you would be undamaged. He was jettisoned into space with the rest of your crew.”

Current condition? What was he talking about? It was then that I started noticing things were not right. I looked down at my nude body and long strands of dark brown hair fell across my face. I saw that I had breasts. What the hell?

I looked back up at Captain Jostens and demanded, “What’s going on? What have you done to me?”

The Captain Jostens grinned and said smugly, “We didn’t have much time and our ship is too small to have stasis cells. Our medical advances are superior to your Alliance’s. Your body was dead and we didn’t have much time.

"We moved your brain to another host. All the rest of your ship’s crew was dead, and I wasn’t going to use any of ours, so we picked one of the prettier prostitutes we carry on the ship for the crew’s pleasure. I believe she was a young farm girl from one of your Alliance’s frontier systems. Anyway, we tossed her brain and inserted yours. You’re alive now. But I don’t expect any thanks from you.”  He then laughed.

I looked down at my naked body in shock and horror, confirming the captain’s words. I could feel the long hair across my back and I could see naked breasts. How could such technology exist? I said, “It’s impossible to transplant a brain into a new host!  This is some kind of mind trick!”

The captain laughed and walked over to me and slapped me hard across the face. The stinging impact jarred my vision and hurt like hell. He said, “Does that feel like a mind trick, little whore? Oh, it’s real. It’s our closest guarded secret. Makes it real easy to place spies.

"Just like the one who was your ship’s navigator. We captured the host body months ago as he stepped out of a bar, so drunk he could barely walk.  We discarded the brain, and put in a brain from one of our brave soldiers… the one we flushed out into space. Oh well.  We have spies like this all over the Alliance.  That’s why we’re winning.”  He grinned broadly.

“Why did you do this to me?” I asked as I looked again at the small, female body I now inhabited. “I’d figure you’d just get the image out of my brain and kill me.”

Captain Jostens smiled at me and said, “That’s a great idea!  Don’t worry. You’ll not only die later, you’ll probably be begging for it. While we can move brains around, we don’t possess the technology to extract that hologram overlaid in your memory. That’s why we’re transferring you to another ship that’s already on its way to one of our large bases. We need to know what was leaked.

"Sadly, since we don’t fully understand the technology involved, your brain is shredded in our extraction process. But don’t worry! We’ll recycle that lovely body by putting another high value prisoner inside it.”  He laughed heartily.

“You monsters! Butchers!” I sneered.  I expected to be hit again.

The captain stepped up close to me and said very seriously, “I don’t think you should be calling us butchers. Have you forgotten those four, heavily populated planets the Alliance completely blew up?”  To a crew member standing behind me, he barked, “Take this whore back to the prostitute’s quarters.  The men can enjoy this whore as much as they want as long as they don’t hurt her beyond repair or kill her. Any man that kills her goes out the airlock.”

He turned to me just before he left and said, “I don’t expect you to break. Couriers never break. Too disciplined.  So, it’s just fun.  Enjoy the slow trip to the rendezvous point.”  He walked out of the small room chuckling to himself.

The crew member untied me and jerked me roughly out of the chair. He then shoved me towards the door. “Come on, bitch. We don’t have all day.”

As I stumbled along, my mind raced. How is this possible? I knew I now had a girl’s body, but I just couldn’t force myself to believe it as possible. I wondered how much was just boasting about the number of spies in the Alliance or if it was true. How could I get this information back the high command?

“I’m cold,” I said truthfully. “Do I get clothes?”

The crew member poked me with his rifle and said, “You’re a whore. You don’t need clothes.”

“It never hurts to ask,” I said. The crewman jabbed his rifle into my ribs.  I groaned and said, “I guess it does hurt…”

A few moments later, the crewman unlocked a door and shoved me inside. I stumble inside as the door slammed shut and locked behind me. The room looked like a lobby, with girls, either nude or barely dressed in lingerie lounging in large chairs. One who was doing her make-up looked up when I was tossed into the room.

“Sandy!” the woman exclaimed. “You were gone so long, I was afraid you weren’t coming back.”

I looked at her quizzically and asked, “Sandy?”

She gasped and motioned me over to her. She said, “You’re not Sandy, are you?”

Frowning, I said, “Sorry. I’m not Sandy.”

Tears welling up in her eyes, she said nervously, “Where is she? And who are you?”

“I’m sorry, but your friend is dead,” I said without emotion. I was drained. I was still trying to grasp the idea that I was now and probably for the rest of my life, a girl. Not that I had much life left.

The woman set her make-up brush down and her eyes took on a faraway look. She said, “That’s too bad. I really liked her.  She was just a farm girl. She deserved better. So, who are you?” I wondered how often they swapped brains with prostitutes.  This woman didn’t even bat an eyelash at the idea that there was a different brain in her friend’s body.

At first I was hesitant to let on who I was. There’s no telling anymore who is who and what side they’re on. I mentally shrugged and decided that it really didn’t matter much anymore.  I said, “I’m Commander Stockton of the Alliance Navy at your service.” I bowed slightly.

The woman laughed lightly and said, “Cute. I’m guessing that because of the no kill order on you that you are most likely a courier.  Relax, I’m… or rather, used to be Captain Wilson, Alliance Ground Forces. That’s right. Don’t look surprised. I used to be male like you. The Ergons seem to take perverse delight in making prostitutes out of their enemies.”

Picking up a jar of make-up of some sort, rolling it in her fingers, she said, “I’ve been a whore so long, I really don’t remember my life before that.  You’re lucky. You’ll be dead soon.”

I said, “I have to hold on to the idea of escape. The information I’m carrying is vital to the war effort.”

“Sandy… I’m going to call you Sandy… Are you really that naïve?” asked the former Captain Wilson. “Do you honestly think the Alliance is going to risk putting all its apples into one basket? There’s probably a dozen or more couriers like you trying to get back to HQ.  Ha. Wouldn’t it be funny if yours is a blank? Just a decoy and they don’t discover that until after your brain is scrambled?”

“Hilarious,” I said without humor.

The door opened a bit, and one of the girls walked over to it. After a few moments, the girl called out, “Bambi! The third deck gunnery crew is demanding you come to them now.”

Bambi, otherwise known as Captain Wilson smiled with tired eyes. “Lucky me. I’m their favorite. I don’t even bother to resist any more.  If you’re smart, you won’t either. Unless you just enjoy being slapped around.”  She then turned and walked slowly towards the door.

A girl got up and walked past me towards what looked like living quarters. She said, “It’s funny. I remember that I used to enjoy using prostitutes.”  She walked down the hallway and entered a room.

#

The slap stung and jarred my vision. I said, “I’m sorry sir. I thought you wanted…”  My neck hurt from the jarring slap on my other cheek.

“Think?” boomed the man standing naked in front of me. “Whores don’t think! If you had brains, you wouldn’t be a whore, now would you?”  He then laughed at his little joke.  He pointed at his penis and said, “I need to take a piss.” He gestured towards his penis again.

My stomach churned. I felt nauseated. The crew on this ship was made up of some of the sickest people I’ve ever encountered. I realized that they took great pleasure in having their way with a member of the Alliance military. But the abject depravity disgusted and horrified me.

I think it has only been a week and I could no longer remember how many times I’d been raped and brutalized.  I looked at the man pointing at his penis and decided I’d had enough. I mean, what were they going to do to me?

I lunged towards him before he could react and took all of his genitals into my mouth. I ignored my gag reflex as his manhood filled my mouth. And then I bit as hard as I could. The warm flow of iron tinged liquid flowed into my mouth as my teeth came together and his genitals separated from his body. The man’s blood curdling scream was terrifying as I spit his blood and manhood onto the floor.

Blood spurted down his legs as he clamped his hands over the place where his penis used to be. He screamed, “You fucking bitch! Arrgh! I’ll kill you!” He collapsed to his knees, howling in pain.

The door flew open and in burst several armed men carrying what looked like long poles. They were shock rods and they hit the man with one in the back of his neck and struck me with one as well. I passed out.

When I came to, I found that I was hanging from my arms, tied to the ceiling. My legs were shacked together. My arms ached from holding my body up.  Captain Jostens stood in front of me. Several other officers stood around, all of them holding girls by their hair.

The captain saw that I was awake and he grinned. He said, “Now that was fucking funny! No really.  I’m sure that ass-clown deserved it. But it was a pointless gesture. His cock has been re-attached.  But you know, as funny as that was, we just can’t have our prostitutes being so blatantly insolent.  I brought a few of them here so they can watch what happens to naughty girls.”  The captain gestured and two men approached me carrying shock rods.

They had the power turned down so I wouldn’t pass out, but the pain was agonizing as they shoved the shock rods against my nipples and into my vagina. I screamed and tugged against the ropes that bound my arms. The girls watching cried.

#

“Wake up, sleeping beauty!” shouted the Captain Jostens. The constant drone of the ship’s engines was gone.  He said, “This is where you get off. We have docked with the cargo ship carrying other prisoners on the way to one of our frontier worlds. Don’t look so sad! Rejoice, whore. In just a few days from now, you will be free of all pain and misery.”

I looked up at him with dull eyes. I ached and hurt all over. I looked into his eyes and couldn’t even muster enough strength to hate him. I had wanted to kill him with my own hands, but I knew I’d never see him again after I’d left the ship.

I just laid there in my bed and groaned. I no longer cared at all. I said, “Go to hell.”

The captain snapped his fingers and two men picked me up by my shoulders and dragged me from room. I was dragged through the common room and several girls sat in their chairs and watched me being dragged away.

The girl formerly known as Captain Wilson said, “Sandy, remember. You’re a Alliance officer!”

At first I wanted to tell her to go to hell too. But instead I stood up straight and shook my arms free of the men’s grip. I tossed my hair over my shoulder with a whip of my head and naked and aching, I walked under my own power out into the cramped corridor.

As we approached the airlock, crew from the other ship walked through, one of them holding a leather collar.  The captain waved his hand and said, “That’s unnecessary. She’s very docile now.  Except in bed!” He laughed.

The man holding the collar nodded and said, “Follow me, girl. You’ll be tossed in with the rest of the ship’s prostitutes.”

As the airlock’s hatch began to close, Captain Jostens pretended to wipe away a tear. He said, “I’ll miss you!”  He laughed again.

After we cleared the airlock and were in a narrow passageway of the cargo ship, the crewman escorting me said, “This isn’t a combat ship, girl. The men here aren’t quite as gruff. You won’t be abused here. Well, unless you don’t do as you’re told. I know you’re special cargo, but I still expect you to perform.”

We walked into the common room. Several girls were sitting around talking, and doing things like combing or braiding each other’s hair.  My escort said, “We have a new whore. She’s only with us until we reach the hell planet Abrams, which is in about a month. Show her how to make herself more presentable.”  He turned on his heel and left, closing and locking the hatchway behind him.

One of the girls, an older woman who seemed to be the queen bee among the prostitutes said, “Oh honey, please. Follow me. You’ve been mistreated. I’ll never understand why men think they have to hurt women.  Since we’re here to give them pleasure, you’d think that’d be enough.”

The woman led me to a back room where there was a swirling, hot bath. I’ve only had a wet cloth to clean myself on the other ship. Oh God that bath looked so inviting!

“Here, honey. Let me help you settle into the bath. I’m sure you’ll feel so much better.”

“Thank you,” I managed to say as she and another girl helped lower me into the bath. Oh God, the bath felt like heaven, with its swirling, hot, bubbling water. I closed my eyes and for the first time since my capture, I relaxed. Never had a bath felt so wonderful before. The woman poured water over my head and lathered up my hair and proceeded to wash it.

The woman said, “The men on those war ships are animals. I guess I can’t really blame them in a way. Any moment they could be dead. But they don’t have to be so rough. So, what’s your name, sweetie? I’m Maura.”

There was no reason for any of these girls to know my past, so I just said, “Sandy. My name is Sandy. I’m happy to meet you, Maura.”

Maura smiled and said, “We’re happy to have you here, Sandy. Follow the rules, please the man you’re with and keep your appearance up, and you should have a more or less pleasant month here.”

I felt like a new girl after getting out of the bath and dried off. Maura showed me my quarters and I was surprised to see such a nice bed. We were on a cargo ship after all. The room, while small, had a closet full of sexy clothes, and a vanity table complete with cosmetics. After everything I’d been through, seeing these things made me happy.

#

I was lying in my bed on top of the satin sheets, feeling fresh as I’d just come from the bath. I had been a prostitute for a week so far on this ship and considering my previous experience, it had actually been pleasant. If you consider not being slapped multiple times per visit, or kicked, punched, dragged by my hair as “pleasant.” Mind you these things still happened, just not with the frequency and brutality as on the other ship.

I almost felt like I was on vacation. There were a couple of the men that were becoming my favorite sex partners because they hit me the least. But if the man wasn’t pleased, there was always punishment. It was going to be a long month.

I tried not to think of what was going to happen to me when we reached our destination.

Maura stepped into my room and said, “Sandy, you need to make yourself presentable, sweetie. You have a VIP in the officer’s quarters. They expect you in half an hour.”

I sat up and said, “VIP? Is it the captain? I don’t think I’ve ever met him.”

Maura shrugged and said, “Maybe. But I doubt it. I understand he doesn’t like prostitutes. Anyway, get ready. You need to hurry.”

While it had only been a week, I had become quite expert at applying make-up. I wasn’t given any instructions, so I decided to go with smoky eyes with long, black lashes.  A pastel pink lipstick matched the color I already had on my nails. Unless told to ramp it up with darker reds, I tried to stay understated.

I spent several minutes brushing my long hair out and I decided to put in my large, silver hoop earrings. On this ship, they expected you to look the part, not just be a breathing female like the other ship.

We were rarely allowed to walk through the ship, but when we did, we couldn’t travel through the corridors naked. We had to wear a simple, white dress and sandals. A crew member was waiting for me outside the whorehouse and I followed him to the officers’ area in the center of the ship. The rooms were definitely larger than the regular crews’ quarters.

“Girl. Wait in this room. Your VIP will be here shortly,” said the crew member.

The room was largely empty. I guessed no one lived in this particular room. I tried to turn on the computer, but it seemed most of the items in the room had had their power removed. I sat on the room’s bed and fretted about what I faced next. I turned to face the door when there was a single knock on it. That was odd. Nobody ever knocks. 

A tall, ruggedly handsome man entered.  He looked tired, and his eyes revealed an even greater weariness. As the door was closed behind him, he just stood there for a moment with a confused look on his face. He looked quickly about the room. He approached me and looked me over and shook his head.

He said, “Don’t worry, girl. I’m not going to harm you. I’m not even sure why they brought me here to this room with you.”  He studied me again and continued, “My God. What do they do to you girls?”  He touched my arm under one of the bruises I have accumulated.  He shook his head and under his breath, he said, “Savages.” He looked away and stared at the wall as he frowned.

I stood up and took a step towards him and touched his arm. I said, “Am I not pleasing to you, sir?  Please, let me bring you pleasure.”

He moved gruffly so my hand slipped from his arm. He looked at me with disgust. He said, “I’m sorry girl. I don’t blame you for what they have you do. I’m sure you’d rather be back to wherever they snatched you from.”

He studied me again and said, “You are pleasing. You are very beautiful. You’d be even more so if you were not so bruised and cut. But I do not want your services.” He looked away from me. He muttered to himself, “I guess they thought a prostitute would soften me up.”

I slid to my knees beside him and touched his pants leg. I said, “Please sir! If I don’t please you I’ll be punished! Let me bring you pleasure.”

He smiled at me and said, “Stand up girl. I’ll tell the Ergon scum that you pleased me very much.  We don’t brutalize women in the Alliance Navy.”

I stood there silent for a moment with a confused look. Did he just say Alliance? Was this a trick?  He turned to leave the room. I shook my head to clear the weeks of abuse and said, “Are you Alliance?”

He turned to me and smiled. He said, “Yes I am. I’m a prisoner here. I think by giving me you, they thought I might loosen up and talk.”  He again started to turn towards the door.

My eyes went wide as I leaped forward and grabbed the sleeve of his shirt.  “Don’t go! Please! Can you help me?”

He pulled my hand from his sleeve. He said, “I wish I could help you, miss. I really do. But I’m a prisoner. I can’t do anything for you.”  He turned again to go.

“No, wait!” I pleaded. “You don’t understand. I’m a Alliance officer! I’m a courier!”

The man laughed. He said, “The Alliance doesn’t commission young girls. I’m not sure where you heard some of these terms, but nice try.”

I tugged on his shirt and said, “I’m not really a girl. We can’t let the Ergons get what’s inside my brain! Then they’ll know how we got it and probably who gave the data to us!”

He frowned and said, “You look like a real girl to me. I can’t tell if this is a joke or a trick.”

“Listen! I’m Commander Stockton. I’m a courier and I was being transported on  Doblestnyy. There was a spy who sent our jump data to the Ergons. They intercepted us and killed the crew. My escort only managed to kill my body, not destroy my head. The Ergons medical technology is more advanced than ours. They were able to transplant my brain into this farm girl’s body. Don’t look at me like that. I’m telling the truth!”

He just looked at me for a moment. He said, “That’s quite a story, miss. How did you find time to make it up?”

“What’s your name and rank?” I asked, losing patience.

The man frowned and said, “Since it doesn’t really matter if I tell you, I’m Captain Walker, commanding officer of the Holcombe.  Well, was anyway.”

“Captain, what I’m about to tell you may sound fantastic, but it’s true, and it’s a major threat to the Alliance,” I said, trying to look as earnest as possible.

Captain Walker sat down in one of the room’s chairs and said, “Well girl, as I have no real desire to return to my prison cell, I’ll humor you. Just what is this threat?”

“Listen carefully, Captain,” I said sitting in the other chair and rolling it close to Captain Walker so I could speak in low tones. “The Ergons have some method of transferring a living brain from one host to another. The navigator aboard the Doblestnyy was an Alliance officer in the Navy. Fingerprints, DNA – everything. No question of his loyalty.

"And that was the problem. In his head was a Ergon’s brain. He had all the jump locations, which he sent to the Ergon command. On the third jump, they matched vector exactly and boarded the ship. My escort tried to put a bullet in my head, but was killed just as he shot. Only my body was hit. The Ergon captain of the attacking ship put my brain into the body of a poor farm girl who had been forced into prostitution on his ship.”

Captain Walker looked as if he was almost buying it, but he said, “How can they have this ability? Wouldn’t it leave some evidence of surgery? Like shaving your head or something?”

“I just know they can do it, Captain,” I said, starting to get frustrated. “You’re not understanding the gravity of this. They can capture one of us, replace our brain with one of theirs, and now a trusted crewman is in fact a spy or saboteur. How was your ship captured?”

Walker looked thoughtful for a moment. He said, “Good God. If what you say is true, the threat could be widespread and undetectable!  I’m still not sure if I believe it though.”  He shrugged and said, “Our ship was taken by surprise after a problem with the navigation computer dropped us back into real space by chance on the same course as an Ergon vessel. It was almost as if it was waiting to ambush us.

“I know what you’re thinking. Just like the rest of my bridge crew, my navigator’s loyalty is unquestioned. I’ve known him since just after my commission.”

I thought for a moment and then said, “What about your computer engineer? How well did you know him?”

The captain looked thoughtful for a minute. He finally said, “He was a last minute replacement. But I checked him out myself. He’s a lieutenant and has served in the Alliance Navy for over five years.”

“That’s him!” I jumped up. “I’d stake my life on it. He’s the Ergon spy that got you captured.”

The captain stood up too and said, “That’s quite a charge to make, miss. Especially for someone you’ve never met.”

“I don’t have proof. I’m positive there’s an Ergon brain inside that lieutenant’s head.”

Captain Walker said, “I’m not sure if I believe you, but Lieutenant Smith has always kept to himself. Whether he is or not, what you’re saying does make some sense when you think about what happened to you and to my ship.  It’s got me thinking…

“From what I’ve been able to garner from the crew of this ship, we’re not going to one of the many prisons the Ergons operate on numerous asteroids. We’re going to a regional head quarters. You’re going there I imagine, because they’ll have the facilities to remove that hologram from your brain. But for us… for us they could change out our brains and infiltrate us with people with unquestioned loyalty!  This could be a disaster!”

I nodded and said, “I agree Captain. The problem is what can we do about it?”

Captain Walker looked suddenly very serious. He said, “We’ll have to do whatever we can to make sure none of us live to be taken to the surface.”

Leaning in towards him, I said, “If you do that, you must either find a way to destroy this ship or you must kill me. If you fail, they’ll get the data in my head.”

#

Maura looked up as I entered the prostitute’s common room.  As I approached her, she said, “Well, Sandy. How was your VIP?”

I wasn’t going to tell her the truth. I said, “He was great. He was a Alliance prisoner and he was very nice to me. A perfect gentleman. Did you know they don’t have prostitutes on their naval vessels?”

Maura smirked and said, “It must be boring for the men.”

Sounding irritated, I said, “The point is that they don’t force us to have sex with them. They don’t do that to us!”

Obviously peeved, Maura said, “Look. I don’t care where you are from. You’re no longer part of the Alliance. You are a whore for the pleasure of the men on this ship and that’s all you will be until the day you die. You got that, whore?”

“What’s biting you?” I asked. “I was telling you this time I wasn’t smacked around for once.”

“Sandy, you and the other girls are here for one purpose only,” Maura said after taking a deep breath. “And from what I’ve been told, you’re doing that quite well. You’ve only been disciplined twice. You get asked for by name a lot. That doesn’t happen often with the other girls. I thought you enjoyed having sex. And now here you are, suggesting that our enemies are better men. You’re a prostitute. Men are just men. Doesn’t matter where they come from.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I just tend to notice when someone doesn’t slap or beat me.”

Maura shook her head and gave me a weak smile. She said, “They all do eventually, honey. They all do eventually….”

#

I sat on my bed, trying to keep from crying. I was an emotional wreck. I’d been a woman and a prostitute for well over a month now and none of that bothered me anymore. In fact, it was almost routine. No, what was bothering me now was that the overhead comm. system had just announced that within the hour we’d be re-entering normal space at the Ergon planet Abrams. Our final destination.

None of the other girls cared much. It’s not like they were going to get a few days off planet-side.  It was just another day for them. But for me, this was probably my last day to live. Captain Walker must not have been able to find a way to hijack the ship or at least find a way to get everyone killed so their bodies couldn’t be used to infiltrate the Alliance.

Maura walked into my room and looked at me with a puzzled look. She said, “I just got word to get you ready to leave. You’re being transferred to the base down on the planet. I’m jealous. The official military brothels are so much better than on these ships.”

I just smiled at her and said, “Oh? That’ll be a nice change.”  I wasn’t going to say I was on my way to have my brain scrambled.

Maura seemed irritated. She said, “Still, I’m surprised they wanted you.”

I looked at Maura sideways and said, “Is there someone more deserving?”

Eyes flashing, Maura said, “Yeah! Me! I’ve been on this tin can long enough! I’ve done my job. I’ve kept you girls in line and kept the crew happy. It’s time for a change.”

I smirked at Maura and said, “Remember, you’re just a whore. Your feelings don’t really count for anything.”

Scowling, Maura said, “Okay, bitch. Put some make-up on and change into your white dress and sandals. The transport will dock with us as soon as we reach orbit. I want you ready before we dock.”

I was a little surprised that Maura thought she’d have some kind of reward for being a good custodian of a whorehouse. I don’t blame her for wanting something new, but we really are little more than entertainment.

I had just slipped into my dress when the overhead crackled to life. The voice said, “Stand by for transport shuttle docking. Stand… Holy shit! Where did that co…”

The ship was suddenly rocked by an explosion coming from what I took as the fore end of the ship. The hull was suddenly pelted by scores of small impacts. The ship rocked from another explosion.

The overhead shouted, “Repel boarders! General quarters!” and then it went silent.

I laughed out loud. Captain Walker must have finally made his move. I rushed to the door to get out into the rest of the ship.

Maura shouted to one of the girls near the hatchway, “Latch that door! Now! We’re under attack!”

“I’m getting out of here!” I shouted to Maura as I tried to rush past her towards the door.

That’s when I noticed Maura had a gun in her hand. She said, “Stay where you are, bitch! That includes the rest of you. Nobody leaves. It’s my job to keep everyone safe in this room until the crew have defeated the attackers.”

“Get out of the way, Maura,” I shouted. “You’ve been nice to me. I don’t want to have to hurt you.”

Maura laughed and said, “You and what army, bitch? You’re not ruining my chance to get my life back! I was told if I do everything right, and keep you girls safe and quiet, I’d get my body back!”

Alarms were ringing all over the ship. Even through the bulkheads, shouts and gunfire could be heard. I didn’t know what Walker’s plan was, but I really wanted to be a part of it. I didn’t have time for this nonsense.

I said, “You’re a man?”

Maura sneered, “I was. This was my punishment. My way back to good graces with my commanding officer!”

I laughed, “You’re a girl forever, Maura. Deal with it and let me past.”

Maura pointed her gun straight at my head as she shouted, “You’re wrong! Nobody move or I will shoot!”

At that moment there was a blinding flash and a deafening explosion as a breaching charge blew in the heavy metal hatchway. The door flew from its hinges and smashed into Maura and knocked her to the floor, her gun flying from her hand. The hatchway door landing on her head. A dark pool of blood spread from under the door.

Holding an assault rifle, Captain Walker rushed in through the open door. He shouted, “Commander! We have to hurry. We’ve set the jump engine to overload.”  I rushed up to him and he took my hand and started to pull me through the door.

“Wait! Wait!” I shouted. “What about these other girls? We can’t leave them here!”

He frowned, but then Captain Walker nodded his head. He shouted, “Marine! Escort these women onto the Bronson, quickly. Until we can interrogate them for spies, put them into a holding cell.” He then pulled me from the room.

Alarms and flashing lights permeated the ship’s interior as we ran past crumpled bodies of Ergon marines and a few Alliance marines. The ship vibrated wildly as the jump engine sped unrestrained. There were still shots and small explosions.

Captain Walker had a death grip on my hand as he pulled me quickly through the ship. I could barely catch my breath, but I said, “Captain! What’s going on?”

Pausing to make few shots down a corridor, Captain Walker turned to me and said, “A new device on Alliance ships allows it to extract data from an attacking Ergon vessel and send the data via sub-ether.”

I nodded. I said, “I was told about that on the Doblestnyy.”

“Well, the Doblestnyy managed to capture data from the ship that attacked it, and my ship did the same thing with the attacking ship. High Command was able to discover that this cargo ship was going to be arriving in orbit at this exact time. It was daring, but they sent a ship to drop into normal space almost broadside with this cargo ship.

"The instant they dropped, they destroyed the transport shuttle and blew a hole through the bridge of this ship. They then breached the hull and boarded. We need to get off this thing and make a quick jump to anywhere before the base below can react. Their priority was to rescue me and my crew. They don’t know about you.”

We finally made it about halfway through the ship to the breach airlock. There was vicious fighting as the Ergon crew amassed a huge retaliation attack. They wanted desperately to stop the jump engine from detonating and Alliance forces were in the way. If nothing else, they wanted to make sure nobody got away as the resulting explosion would take out the Alliance ship as well.

Captain Walker said, “Damn! We can’t get past them!” He turned to a young officer next to us and while bullets ricocheted around us, he said, “Lieutenant. Take this girl and some men and find a way around this fighting back to the Bronson. She is why you are here. You are to defend her at all costs. Wait as long as you can, but even if the rest of us are not on the Bronson, you are ordered to leave to return her to the High Command.  Is that understood?”

The lieutenant looked at me with an odd expression and said, “Understood sir.”  He pointed to three other marines and indicated that they follow him.  We then hurried down an empty corridor.

“Stay close to me, miss,” said the lieutenant. “I think we can squeeze through this maintenance tunnel up ahead.”  He studied the device showing a map in his hand for a few more moments before putting it back into his pocket.

The tunnel was small, cramped and unpleasantly hot. A few times, the lieutenant had to remove bolts to open a panel for us to go through.  The whine from the jump engine was reaching a fever pitch. I no longer believed that we were going to make it. The skirt of my dress caught on some bolts or something several times, slowing us down. 

I heard a marine behind me whisper to his buddy behind him, “Maybe she should just take her clothes off.”

We finally reached an open corridor. There was a loud report and the marine on point went down in a shower of blood the moment he exited the tunnel.

“Shit!” yelled the lieutenant. He pulled some device from the belt on his waist and pulled a pin. He turned back to look at me and said, “Don’t look, miss.”

I turned away and closed my eyes. There was a very loud explosion and I saw a bright light even through my closed eyes. I was horrified when I felt the lieutenant leave me and heard scuffling sounds. I opened my eyes.

A moment later, I heard several shots ring out and then the lieutenant’s voice shout, “Clear!” I got a push on my butt from the marine behind me, indicating that I move forward.

The lieutenant said to the other marines as they filed into the corridor, “Stay frosty. I think it’s a clear shot back to the breach. There might still be some stray crew about.  Remember, protect her.”

One of the marines picked up his fallen comrade and slung him over his shoulder. We then proceeded quickly but cautiously down the corridor. A few minutes later, we arrived at a make-shift command center. Several marines were guarding the corridor entrances and several more were managing the communications.

The lieutenant walked up to a marine standing near the breach airlock, holding me by the arm. He said, “Marine, take this VIP to a safe place on the Bronson. You are to remain with her until further orders. Should it appear the Ergons succeed in repelling our attack and enter the Bronson, you are to put a bullet in her head. Understood?”

The marine looked shocked, but said, “Understood sir.”  To me, he said, “Follow me, miss.”

Before the airlock door closed to begin cycling the air, I heard over the radio, “We’re through. We’ll be at the airlock in five minutes.”

#

“Sandy! Hey wait up!”

I turned around to see the familiar face of Captain Walker running up to me from behind. I had just left the Administration Building where there had been a closed door hearing on what the military should do with me.

I smiled as he approached and said, “Captain…” I then saw the rank on his uniform. “Oh, Rear Admiral Walker! Well congrats! It’s good to see you again.”

Walker grinned back at me. “Yep. At twenty-three, I’m the youngest admiral in the fleet. I see you made captain. I’m surprised they didn’t make you an admiral. I mean you single-handedly saved the Alliance! I saw you on TV standing behind the tribunal as the Ergons accepted a cease-fire.”

I frowned. The press had gone crazy over me, which was causing me a lot of problems. I said, “All I did was delivered the data.”

“You were the only surviving courier,” said Admiral Walker. “They didn’t have time to create more than three of you. That data contain everything! Including about the Ergon plans to swap brains to infiltrate. We cleaned house pretty quickly. And it’s all due to you.”

I smiled at him and said, “Well, you did get me off that cargo ship, Admiral.”

There was a sudden awkward silence for a few moments. Then Admiral Walker said, “How did your hearing go?”

“Oh, it went great, I guess,” I said. “They didn’t know what to do with me. The girl I am now was underage to be in the military, despite where the fact that my brain is old enough. The press showed me, as a young girl, being the hero of the Alliance so they were basically stuck with me. Not that they were trying to get rid of me.

They just didn’t know how to make me fit in all the rules. Since no one knows how old this girl was as there are no records since we don’t even know her home world, they just declared me as being eighteen and eligible to be in the military. It also makes me eligible to date non-teen agers.”

“That’s great news about being able to stay in,” said the admiral with a smile. “Say, would you be interested in joining me for lunch?”

“Why Admiral! Are you asking me out on a date?” I asked grinning.

Admiral Walker shrugged and said, “I guess I am.”

I smiled and said, “I’d love to. I’m starving.”

He took my hand and we walked slowly to the base commissary.

The End

###


Girl Squad
 

Sometimes luck is all you have.

I never get used to it. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve been reconstituted over the course of my career in the Alliance Space Defense, but my reaction is always the same. I hate it. Pretty much like everyone else does as well from what I keep hearing. That horrible feeling, the blinding flash, the millions of tiny pin pricks. Nobody likes being reconstituted.

I was never sure if I trusted the digital file stored holographically inside the ship’s computer when you were sanded, the boon and bane of the Alliance Deep Space Division. Sanded being the common slang term for the dehydration process, because your physical body is reduced to your volume in a mix of de-ionized water and silica gel.

Since sand is sand and water is water, and are only used to convert mass, an individual doesn’t get their own canisters. Military spacecraft are kept to minimum mass and so anything that will reduce the need for creature comforts is a major plus.

An individual could be stored indefinitely as a file, which for Alliance Deep Space Forces it was quite a resource saver.  No need to waste space for little things like air, food and water for the crew.  Just dehydrate them and reconstitute them when needed.

A backup of your file is stored on Alliance High Command computers as a backup in case of accidents.  But if the ship you’re assigned to decides you were killed in action, a sub-ether transmission is made and for security reasons, your backup file is deleted.  This also happens after ten days if your ship is captured.

Most every Alliance vessel has a “sander”, but for ships with a crew greater than five, the devices are usually secured from use. Most crews on large ships don’t even know they’re there. Because of weight and computer resources, each sander unit can only store ten people at one time.

There are overlays that can be impressed on the person being reconstituted that could change their appearance.  The entertainment modules are illegal on all Alliance vessels but they always managed to find their way onto a ship. There are also a failsafe on the system to prevent espionage.

The Sander doesn’t normally allow someone to put their mind into another person’s body. So far, our enemy, the Ergon Union has never successfully stolen our dehydration technology. They continue to rely on cryo-tech which takes up precious space and resources on the ship and has reliability issues.

The Lola protocol was by far the most popular and the most illegal of the entertainment modules. It was modeled on the most wicked, sexy prostitute who ever lived from Seka-5, just outside Alliance space. The prostitute had elevated sex to a high art form. She died over a hundred years ago, but her legend lives on.

The module was originally developed for espionage and was an incredibly complex set of programs. Since it was developed for espionage, the programming will turn you into a sex-crazed bimbo when there’s no danger and men are around, to bringing back your full mental state in an emergency. There are built in security protocols that an Alliance officer can trigger in a person under Lola.

On Alliance vessels, since the module requires an actual base person, someone would volunteer… or in most cases, gets volunteered without their knowledge to be reconstituted with the Lola overlay. They then become this amazingly beautiful woman with the original Lola’s amazing sexual skills.

As the protocol overlays the mind, it cannot be detected by outside means. If being used for spying, even set for full prostitute mode, the person under the protocol is still listening and gathering information. When used for entertainment, after the crew has their way, the person is ordered to forget everything while they were Lola so most never know they just had wild sex with every man on board the ship.

There is also an emergency protocol that is rarely used, just because it is kind of creepy and almost never a needed. It was called the MAJ-I protocol or more commonly, the Spare Crew member. It looks like a man, but it is a construct, like the Lola protocol, but also based on an actual person and not just an overlay, who lived over a hundred years ago.

It would be under control by the ship’s computer, but because it was a copy of an actual human being, it would talk and act on its own. Up to a point.

The question that was always on my mind after the wave of nausea subsides, was what is going at this time that I needed to be brought back out? Recon vessels are mostly autonomous. I steadied myself against the sanding chamber’s door.

As my vision cleared, a voice I didn’t recognize from behind me said, “That’s the last crew member. Five newly minted sex kittens prototyped from the most amazing whore who ever lived. I’ve kept my end of the bargain. I trust you keep yours.”

“But of course, admiral. But of course.” I didn’t recognize that voice either, but I recognized the Ergon accent.

Before me, kneeled on the floor of the command deck of my scout ship were four naked girls, looking identical and all with vacuous smiles. Long strands of blonde hair fell across my face. Oh my God, I thought. My whole crew and I have been reconstituted using the Lola entertainment module!

Whoever this admiral was said, “They are all docile and extremely hungry for sex. I think you will be very pleased with them.”

I turned around and was shocked at what I saw. I recognized the admiral who spoke. He was Admiral Lawrence who oversaw reconnaissance operations for the Alliance. Several Ergon Union officers stood around him. And they were all standing in the cramped command center of my Alliance scout ship, the Bellerophon.

One of the Ergon officers pointed at me and shouted, “Girl! Down on your knees!”

I wanted to tell him to fuck off, but instead I submissively obeyed his order and slipped to my knees. The Lola module must have been activated at max nympho. As I looked around, I wanted to fuck every man present.

One of the Ergon officers, a ship’s captain according to his insignias, said, “This is amazing Admiral. I’ve read reports about this incredible technology. It’s so much more efficient than our own cryo-tech. Until you showed me, I never would have believed you. And you don’t even have to come back as yourself! Must make for fun ship parties.”

Admiral Lawrence shrugged. “The Lola module is actually illegal on all Alliance vessels though it always seems to manage to find its way into every ship’s computer. The change, such as with the Lola entertainment module isn’t permanent and they still need to have a base person. If you were to sand the crew again, they would be stored back with their own profiles intact.”

The Ergon officer shifted his stance. “So, Admiral. Is this an agreeable compromise? I allow this crew to live, but in a capacity that does not jeopardize my ship or crew. Since my ship is small I have no space for prisoners. Do I have your word as an officer and a gentleman to not try to contact the Alliance or cause harm to my vessel and crew?”

Admiral Lawrence nodded. “What could one man do anyway, captain?”

The Ergon captain raised his eyebrow. “A desperate man could do a lot.”

The admiral painfully grabbed a handful of my hair. “Captain. Asking as one man to another, may I have use of one of your new girls for an hour?”

The Ergon captain grinned. “You don’t have any scruples, do you Admiral? Fucking one of your own men. I like that. You have one hour.”

#

Admiral Lawrence led me by my long hair to his quarters and gruffly pushed me inside. After he closed the door, he seemed to relax.

Alone with a man, the Lola protocol took over and I walked up close to him and began to nuzzle against his neck, giving him little kisses as I felt for his crotch. I wanted to punch him in the throat and beat the traitor with any handy heavy object.

He pulled back for a moment and I was so worked up, that I managed to over-ride the programming for just long enough to shout, “Traitor!”

Lawrence grabbed a handful of my hair and pulled my face to his. He kissed me hard and deeply. I couldn’t resist. I just met his kisses with my own. Captain Lawrence whispered into my ear, “Security protocol. Check for listening devices.”

My eyes glazed over and my hearing switched to high frequency mode to listen for the high pitch squeal that emanates from small listening devices. After a few moments of listening, my eyes and hearing returned to normal. “No devices detected.” I then smiled vacuously at the admiral.

Lawrence took a deep breath. “I haven’t been with a woman in over a subjective year. So little one, the first thing I’m going to do is fuck your brains out. Then I’m going to give you your orders.”

He then dropped his pants, revealing a huge member that caused me to squeal with delight and drop to my knees. My mind switched to full prostitute mode and all I wanted to do was get his cock inside me.

Oh God, I wanted him inside me. I played with his growing cock, trying to get him harder before sliding him into my mouth. A few minutes after that, he forced me down on his bed and pushed his massive dick inside my now very wet pussy. I closed my eyes and moaned with a pleasure I’ve never experienced before in my life. I was so glad to be a woman…

Lying next to each other on his bed after he finished, though he was still pulsing his seed inside me, Admiral Lawrence kissed me and then said, “Captain Stewart. I have a job for you.”

I smiled sweetly at him. “Another blow job?”

The admiral frowned. “Snap out of it Captain. I need to give you an assignment.” He slid out of me.

My mind cleared as we both sat up and faced each other. With a sudden fury I slapped him hard across his face. “You fucking, traitorous bastard!”

Admiral Lawrence massaged his cheek for a moment. “That’s gross insubordination captain, but I admit that I deserved that.”

“How did you get on my ship? The moment the Ergon ship was in proximity, I should have been awakened so I could hit the emergency jump button!” Some ships, such as mine that operate close or inside Ergon space have a stored up charge to jump to a pre-calculated safe location. It’s for emergency use only as it leaves the vessel vulnerable for several hours afterwards.

Lawrence glanced away for a moment. “I gave the Ergon captain the codes to remotely disable the alarms aboard your ship. You and your vessel were safely stored inside the Ergon vessel’s hold before we reconstituted you.”

I started to slap him again, but he caught my arm. “You sorry piece of shit! You disabled our alarms? The high command won’t even bother with a court-martial over that. They’ll take you straight to a firing squad.”

Lawrence stared at the wall and frowned. “Maybe. But I had no choice really.”

He was still holding my wrist. “You had no choice but to turn me and my crew into a bunch of whores? And to give the Ergon our newest, most advanced scout ship? You just handed over our most secret technology?”

The admiral was still holding my wrist. “I’m going to let go. You need to hear me out. Don’t slap me again.” I nodded.

A few seconds after he let go of my wrist, I slapped him hard again.

With a snarl, he grabbed my wrist again. “Are you done? I have a plan. Or do you want to die as a whore on an Ergon ship?”

I relaxed my arm and sighed. “Okay. What’s this plan of yours?”

He let go of my arm and sat up a little straighter. “First a little background. Don’t worry.  I was on a minimum crew frigate to our outpost on QU-6. We stretched our jump a bit too much and blew out our jump coil. We were just coasting in normal space. We called HQ and they dispatched a tender. Those things are practically tethered to a planet so it was going to take a while. An Ergon ship detected us.

Long story short, we couldn’t repel the boarders. They captured me, and flushed my crew into space. They were going to take the ship as well, but several Alliance ships arrived nearby and so they left as quickly as possible with a very dangerous random jump.

“By chance, that jump brought the Ergon vessel within detecting range to yours, but not close enough to set off an alarm. The Ergon captain asked me if there was a way to take the scout ship without the crew having time to sabotage it?

"What an asinine question, right? But knowing how he didn’t hesitate to jettison the frigate’s crew, I didn’t want your crew to share the same fate if possible. That’s when I hatched this crazy idea. We’ll probably still all die, but maybe not in vain.”

I just sat there a moment and stared at him. “So your brilliant plan was to surrender the Bellerophon and turn me and my crew into whores?”

Lawrence nodded. “Yes.”

I jumped up, my boobs bouncing. “If I could get a weapon, I’d shoot you myself!”

The admiral motioned for me to sit. “Let me tell you my idea and then you can shoot me.”

I slowly sat back down and glared at the admiral. “Okay. Talk.”

Admiral Lawrence waved his hand in an arc in front of me. “Some of this will just have to be dumb luck. But I think it’ll work if we use our brains. Your crew is now sex crazed girls. Discipline on Ergon ships is pretty lax; especially in their deep space operations. Their men are going to be very relaxed around you as they’ll see you as merely sex toys. They’ll talk. And you girls will listen. Listen to everything.”

“Listen for what? And why?” I asked frowning.

The admiral leaned forward. “They’re going to consider you as just dumb, empty headed girls. So be curious. Ask questions. Questions like ‘hey, what’s this do?’ You don’t want them to get suspicious. Listen to their crew talk. Watch and observe.”

I sighed heavily. “Begging the admiral’s pardon, but what good does it do to collect any intel at all?”

Admiral Lawrence grinned humorlessly. “That’s where the luck part comes in. When we have a lot of knowledge of something big, it’ll be worth the risk of trying to get to the Bellerophon to send a message out.”

I nodded, though I was very skeptical. “I’ll inform the girls what they need to do.”

Admiral Lawrence held up his hand. “One more thing before you go. The reason I was going to QU-6 was to pick up a courier. This is need to know only. The courier is Ensign Cook who is a member of your crew.”

I wrinkled my brow. “Ensign Cook? Are you sure?”

Lawrence nodded. “Yes. You were going to get a transmission in a few days directing you to jump to QU-6 space. In Cook’s brain is a holographic impression of the plans to the new Ergon Dreadnaught class attack cruiser; their deadliest ship yet.”

“Wow,” I exclaimed. “He needs to get back to Alliance space immediately.”

The admiral nodded. “Yes. And it’s up to you girls to do it.”

#

Upon entering the room the girls and I were quartered I turned to one of the girls and said sternly, Lt. Beck, command over-ride, voice authorization, scan for listening devices.” This heightened her hearing levels in order to detect the high-frequency whine emitted by listening devices. Certain verbal commands could change how the Lola Protocol operated. The module was created for spying and designed to be virtually undetectable in a mind scan.

After a moment of having a blank expression, Lt. Beck said, “Room is clear, captain.”

I grinned. “Excellent. Okay, girls. Listen up. We’ve been handed an important mission and it’s up to us to make it happen.”

Ensign Cook gave me a curious look, but I just ignored her.

Lt. Beck frowned. “What can we do? We’re just girls.”

I grinned. “That’s our strength. They won’t expect it. Now here’s what we need to do.”

I then carefully explained the admiral’s not quite finished plan.

“That’s it?” asked one of the girls. Since we all look exactly the same, it’s hard to know who’s who. “Just listen? And we’re supposed to actively try to get the men on this vessel to have sex with us just in case they say something important? That’s why the admiral surrendered our ship and turned us into girls?”

I frowned. “It saved your life. Granted it’s not the most brilliant plan I’ve ever heard. And you know what they said at the academy. No plan ever survives contact with the enemy.  But it’s all we have.”

One of the girls giggled. “Oh! Have you guys seen that young communications officer? Oh my God! He’s so gorgeous!”

“Oh I know!” exclaimed Peterson, another girl.

“Don’t forget those men in engineering! The reactor keeps it so hot down there they work with their shirts off and are they buff!” chimed in Riley.

“Girls! Girls!” I growled in a low whisper. “Focus! There’ll be plenty of time for men later. Now listen.”

The girls quieted down to a low level giggle. Since we were all reconstituted at max bimbo, it was going to be impossible to not be distracted by men.

Lt. Beck took a deep breath. At least I think it was Lt. Beck. “Sorry captain. It’s hard to keep focus with so many gorgeous men around.”

I nodded. “I understand completely. It affects me too. Just remember they’re Ergon men and remember what the Ergon have done to your friends and families.” The giggling quieted down much more.

“Remember it’s important to keep your mind and ears open no matter what you may be doing at the time. You might be acting like a brainless bimbo, but you’re not. You’re still part of the Alliance Deep Space Marine Corps. Bring me back anything. Dates you’ve heard. Possible jump vectors. Scuttlebutt or just details about the ship’s routine.”

Ensign Cook gave me a wry smile and a dainty salute. “Aye captain! We’ll fuck them six ways from Sunday.”

I nodded at her. “Good. I know you girls won’t let me down.” Oh God, I hope this gaggle of giggly girls doesn’t let me down.

#

I entered the bridge unescorted and walked up to the Ergon captain. The admiral is right. Discipline is out the window on this vessel. I put my arms around his neck and coo’d, “You asked me to come see you?”

As I tried to kiss him, he unwound my arms and stepped back. “Yes. You were the captain of the Bellerophon, is that correct?”

I knitted my brows and bit my lower lip. “I’m the what of a what?” I giggled. “I have no idea.” That was a lie of course.

The Ergon captain looked frustrated. “Do you remember anything about your vessel? Like, is it booby-trapped if we try to power it up?”

I covered my mouth and laughed. “You said ‘booby’!” I jiggled my breasts from side to side. “All I know is that I want you to fuck me.” I put my arms around his neck again. “Please fuck me?” I kissed him.

He disengaged me again and stepped back. He loosened his collar a bit and took a deep breath. “Wait for me in my quarters.”

I kissed him again and grinned at him as I turned to exit the bridge hips swaying.

As I opened the bridge door, the Ergon captain said to the person standing next to him, “What a waste actually. All that education and training just to wind up a brainless whore for the rest of your life.”

The communications officer laughed. “I can’t think of a more fitting fate for Alliance scum.”

I lay down on the captain’s bed to wait for him to arrive at his quarters. I wanted to go through every drawer and cabinet in his room, but didn’t think I’d have the time and I sure as hell wouldn’t want to get caught doing that. I’ll have to wait for a better time. It pissed me off when it turned out I did have time to check some of the drawers before the captain entered. Instead, I was just laying in a sexy pose on his bed.

The Ergon captain grinned when he entered his quarters. He gave out a low whistle. “I can’t believe something so beautiful used to be a man.”

I pouted as I stood up from his bed. “I’m not a man. I am all woman.” I slid my arms around his neck, stood up on my tiptoes and kissed him long and hard. And yes, even though under this protocol I’m male, at the moment I was being completely honest. I was a woman and I was filled with lust and desire for this man.

He stepped back a moment and pulled his uniform shirt over his head and tossed it on the floor. I couldn’t help but smile looking at his well muscled chest. The captain was young, virile and totally hot. I never wanted to be with a man so badly in my life.

He grabbed me roughly by my shoulders and pulled me close to him. My naked breasts pushed against his chest as he bent his head down and kissed me, sliding his tongue into my mouth. I sucked on his tongue as I kissed him back with a passion I never knew I had. Being held by this man was heaven. To me he was no longer an enemy of the Alliance. He was my lover and I wanted him so bad.

I slid to my knees and unclasped his pants and they fell to the floor around his ankles. There was a huge bulge in his underwear. I slowly pulled his underwear down until his manhood popped out in full salute.

Oh my God, he was huge! I wanted his cock inside me so much. I grasped his cock and slid my hand up and down on it, getting him harder. I kissed the tip and tasted his pre-cum. I couldn’t hold back any longer as I parted my lips and pushed my mouth onto his hard shaft.

I sucked hard on his cock for several minutes, pressing my tongue against him and biting down slightly. My efforts were rewarded by his moans of pleasure. I could no longer tell what was just the protocol at work or my own animal desires. God! I have to admit I loved pleasuring this man.

Just when I thought I was going to get a mouthful of his seed, he picked me up and tossed me on his bed. He then quickly lay beside me and kissed me as he squeezed my breasts. He sucked my nipples and kissed his way down my stomach and before I knew it, his tongue was sliding inside me.

My body rocked with pleasure and desire for him. He bought his face back up to mine and kissed me with my juices still on his tongue. He pressed my clitoris as we kissed. OH MY GOD!

Finally he slid his cock inside me and began a rhythm of sliding in and out. I raised my hips to meet his thrusts and squeezed my pussy against his swollen cock. Before I would have recoiled at the thought of being fucked by a man, but now all I wanted was to have him inside me.

He kissed me and made one last hard thrust as his seed shot deep inside me. He held me tight as his balls drained with each strong pulse. He collapsed beside me, his breathing hard. He stayed inside as his cock continued to pulse with cum.

“Oh God!” I moaned loudly as my body rang with intense pleasure. I have never experienced such delight before and now I craved it. At least at that moment, I had no desire to ever go back to being male again.

The captain continued breathing hard. “That was intense. Girl, you’re the best sex I’ve ever had.” He kissed me again and smiled. “I’m Andre by the way. You’re the only one on this ship allowed to call me that.”

In a breathy whisper, I said honestly, “You were fantastic, Andre.”

He smiled as he ran a finger down the bridge of my nose and across my lips. “All you girls look alike. How can I tell you from the others?”

I smiled. “I’m the only one that knows your name.” He kissed me again.

#

“Okay girls. You’ve all had several days to gather information from the men on this vessel. While we’re waiting for Ensign Cook to get here, I’d like everyone to report.” I glanced over to each girl. Since there were no men in the room, while the protocol kept them acting girly, the girls weren’t being forced to be bimbos.

The intel the girls had gathered was actually pretty good. I’ll have to find a reason to get back with the admiral to report what we’ve found. The Ergon navigator had finished calculating the next three jumps.

The first jump was just to get us fully into the Ergon Union controlled space. The second jump was to meet another ship to off-load the admiral, and the last jump to Max’s Planet deep in Ergon space to dock at a port there for maintenance, resupply, and crew rotation. No word on our fate.

We also learned that the ship’s crew consisted of twenty men and by now I’m sure we’d all been fucked by each of them. If I was leading four commandos we could easily take the ship as we’re heavily trained for close quarters combat. Hell, even a team of Alliance women who normally don’t have combat duty had a chance to take the ship against this Ergon crew.

I had toyed with the idea of leading the girls into a assault to take control of the ship, but looking over at the band of silly girls, I doubted we could take control of one of the heads much less the whole ship.

Lt. Beck was just giving her report about how she thinks we can shut down the ship’s reactor by hitting the emergency stop button mounted on the bulkhead wall next to the entrance to the engineering section when Ensign Cook entered our small quarters. She was grinning ear-to-ear.

I looked up as she entered and noticed her grin. “You either have some good intel or you just had a good fuck.”

Still smiling, Ensign Cook said, “Yes and yes. The executive officer is just gorgeous and really knows how to fuck a woman. But I guess everyone here knows that. Here’s the important thing though.”

Ensign Cook drew a deep breath as she sat down. “Our first jump away from here is being delayed a couple of days. It seems a carrier has been dispatched to our location to pick up the Bellerophon and transfer it the carrier.

"The Ergon high command wants our vessel really bad. They’re afraid the ship we’re on might be attacked since our ship might have been transmitting a distress signal over Sub-Ether. It depends on how the ship was shut down. The carrier will be here within two days time.”

I sat up straight. “Now that’s some major news. We can’t let that happen. Are you girls up for an assault?”

One of the girls, not sure who, started to cry. “We’re not going to have to kill any of these men are we? I’m in love with several of them and the communications officer even asked me to marry him.”

Another girl frowned, “He asked me to marry him too.” A noisy discussion broke out on how special some of the men were to each of us. Some of the others even started crying.

“Girls! Girls! Knock it off,” I growled. “It’s obvious there’s no way we could launch an attack against these men. But we have to stop the carrier from taking our ship back to Ergon high command. I kinda have an idea. I’ll run it by Admiral Lawrence for his advice.”

#

On a ship the size of the Ergon vessel we were on they don’t have an actual brig. So while he stayed mostly in his quarters, Admiral Lawrence would come out to eat in the mess hall, or take a walk to stretch his legs or even go to the bridge to play a quick game of Fizzbin with the Ergon captain who I was privileged to know as Andre.

When the next meal time on the ship came around, I took several of the girls with me down to the mess hall to see if the Admiral was there. If not, we could at least get something to eat and have sex with some crew members.

When we entered the mess hall, I saw the admiral sitting by himself at a table in the corner of the room. I nodded to the other girls and they scampered off to their favorite men while I approached the admiral.

As I came up from behind him, I slid an arm around his shoulder and slid a finger down his cheek as I coo’d, “Hey admiral. I really loved you fucking me and I’d love to be fucked by you again. You are soooo good!”

He turned to face me with a grin. “I would like nothing better, girl. Let me finish my meal first.”

From behind him, I put my arms around his shoulders and kissed his neck. “Take all the time you need. I’m yours for the night.” I stuck my tongue in his ear and massaged his chest through his uniform. I took my tongue from his ear and whispered, “Urgent I talk to you.”

The admiral nodded and kissed one of my hands. He didn’t have much more to go with his meal which didn’t look all that appetizing. Apparently the galleys on Ergon vessels this size aren’t as well stocked as Alliance ships.

Finally he pushed his chair back and stood up. Taking my hand to lead me to his quarters he said, “Come little one.”

As soon as we entered his quarters, I turned to face him. “Admiral! I have urgent…”

He pressed his finger against my lips and made a shushing sound. He dropped his pants to the floor. “Pleasure before business.” He pointed at his crotch.

As soon as I saw his cock, the urgent news I had evaporated in my mind and I fell happily to my knees to give him a blow job he’ll never forget. I have to admit, that beyond the programming, I’ve come to love oral sex. Even more so with some of the men I’ve fallen in love with. I know it sounds like treason, but I do so love some of the Ergon men.

Just when I felt he was close to unloading his balls, the admiral pulled me down to his bed. He slid his swollen cock deep inside me and started to pound my pussy, until with one mighty thrust, his sperm exploded inside me. I dug my nails into his back and gasped for air.

He stayed inside me as his penis continued to pulse. He took a deep breath and with a gasp asked, “What’s this urgent news?”

I kissed him and also took a deep breath. My mind began to clear and I related what we had learned about what was expected to happen aboard the Ergon ship. The admiral played with my breasts as I spoke.

After bending his head towards me sucking on my nipple for a moment, Admiral Lawrence said, “We’ve got to relay this information to fleet HQ. Especially the jump locations. Even if it means we die, we have to get Ensign Cook back to the Alliance.”

I frowned despite my nipple getting played with. “Isn’t there more than one courier as a back up?”

The admiral slid is flaccid cock from my pussy. “Yes. But we don’t know their status. None of them have reported in and we know the primary courier was killed. Ensign Cook is a very hot item.”

I moaned softly as Admiral Lawrence rubbed my clitoris. “I think I have an idea on how to get into the Bellerophon and send a message. The Ergon still can’t detect sub-ether transmissions.”

The admiral nodded. “But they might detect powering up part of the ship. You need a distraction.”

I grinned. “I think my girls can handle that.”

The admiral grabbed a handful of my hair and pulled my face to his. He kissed me deeply and I slid my tongue into his mouth. We kissed for several long moments before he pulled away for a breath.

With a smile he said, “That I am sure of.”

I licked my lips and stared lovingly at the admiral. “But what do we do about the carrier? We can’t let the Bellerophon fall into their hands. And the carriers have so much firepower on them, even if the Alliance sent a dozen ships to intercept, they’d all be destroyed.”

“That carrier is a problem. They have four of those menaces, and we’ve lost a whole sector to Ergon forces because of them.” The admiral frowned and he stopped playing with my clit.

While kissing him, I said, “Core implosion. After our ship is placed in the hold of the carrier. It won’t destroy the carrier, but it will blow half of it apart.”

Kissing me harder and squeezing my breasts, Admiral Lawrence said, “That’s a manual process. It’d be suicide for one of your girls.”

I shook my head and said grimly, “I’ll do it. I’m the captain. My ship.”

Admiral Lawrence pulled back and studied my face. “I can’t let you do that, captain. We can’t afford to lose an experienced officer.”

I laughed without humor. “Look at me. I’ll most likely be this whore for the rest of my life. Even if you could remove my insatiable desire for sex, you know High Command will never give me another commission.”

The admiral grunted. “We need a better idea anyway. Being killed in combat is one thing. Committing suicide is something else. Besides. Just before I left for QU-6, I saw a high level memo stating that there’d been at least three Alliance ships, scouts and recon vessels that have been destroyed by self-destruct. These ships cost a lot of money you know.”

I studied Admiral Lawrence’s handsome face for a few moments. “I think I have an idea. But we’ll still lose the Bellerophon."

#

“You’re sure?” It was more of a demand than a question.

Lt. Beck nodded. “Yes. With the loss of the ship’s main power, all hatchways automatically open so no one gets trapped. The only exception is if there’s a bulkhead breach. Then the hatchways lock to avoid explosive decompression.”

Looking worried, Peterson asked, “We won’t kill anybody will we?”

I smiled at her. “Not unless you just want to.”

I bit my lip as I looked around at my girl squad. So much of my plan relied on men being stupid when their cocks are busy. I was going to need at least twenty minutes. No guarantee I would get that much.

I pointed at Peterson and Riley. “You two will go to the security room and keep them distracted. It won’t be a big deal as we’ve all had sex with the security guys in there. Beck, you and Cook go down to engineering as soon as you see that security is distracted and get those guys distracted.

"Give me twenty minutes and then find any excuse to hit that emergency shutdown button. That should give me enough time to bring the ship back on-line long enough to send a transmission. Then I head back here in the confusion.”

Peterson tossed her long hair over her shoulder. “That’s a lot of luck we’re depending on, Captain.”

I nodded. “Girl. Luck is all we have left.”

#

With my back against a bulkhead, I peered down the passageway waiting for Ensign Cook to signal me that Peterson had the security room distracted. Then Cook and Beck were going to hurry to engineering. Between where I stood and where I expected to see Cook was a sentry guarding the ladder to below decks to the ship’s hold. Less than half the crew was active.

I looked at the sentry with annoyance. There was nobody standing guard here the previous two nights. The crew must be ramping up security in preparation for the arrival of the carrier. I wasn’t going to have any time to waste when I got the signal. I took a deep breath and hoped we all weren’t going to die tonight.

I strutted up to the guard who took a quick glance at me. None of the ship’s crew felt threatened by us five girls which I hoped was going to work to our advantage. I started touching his uniformed chest and said in a breathy whisper, “Would you like to fuck me? I want to fuck you!”

Looking nervous because I knew he’d be tempted, the guard said, “Sorry miss. I’m on duty. Try me again in a few hours.”

I ran my finger down his cheek and pressed my crotch into his. “But I’m horny now. I need someone to love me. Just a little tiny fuck?” Out of the corner of my eye I saw Cook give me a thumbs up and then she disappeared.

“Miss, please. I’ll be happy to fuck you later,” said the guard starting to look annoyed.

I dropped to my knees and jerked his pants down, exposing a small, flaccid penis. “Oh how cute! It’s so small. I bet I can make it bigger,” I smiled as I licked his cock.

The guard pushed me away as he bent down to pull up his pants. “Beat it! I mean go away. There’s some brass coming in tomorrow!”

I smiled and gave a very girly salute and hurried down the ladder to the lower deck.

The lower decks had most of the lights turned off and not much heating so the ship could conserve power. Shivering from the cold air, I ran down to the next ladder well and lowered myself into the hold. A few moments of searching revealed our ship was anchored to the deck next to a pair of very large bay doors.

It was cradled in some scaffolding that allowed me to climb up to the hatch. I wasn’t expecting it to be locked and it wasn’t. I opened the hatch and climbed down inside the dark vessel. The interior was lit only by a few instruments that never turn off.

I worked my way through the command deck to the main control panel. I turned on the communications panel which lit up the keyboard and a monitor and nothing else. I would be able to enter all the data I needed to without using too much power.

I started to type in my log entry to send when I suddenly stopped and slapped the console. There was no way in hell I’d be able to enter everything within the time frame I had. Once Cook turned off the reactor, all hell would break loose.

If I could just talk to the computer, I wouldn’t have to manually enter the data. If I could only… I had a sudden idea. I hoped the power surge wouldn’t attract attention.

I quickly powered up the sander. There’s a construct that’s stored in the memory of every single Alliance ship that’s equipped with the dehydration device. It’s called the MAJ-I or spare crew member and it’s based on some guy who probably died over a hundred years ago. But he’s tied into the computer and he talks and acts like a human being.

I could just tell him the data we have and he can send that out to HQ before I could blink. I’ve never fired up one of these constructs before though.

I punched in the code for the spare crew member and pressed the re-hydrate button. There was a sudden and quick blinding flash of light and a few crackles of electricity along with a sharp smell of ozone around the sander chamber. Looking through the glass of the chamber, I sucked in a gasp. I was going to have to really fight the Lola programming.

There in the chamber stood a tall, hunky, naked, absolutely gorgeous man. Oh God. My legs felt suddenly weak. He stepped out of the chamber as I involuntarily dropped to my knees.

“Hello. I am Adam, your spare crew member. How may I assist?” he asked in his deep, rich voice that I instantly fell in love with. I wanted him so bad.

I managed to get back on my feet and in a stilted voice from fighting against my programming. “I need an urgent message sent to Alliance Command. It’s very important.”

Adam smiled at me. I think his teeth actually sparkled. “It would be my pleasure, Miss. What would you like me to send?”

Breathing hard, I explained our situation and told Adam all the intel we had and that we also had a courier with vital info they needed. “And we need this to go out in a burst to avoid detection.”

Adam smiled at me again. “Just one moment.” He approached the communications console, powered it up completely, hit a few keys and then powered it all back down. “Your message has been sent.”

I couldn’t help myself. I gave Adam a hug and kissed him. “Thank you so much, Adam.” I sighed as I stared at his huge dong. With great reluctance, I said, “I guess it’s time to put you back.”

Adam held up his hand. “Before you do, may I make a suggestion?”

I looked at Adam with a quizzical expression. “What kind of suggestion?”

Looking concerned, Adam said, “You said you are going to come back on board the ship, and manually put the core on overload. From the monitoring I’m able to do from here, it seems that it’s unlikely that you would be able to succeed in a second attempt to take control of the Bellerophon. You would probably die and the Ergon would still get this vessel.”

Feeling guarded, I asked, “What do you propose?”

Smiling, Adam said, “Even if you succeeded in getting back aboard this vessel, there’s no reason such a beautiful young woman such as you should die when you don’t have to. I can do the core breach for you. I’ll know better than you would when the carrier has made its jump safely away.”

I swallowed audibly. “But you’ll be killed.”

Adam laughed. “I’d be killed anyway since I’d still be on this ship. But I’m a construct. I have no regrets. I feel no remorse. I would have no hesitation. And you would stay safe aboard the Ergon ship.” He pointed at the console. “I just programmed the computer when to activate me to do the job. Just be sure to lock the hatch when you leave so they can’t get back in easily.”

Tears welled up in my eyes as I looked at him. “You’re so brave.”

Adam grinned broadly. “Just doing my job, Miss.”

I threw my arms around him and kissed him deeply. “Fuck me. Oh please. Fuck me.”

#

Alarm bells and klaxons were sounding all over the ship when the reactor went down. Under the cover of confusion, I made my way through the passageways back to our quarters. When I arrived, I just opened the door and then stood in the door frame and watched the crew run past.

Andre, the captain ran past me, stopped and turned to shout at me. “Get back inside slut, and shut that door.” As he hurried down the passageway I heard him shout again, “Round up those girls and secure them in their quarters. What the hell happened to the discipline on this ship?”

I laughed to myself as I shut the door. I bet I could guess where the discipline went.

A few hours later, the reactor was back on-line and order restored on the ship. As it was the largest single room on the ship, the Ergon captain had the five of us girls, the admiral and several of his men lined up in the mess hall so we could get our butts chewed.

Andre paced in silence back and forth in front of us for over a minute. Finally, to no one in particular, he yelled, “What in the name of Zoltar’s beard was going on here?” He pointed at one of his men, “Why were these whores in the security office? We’re going to be visited by a fleet admiral in a few hours and you’re fucking whores?”

Andre snapped his attention to another crew member. He struck him across the face. “And you! If we weren’t short-handed I’d toss you out in space right now! Just what the fuck were these whores doing in engineering?”

The man who had been struck said meekly, “They’ve been down there before, many times.”

Andre slapped him again. “That’s not what I asked, is it? I thought I gave an order to cut the shit and start maintaining order. Was I not clear?”

All the crew members lined up quietly said, “Yes sir.”

Andre turned to me, his eyes flashing and his nostrils flaring. “And you, bitch! You and your whores are restricted to your quarters. No exceptions!”

Andre finally stepped up to Admiral Lawrence and almost pressed his nose against the admiral’s. “Somehow I get the feeling you’re responsible for this mess. You were seen last night taking Captain Bitch here to your quarters for a fuck. What did you expect to accomplish with this prank? Admiral, you’re restricted to your quarters as well.

"I should have known better than to trust Alliance scum. Even your whores! I can’t wait to off-load you on the Cruiser Varyag. I’ll gift your whores to the crew of that vessel. You men, you are restricted to quarters until further notice. Dismissed.”

When we returned to our quarters and heard the door being locked from the outside, I leaned over and whispered in Lt. Beck’s ear the command to check for listening devices. When her eyes returned to looking normal, I asked, “Well?”

Lt. Beck simply answered “Yes.” That meant there was now a listening device in our quarters. Terrific. I then whispered in the ear of each girl the command that locked them into full bimbo mode. Only me or a more highly ranked officer could countermand the lock. Considering what fate awaited them, turning off their minds was the most merciful thing to do.

When our ship explodes, it will notify Alliance HQ, the crew will be assumed to be dead so all our profiles will be dumped. None of us will ever be able to be restored to who we were anyway.

The girls all started crying about being locked in the room without access to their favorite men. At least now there was no chance of them giving anything away by accidently talking about it.

A few hours later, some alarms sounded and the distinct sound of a ship docking against the Ergon vessel. There was the sound of running feet outside our quarters. I really wished I could see what was going on.

A half hour later, I felt the ship move slightly as the air remaining in the hold after being pumped down, rushed out to the vacuum of space when the bay doors opened. I could imagine the tugs and men in environment suits working to pull the Bellerophon over to the carrier.

I allowed myself to cry quietly at the thought of the gorgeous Adam as our ship was transferred to the carrier’s hold. Damn. Not only is he brave and heroic, he was the best fuck I’ve ever had. And he’s not even real.

#

We had our first jump about three days ago. We left the area before the carrier did as they had to recharge for their next jump. This second jump was taking longer than I expected. I had hoped that there would be an Alliance welcoming committee of several ships waiting when we exited back into normal space after the first jump. But apparently there was nothing there.

I glanced over at my girls. They were all asleep, cuddling with each other. With no men present, they’d taken to kissing and playing with each other. I expected Andre to call for me so there’d be break in all the monotony of the traveling. But he never did.

I heard the sound of the door to our quarters being unlocked. When the door opened, there stood several Ergon men along with Admiral Lawrence.

Looking tired, the admiral said to me, “Get your girls together. We’ll be meeting up with the Ergon cruiser that we’re being transferred to.” He then looked at all us girls and quickly addressed us. He sighed and said the same verbal command I used to lock us all in max, permanent bimboness that only he or a higher rank could rescind.

Alarms sounded to announce the return to normal space. There was that quick wave of nausea as we dropped out of sub-ether. But instead of the expected smoothness, there was a sudden series of explosions as anchor rockets blasted through the sides of the ship.

Another explosion which sent men and hot metal flying through interior bulkheads came from a breach charge. It could only mean an Alliance ship had anchored itself to the Ergon vessel in order to board it.

I and the other girls fell to the deck as the ship rocked. Alliance HQ had received the jump vectors we had sent so they could re-enter space at the exact moment and velocity to match the emerging Ergon ship. It’s an extremely difficult maneuver to pull off.

Men started pouring through the breach hole, shooting any Ergon crew that resisted. I have to admit I felt a twinge of sadness when I saw several men who had fucked me with legendary cocks go down under Alliance fire.

I looked up at Admiral Lawrence, smiled and said, “Please fuck me.”

#

I looked up at the blue sky with the puffy white clouds of summer floating across the sky. It felt so good to be back on  the home world of the Alliance. I was walking past the giant fountain that sits in front of the Administration Building, home of the Alliance High Command. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to the loud sound of my shoes as I walked.

I’m still getting used to wearing a skirt and blouse as an Alliance officer’s uniform. Make-up and pantyhose are required as part of a woman’s uniform as well. You’d think in this day and age the dress uniforms would all be the same. Of course I’m still getting used to wearing bras. Panties I liked wearing right away though. Quite a bit different from getting to run around naked all the time.

From behind me, a man’s voice said, “Captain Stewart? Is that you?”

I turned around and saw Admiral Lawrence walking briskly to catch up to me. I folded my arms and frowned. “What are you doing here, Admiral?” As protocol required, I gave him a smart salute and held it until he returned it.

Admiral Lawrence laughed. “Same reason you are, Captain. The hearing starts in twenty minutes.”

I turned and started walking again toward the Administration Building. “Yeah. This hearing has me worried.”

Admiral Lawrence shook his head. “Don’t be. Captain Stewart. You’re the hero. That carrier being destroyed set back an Ergon invasion long enough for us to route it before it even started. Not to mention getting Cook back to Alliance HQ. He was the only surviving courier with that information. And last, but not least, you saved me. So I don’t think you have any worries.”

I stopped and looked sternly at the admiral. “Maybe you should be worried though. Dammit Lawrence, that was a dick move to do to us just before we got rescued.”

Admiral Lawrence chuckled. “You mean the same dick move you did to your girls before I did it to all of you? If we hadn’t been rescued, they would have been in hell having to live as sex toys but knowing who they were. It was the best thing for them.”

I looked at the ground for a moment. “Well, let’s not forget you surrendered an Alliance vessel, our latest, and turned the crew into brainless sex toys and handed it all to a Ergon captain on a silver platter.”

Admiral Lawrence laughed again. “You mean that captain who is now singing like a canary at one of our interrogation centers along with his captured ship? Not to mention the cruiser that was going to pick us up. And the destroyed carrier. You fancied Andre, didn’t you? Who was better in the sack, me or Andre?”

Shocked, I said, “With all due respect, admiral, I’m not answering that!” Admiral Lawrence just laughed.

As we entered the Administration Building, Admiral Lawrence turned towards me with a serious expression. “Oh by the way, captain. You’ve been assigned to be my new assistant. After the hearing, want to grab some dinner?”

I stopped and stared at the admiral. “Are you fucking me? Sir.”

Admiral Lawrence laughed heartily. “Not yet.”

Furious, I folded my arms against my chest. He’s just joking. Right?

The End

###


Courier Down

Captain Holstein, commander of the Alliance Space Defense blockade runner Amagi turned to the three of us designated couriers. “You need to get on the tables. We expect the upload any minute now.”

We all nodded without emotion and climbed up on the three cold slabs. As we did so, we all knew our odds of surviving to return to Alliance HQ dropped precipitously. Not from the largely non-invasive procedure but by the fact that all of us will have a holographic overlay on our minds. We instantly become primary Ergon targets because of the highly sensitive data that will be stored in our heads.

Captain Holstein said, “You guys need to hurry. Get into position.”

I frowned. “Cut us some slack, captain. We still need to recover after reconstitution.”

Wilson, the courier next to me said, “I hate those damned sanders.”

Sander is a slang term for what is essentially dehydration system used mainly on small crewed ships for deep space operations. It reduces a person to their weight in silica gel and water. Your mental state is digitized and placed in computer memory. This saves a tremendous amount of space and weight in keeping life-support and creature comforts to a minimum.

When needed a crew member is reconstituted. Every one I’ve talked to who has used it absolutely hates the process. Every member of the Alliance Space Defense has their template on file that gets updated on an irregular schedule.

The threat to our lives is actually from Alliance forces. If we look like we’re about to fall into Ergon hands, there are standing orders to blow our heads apart to keep the Ergon Empire from learning what military secrets we’re carrying.

A tech started to fit the holographic transfer headset to my skull. “What if the team is down?”

Captain Holstein shook his head. “Morris, their sub-either transponders are still sending a status pulse. Their task isn’t an easy one.”

Jackson, another courier frowned. “I hope they’re ready to transmit. Otherwise we’ll lose the window.”

The Amagi is one of the fastest ships in our fleet. Half of the ship is taken up with fuel cells for rocket power and the other half is made up of batteries so it can make multiple jumps without waiting for the jump coils to recharge. Our mission is critical to a successful conclusion of the war with the Ergon Empire.

The planet we were approaching was the Ergon command hive, deep in Ergon space. It had been discovered almost by accident by one of our one man Deep RADAR probe ships. For such an important planet, it was largely unguarded so it wouldn’t attract attention. That’s how we almost missed it.

The Alliance managed to successfully infiltrate with a small team that was inserted into the relief crew of a supply ship. I shuddered thinking of how many of our people died trying to accomplish that. Using the low-power sub-ether communications devices they had, which are undetectable by the Ergon military, they’ve been sending out status messages in short bursts.

After months of analyzing Ergon research, they found plans for a massive military buildup near the Ergon frontier with the largest warships ever built along with a support fleet. It included the technical drawings for these massive ships that can wield more firepower than a half dozen of their dreadnaught class ships. These ships will form the tip of the phalanx to penetrate Alliance space as well as serve to protect the flanks.

Intelligence has been scratching their heads as to why the Ergon Empire has been so quiet. Now we know they’re building this fleet outside of our detection. Best estimate from what data the team was able to transmit show we have a year before their fleet is ready. If we had the exact locations of where the fleet is being built and the specs for these massive ships, we could launch a pre-emptive strike.

And that’s where I and the two other couriers come in. Our ship will come in hot, pause just long enough to retrieve the holographic data from our team on the planet over sub-either. And then we immediately jump to a random vector to avoid detection. While in transit, the holographic data will be transferred into our brains for extraction later.

The data is too intricate to be sent through sub-ether, so they will have to expose themselves in order to transmit. A second jump will take us to where three heavily armed cruisers are waiting to each take one of us and take separate paths back to Alliance headquarters.

The Amagi isn’t armored and has no defense systems.  Our path back to Alliance Space takes us right through the heart of the Ergon Empire. The Alliance needs the data ASAP so taking a longer, safer route was rejected. Besides, once the Ergon forces finally manage to detect the small energy trail, even though we modulate it to reduce detection, they can quickly zero in on us. So we take the direct approach.

The navigator turned to look at Captain Holstein. “Thirty seconds to intersect. Stand by.”

Captain Holstein turned to face the three of us wired up on the tables. “Jackson, Wilson, and Morris, God Speed. We only need one of you, but I hope all of you make it back to Alliance space.

The navigator said simply, “Intersect.”

Our ship dropped out of the sub-ether. We were completely exposed at this point. Even though the data is complex, it should take less than a minute to load into the computer.

Captain Holstein shouted, “Navigator! Now!”

In a calm voice, the navigator said, “Initiating random, near vector jump.” We didn’t care where. We just had to exit the area. We had to trust the navigation software wouldn’t drop us inside a star or a planet.

The captain turned to the tech who had hooked us up. Without waiting for the captain’s question, the tech said, “All three checksums are good. It was a clean transfer.”

While in transit, the data stream was set to enter our brains. There was a pause, and then suddenly I felt my head getting warm as the data streamed onto my brain. As couriers, we can’t access the data being stored in our brains. It takes a special device to retrieve. If it’s not set up correctly, the courier’s brain gets fried. As they liked to say at the Henry Cabot Henhouse Academy, “You knew the job was dangerous when you took it.”

I was building a massive headache when the tech announced, “Transmission complete.”

If they had time, the team that sent the transmission will have set charges throughout the Ergon data center to detonate immediately after transmission. They were supposed to melt back into the facility’s staff.

If they were caught, they would be executed as spies. If they managed to escape capture, they were still doomed to spend the rest of their lives on the Ergon planet. If they lived, they would continue to send out status messages. They were all volunteers.

The navigator announced, “Now jumping to rendezvous with the cruisers.”:

The captain nodded. Turning to us, as we slid from the tables, “Prepare for transfer to your cruiser as soon as we exit the sub-ether. I don’t want to be stopped for longer than five minutes.”

Jackson nodded. “Aye, sir.”

I rubbed my forehead. “Does the process always cause a massive headache?”

Wilson chuckled. “Oh yeah. You don’t get used to it either.  This is my third courier assignment. I plan to retire after this one.”

Jackson gave Wilson a curious look. “Most people only volunteer once for this. Almost never do all three couriers make it back.”

Wilson laughed. “You can’t beat the pay, though.”

I shook my head. “If you can live long enough to spend it. Maybe I can afford a girlfriend after this. I hate living alone.”

Wilson shrugged. “I think the odds are in our favor. We’re on the fastest ship in the fleet and we’ll each be transferring to the fastest cruiser class ships in the fleet. What could go wrong?”

I laughed. “Sounds like famous last words to me.”

Wilson looked over the evacuation tubes we were going to get into. “Hey. At least we don’t have to get in the sander again.”

I nodded. I hated that thing the same as Wilson.

The calm voice of the navigator said, “Five minutes to drop. Helmets on, everyone. The drop vector is going to be tight. I’m popping the pressure the moment we drop.”

We all put on our helmets and sealed them. Checking the comm.. links, Captain Holstein said, “This is it, gentlemen. I’ll see you all at Alliance Headquarters. Good luck and Godspeed.”

I chuckled. “Don’t forget, captain. You promised us each dancing girls when we all got back.”

Captain Holstein grinned. “Did I? I must have been drunk.”

The navigator said, “Thirty seconds. Going in hot.”

We each entered our evacuation tube and hooked onto the cable. There was a brief wave of nausea as we dropped back into normal space. A hatch opened under my feet.

Holy shit! The navigator wasn’t kidding when he said it was a tight vector. This was the type of drop navigators hated. Close proximity to the vessel you’re rendezvousing with, at flank speed. But here we had three vessels to link with. One tiny miscalculation and we’d drop out inside one of the ships. That’s how close we were.

The last transmission from the Amagi was the navigator’s droning voice, “Couriers away.”

A small rocket drone fired from each of our tubes and jerked us out of the tube by the attached cable. I guess it was less of a jerk and more of a hard tug. It was still uncomfortable and I thought my suit was going to be ripped off. The rocket made a B-line to an open hatch on the middle cruiser. Two figures in pressure suits waited just inside the hatch, ready to grab me. Relative to the cruiser, my velocity was rather slow.

About fifteen meters from the cruiser, the rocket drone jettisoned the cable it was towing me with and then shot away from the cruiser. I drifted into the waiting arms of the two who were inside the hatch. They grabbed me, but the inertia still sent me flying into the padded bulkhead. They closed the hatch before I could bounce back through it.

I could see one of the men who caught me, smile through his faceplate. “Welcome aboard the Alliance vessel Sampan Lieutenant Morris. I’m Officer of the Day Johansson. Please follow me to the bridge. The captain wishes to see you immediately upon boarding.” I felt some vibration from the vessel maneuvering. We had already broken formation and was about to make our first jump.

After processing through the airlock and removing our pressure suits, I followed my escort to the bridge. The corridors were low and tight. Warships weren’t big on creature comforts.

I saluted the captain when I entered the bridge. Returning the salute, the captain said, “Welcome aboard, lieutenant.” He pointed at a Marine sergeant standing next to the navigator. He turned and saluted as well.

The captain continued. “Sgt. Stein is your guardian angel. He will not leave your sight. Even when you take a shit, lieutenant. Are you clear on that?”

I nodded. “Aye captain.” I smiled nervously at Sgt. Stein. Actually, Sgt Stein isn’t here to protect me. He’s here to blow my head apart should I come into danger of being captured.

Sgt Stein grinned at me. “Don’t worry lieutenant. I don’t have an itchy trigger finger.”

I smiled again at him. “I’ll buy you a beer when we get to HQ.”

Stein chuckled. “You’ve got a deal.”

The captain smiled. “Well, that’s all I have.  Officer of the Day will show you to your cabin. As a VIP, you get the bridal suite.” A laugh rippled around the bridge.

“Evening meal coming up at sixteen hundred in our luxurious five-star restaurant. Come early to get a window seat. Tie is optional. For your entertainment, the terminal in your cabin contains a huge library of entertainment modules. I hear from a reliable source that Sgt Stein is really big into romance modules. You’re dismissed.” He turned and walked over to the nav-con.

Johansson said, “I’ll show you to your cabin, lieutenant.”

While still small, the cabin I was assigned was most likely larger than the captain’s. Of course it was going to get a bit cramped with Sgt. Stein in there with me. At least the trip was only supposed to last five days. Unless it took six.

The next four days were pretty damn boring. A jump, a recharge cycle and then jump again. Even though we were jumping through the middle of Ergon space, we had deliberately selected a long path as far from planets and stations built on asteroids. But dull is good. I watched a lot of romance entertainment modules just to piss off the man who would have to put a hole in my head.

But now we were almost back into Alliance space. Our last jump will be a long one, from near the planet Nero-4, a frontier planet the Alliance has been colonizing.

#

“Proximity Alert! Proximity Alert,” came the announcement over the 1MC. “Rig for collision.” There was a loud explosion from the stern as we dropped into normal space. The lights flickered and then went off. Red emergency lighting instantly turned on.

The explosion knocked me from my rack. Sgt. Stein fell out of his chair to the floor. He immediately unholstered his side arm and trained it on my head. I held up my hand. “Whoa big fella. Let’s find out what’s going on.”

Sgt Stein took a deep breath. “It’s nothing personal, lieutenant.”

Another explosion rocked the ship, knocking Sgt. Stein and myself back to the floor. I could hear the distinct sound of air rushing out through a crack somewhere in the bulkhead. I grabbed the sergeant’s arm and lifted him up. The rushing turned into a scream as the crack widened. “We have to get out of this room.”

Sgt. Stein nodded and un-dogged the latches to the compartment. We stepped out into the companionway lit with a dim red light. A crewman ran past us.

“Hurry to the bridge! The captain is going to separate it from the rest of the ship,” called out the crewman.

As we fell in behind the crew member, I shouted, “What the hell happened?” I could hear other crew members running up from behind us.

The crew member turned briefly. “Don’t know. We just know that something that shouldn’t have been there was at our jump destination vector.”

We followed the crew member to run inside the overcrowded bridge. Three more of the crew followed us.

The captain looked around quickly. “Is everyone accounted for?”

The crew member we followed looked around. “This is everyone but the four that must have died when the coil room was vented to space.”

One of the crew looked up from his console. “Captain. Awaiting orders to separate the bridge.”

The ship rocked from another explosion.

The captain gritted his teeth. “Do it now, Ensign.”

A moment later, a ring of explosive bolts rocked the bridge and an instant later we were floating freely. The external skin of the bridge was abruptly pelted by the debris from the exploding remaining part of the ship.

The captain started punching buttons on the console. “Ensign. Can we get a visual on what’s going on outside?”

The ensign nodded. “Just a moment, sir. We seem to have lost most of our external cameras.”

As a monitor with the external view flickered on, the captain gasped. “What the fuck?” The view showed the twisted aft of the ship fused with the midsection of another vessel. We apparently dropped right into another ship.

The captain looked closer at the image. “Holy shit! What the fuck is an Ergon troop transport doing at this location? Navigator! This is the correct vector?”

Sweating, the navigator looked up from his console. “Aye, captain. We are in Nero-4 space.” He studied his console intently for a moment. “There are a dozen other Ergon vessels in the vicinity. There’re no sign of the Alliance vessels in place here for defense. Just debris.”

“What’s going on?” I asked, confused. “Why are Ergon forces this deep in Alliance space? Why isn’t the fleet here?”

Looking grim, the captain said, “This has yet to be established as Alliance space. It’s basically up for grabs.” He turned and tapped some keys on the communications console.

“State the nature of your emergency,” said a pleasant female voice over the console.

Looking at the console, the captain shouted, “Cruiser Sampan just dropped into a Ergon invasion force at planet Nero-4. Nero-4 is under attack. We collided with an Ergon vessel and we are out of commission.”

There were clanks and other metal-to-metal contact noises coming through the hull.

The navigator looked around nervously. “That didn’t take long. They’re about to breach our hull.”

The female voice stated calmly, “Understood. The base there went dark half an hour ago. Alliance Space Defense is being alerted. Status of VIP?”

The captain looked over at me and took a deep breath. “Ergon is about to breach. VIP is being terminated now.”

Holy shit! I’m about to die! I looked over at Sgt. Stein as he started to lift his pistol. He looked at me and shrugged. “Sorry sir. Orders.”

I squeezed my eyes closed. I couldn’t bear to watch my own execution.

Just as Stein fired, the ship rocked violently from an explosion on the exterior hull. His shot went wild, hitting me in the chest and blowing a hole out my back. He missed my head, but I definitely suffered a mortal wound that will kill me just as dead. I had collapsed onto the floor.

Sgt. Stein regained his feet and took aim again, wanting to make sure there was nothing left of my head. The bridge door burst open and several Ergon soldiers rushed through. They shot Stein and this time he hit the bulkhead instead of me. I looked over at Stein. He wasn’t going to get up again.

Before he could reach his sidearm, two Ergon soldiers grabbed the captain’s arm. One of the soldiers rushed up to me. He turned and shouted, “Sir! They shot one of their own men!”

The officer walked up to me. “He must be a courier. Is he alive?”

The soldier looking at me shook his head. “Not for much longer.”

The officer said, “Get this man to our base of operations for medical. He’s a very valuable prisoner. We’ll wait for another ship to take us back down.”

The soldier lifted me up and put me across his shoulders. “Aye sir.” I blacked out.

#

I drifted into consciousness. I was disoriented. I could see two blurry figures standing near me. I couldn’t recognize them.

One looked over at me. “Colonel, I can’t understand why you didn’t just leave this Alliance dog to die? When their ship collided with ours, we lost over one thousand men.”

The colonel waved his hand dismissively. “That collision tells me they weren’t expecting us to be there. And why keep this one alive? He’s a courier. We need to know what data is in his head. What has been compromised. They never just have one courier, so if one gets through, we need to know what secrets have been lost.”

The other man shrugged. “Well, he’s stable for now, but he’ll never survive a trip back to the home world for interrogation. If we attempt to put him in a cryo tube, it will probably kill him.”

The colonel paced a moment. “How complete is this hospital?”

The other man looked smug and said, “It’s a full-featured facility, sir. We intend to stay here awhile.”

Looking back at me, the colonel asked, “Does it include the brain transfer technology?”

The other man chuckled. “Of course. We could probably do that procedure in our sleep. In fact, we’re preparing authorization forms for you today to swap the brains of two Alliance prisoners to infiltrate the Alliance command on this rock.”

The colonel nodded. “I’ll sign it right away. What other prisoners do we have?”

The other man looked down as if he was examining a list. “Just two. A rather old man who would never survive the transfer and a teen girl.”

The colonel took the list and looked at it. “What did these two do?”

The other man shrugged. “Well, this base is using the old man’s farm. He shot and killed a couple of our men when we moved to take the farm. The girl is his granddaughter.”

The colonel pointed at me. “Use the girl and then bring him to my office once he’s recovered.”

The other man saluted. “Right away, sir.”

#

I was floating.

I was no longer in pain. I no longer felt anything. I was staring into the blackest, black abyss I’ve ever… well, not seen. Is this death? I’m thinking, so it can’t be. Slowly, little pin-pricks of feeling started to return. What the hell? Sounds, but not sounds. Far away echoes. Voices. All the time floating. No sense of up or down. I wanted to scream. But there was no mouth or tongue or even any air to breathe. I faded out…

#

I slowly started to regain consciousness. Awareness finally returning. I couldn’t open my eyes. I couldn’t move my arms, but I didn’t feel any restraints. Faint voices echoing in the distance. I didn’t feel right. I didn’t feel bad. I wasn’t in pain. I was breathing normally as far as I could tell, despite last remembering having a sucking chest wound.

Finally I started to detect light through my closed eyelids. A flick. A movement. Feeling started to return. But no pain. I could tell I was lying on a bed. I could start to hear sounds around me.

In the distance, or it could have been next to me, I heard a gruff male voice. “As soon as she’s conscious, send for me.”

A female voice, further away. “Yes, sir.”

Silence.

I managed to get one eye opened somewhat. I could make out a blurry room with blurry objects all around. I could hear sounds like you hear from medical equipment. I experimented a bit. I could move all my fingers and wiggle my feet. I could feel sensation being slowly restored. My whole body had a wave of numbness. It was the weirdest feeling.

My vision finally cleared and it was obvious I was in some kind of hospital room. A woman who had to be a nurse from her uniform, checked my pulse and then shone a bright light into my eyes. I winced and tried to turn away. She made a few notes in a handheld device.

And then full sensation hit me like a bucket of ice water. I sat bolt upright, gasping for air. Nothing felt right. It wasn’t bad. It was just wrong. There were strands of dark brown hair hanging in my face. My hair isn’t long and it was never that color. I reached up to brush it away. I froze.

That wasn’t my hand.

“What the fuck?!” I shouted. It wasn’t my voice.

The nurse came up to me. “Just be calm, miss.”

“Calm? Are you shitting me? You called me miss!” I looked wildly about the room, dislodging more hair to fall across my face and shoulders. I started to feel my body. “What happened to me?”

I felt two firm, budding breasts on my chest. What the fucking hell?

The nurse spoke into a communications device she had clipped to her uniform at the shoulder. “Captain. Patient is awake.”

A tinny male voice came out of a small speaker on the device. “Thank you. I’ll be there shortly.”

I wiggled my fingers and flexed my arms. How could I possibly be in a different body? Such things just aren’t medically possible. Right?

A few minutes later, an officer arrived at my room accompanied by an officer wearing a white lab coat.

The officer addressed the nurse. “Has the prisoner made any attempt to escape?”

Shaking her head, the nurse said, “No captain. She probably won’t be able to stand up until tomorrow.” The officer nodded.

Turning to the lab coat guy, the captain said, “So doc. What’s your opinion on the prisoner’s condition?”

The doc shrugged. “The surgery was flawless. The technology is now so advanced, like I said yesterday, we could do this in our sleep. We’ve already replaced a couple dozen Alliance brains that we’ve managed deep infiltration into the Alliance command structure. That’s how we knew about this courier in the first place.”

The captain nodded. “True. We know one courier is dead, one is completely missing and then we have this one here.”  He grimaced.

A radio the captain was wearing clicked into life. “Captain Kozlov.”

The captain unclipped his radio from its hip holster. “Captain Kozlov here, Colonel. The prisoner is awake but not able to walk yet.”

The colonel over the radio said, “I want that bitch on that transport arriving tomorrow along with the rest of the fleet to take her to the home world, even if you have to drag her.”

Captain Kozlov said, “Yes, sir.” He looked over at the doc. “The colonel is getting nervous. The Alliance fleet might just be less than twenty-four hours away. When that dreadnaught arrives with the fleet, we’ll finally be able to blast that last Alliance defense and claim this planet for the empire.”

The doc looked over at me. “Should you be discussing this in front of the prisoner?”

Captain Kozlov laughed. “I hope it gnaws at her craw. She’s a little girl who can’t even walk. What’s she going to do about it?”

They both started to turn to leave. The doc said, “True. I do hope they have a better way to extract the data from a courier’s brain. Most of the time they wind up frying the brain before getting anything useful.”

Kozlov laughed again. “At least the Alliance won’t get it.” The two of them along with the nurse left my room. I noticed a guard outside my room salute the captain. Even if I could stand up, there was no way I could just run out the door.

A dreadnaught class ship heading this way. Damn! They’ll be able to then pulverize what defense we have left without leaving orbit. This was valuable intel and I couldn’t tell anyone!

I sat up in my bed and took a personal assessment. Long dark brown hair fell across my shoulders. How could they move a brain and not have to shave the head at least? How could they possess such technology? They don’t even have sanders for deep space operations. They still rely on cryotech.

I looked down at myself. They had just left me naked on the bed. I was definitely a girl. I think they said about fifteen years old. She was a farm girl, so I suspected her muscles might be stronger than a typical teen girl. I moved my legs. Everything seemed to be working. I brought my legs up and pushed them down on the bed. Strength seemed to be returning. I looked up towards the door. With the guard, escape seemed impossible.

I pulled the sheet over me. Not that I was cold, but I was uncomfortable lying there exposed. I slid my hand to my crotch. Not for any type of stimulation. This wasn’t the time or place for that kind of exploration. I just had to verify by touch that I no longer possessed a penis.

It just seemed strange. It’s not like it was removed. This body had never had one. I mused that I probably wouldn’t live long enough to be too concerned about now having a vagina anyway.

I laid back down and fell to sleep.

#

I awoke to the sound of scuffling feet and whispered male voices. The room was darkened, but I could see figures moving.

“Is that the girl?” asked one of the shapes.

Another shape said, “Roger. Let’s get her in the buggy.”

A third shape whispered harshly, “Woah, guys. She has a catheter. Remove it. Gently.”

Someone, I couldn’t tell who said, “Okay. Take her. Let’s get out of here.”

My eyes had adjusted to the light well enough that I could see they were wearing the uniform of Alliance Marine Ground Forces. One of the men picked me up as if I weighed nothing.

The man lifting me from the bed asked, “Can you walk?”

In a dry, raspy voice, I said, “I don’t think so.”

The man nodded. “Don’t worry, miss. I’ve got you.” I put my arm around his neck and held on tight. I had a grim thought as I lay my head on his shoulder. They weren’t rescuing me because I was some cute farm girl in the Ergon’s evil clutches.  They’re extracting me because I’m a valuable military asset they can’t allow to fall into enemy hands. As much as the Alliance needs the data in my head, if I couldn’t be extracted, I’d just get shot in the head.

The two dead guards at my room entrance and the four dead guards in the guard room were grim reminders of the high stakes at play.

Trying to clear my voice, I asked in a whisper to the soldier carrying me, “How did you know I was here? Or even who I was?”

The man chuckled as we rushed down the hall, He wasn’t even breathing hard. “We monitor their communications pretty closely. They don’t have sub-ether and we broke their latest encryption weeks ago.”

One of the men asked just before we went through the exit door. “Are the charges set?”

A voice behind me said, “Yes, Sarge. Set to make this hospital cease to exist in fifteen minutes.”

Sarge looked out the exit door, then motioned everyone through. “Bring the buggy around. Come on, ladies. We can’t stand around dilly-dallying.”

Four more dead Ergon soldiers just outside the door told a story of lax discipline. None had even unshouldered their weapons. They were taken completely by surprise.

An electric ground vehicle pulled up in our midst. The vehicle was silent, lightly armored and very fast. Its only defense was a roof mounted, high-speed microwave cannon.

The soldier carrying me set me down gently into the buggy, in a middle seat. He strapped me in so I wouldn’t fall out. The rest of the men climbed quickly into the vehicle.

Sarge whispered in a hoarse voice, “Kowalski. Hit it!”  The buggy lurched forward, throwing a rooster-tail of dirt and gravel into the air behind us.

The vehicle apparently took the same route to go out as they did to go in. The hospital was nestled in a grove of trees on what used to be a farm yard.  A few random dead Ergon soldiers littered our path.

I shook my head. “With such non-existent discipline, why don’t you just attack and take them out?”

The one called Sarge said, “Even at night they can detect a large force moving in. They have about a thousand troops on the ground here. We just have a garrison to defend the Alliance outpost. We’d be slaughtered if we attacked.”

In a small voice, I asked, “Is the fleet on their way?”

The sergeant turned from his front seat to look at me. “Yes. The last transmission from the cruiser Sampan alerted Alliance Space Defense. They’re on their way. They’re just so damned far away.”

I looked at the sergeant. “You know the Ergon fleet will be here sometime tomorrow. With a dreadnaught class ship.”

He turned back to look out the windscreen and nodded gravely.

A moment later, the sky behind us was lit up brightly as explosives destroyed the Ergon hospital.

Sarge looked back at us in the back of the buggy and grinned. “Well that ought to get their attention.”

As we pulled up to the gate at the outpost entrance, the sentry said to us, “Admiral’s orders are the girl needs to be taken directly to the bunker.”

The sergeant waved acknowledgment to the sentry. “That’s what I expected.”

I looked at the first line of defense for the outpost and thought why are they even bothering with a gate. A large section of the wall was blown away.

The buggy parked in front of the headquarters building which had taken a lot of hits. The marine that had carried me out of the hospital unbuckled me and lifted me effortlessly from the buggy.

As I put my arm around his neck again, he grinned at me. “We need to stop meeting like this.” I smiled at his joke.

As I was carried into the bowels of the headquarters building, I hated the Ergon commander for putting me into this small, girls body. Even if I could stand on my own right now, I wouldn’t be expected to stand with these marines to help defend. Yeah, even as a male, I’d be an asset to be protected, but if push came to shove, I’d still be expected to lift a rifle and help out even though my brain held the key to bringing the war to a swift conclusion.

But not now. Nobody would expect me to do anything but hide. Despite what they may know about me intellectually, outwardly I was just a helpless farm girl. And while I’m sure this farm girl I was now inside was probably stronger than other girls her age, I knew there was no way I could ever lift a microwave rifle, even if I had all my strength back.

The admiral of the Alliance outpost stood up from his desk as I was brought into the bunker, deep below the surface. The marine carrying me started to set me down in a chair.

In his ear, I said, “I want to try to stand. But stay beside me just in case.”

On wobbly legs, I saluted the admiral. “Lieutenant Morris reporting, admiral.”

The admiral returned my salute. “Welcome to the Alliance command center for Nero-4, lieutenant. Please have a seat.”

The admiral pulled a chair up next to me. He studied me for several moments before pulling a device from his pocket and punched a few buttons. He then asked me a series of questions. The questions are designed to prove my identity. Not that they expected me to swap bodies, but the Ergon has been known to make clever disguises. The questions are unique to each courier.

After the questions, the admiral sighed heavily. “I’m satisfied you are who you say you are. What I can’t fathom is why I’m looking at a fifteen year old girl?”

I then reported the conversation I’d heard between the Ergon captain and the doctor. I told him how this advanced technology the Ergon possesses has been used to infiltrate the Alliance and that there are two men at this outpost who are actually Ergon spies. That definitely got the admiral’s attention.

The admiral pulled a microphone that was attached to a radio clipped to his belt. “Security. I need a report of every man who has gone missing for twenty-four hours or more and have shown signs of excessive tiredness when they returned since the Ergon’s arrival.”

Over the radio a voice said, “Aye, sir.”

The admiral turned his attention back to me. “Other than your physical status, are you otherwise fit for duty, lieutenant?”

I nodded. “I’m feeling my strength returning.  I should be able to walk on my own in an hour or two.”

The admiral nodded. “Good. You know Ergon forces will be entering Nero-4 space in a few hours. The dreadnaught vessel they’re bringing will be able to destroy this outpost from orbit. We’re going to have to get you off this rock and quickly.”

Looking puzzled, I asked, “How can we accomplish that, admiral? There are no serviceable Alliance ships left in orbit and we have no way to attain orbit.”

“Security to Admiral Halsey. We’ve located three men that fit the criteria you provided. Wainright, Nichols and Smith.”

The marine who had carried me in said, “Smith is a drunk, admiral.”

Admiral Halsey said over the microphone, “Scan Wainright and Nichols.”

There was a moment or two of silence. Then over the radio a voice said, “Wainright and Nichols have abnormal scans.”

Admiral Halsey’s face turned red. “I will not tolerate spies and saboteurs. Security, deal with them per protocol.”

“Aye aye, admiral.” And without unkeying his microphone, came the sound of two reports from a microwave pistol and bodies hitting the floor.”

A man I hadn’t noticed before sitting at a monitoring console, with urgency in his voice said, “Tactical reports the emergence of the Ergon fleet near the orbit of Nero-7. Their heading is set to Nero-4 and they are ramping up to flank speed.”

The admiral stood up. “Damnation. Lieutenant, we need to get you off planet immediately.”

I looked wildly around the bunker. “How, admiral?”

Admiral Halsey gave me a wry smile. “The Admiral’s yacht. It’s stored down here. It has the same specs are a blockade runner. Half the vessel is rocket fuel and the other half is batteries. The Alliance fleet will soon be at the last jump zone to recharge. You can rendezvous with them there. We’ll message them through sub-ether to wait for you.”

I stood up on less wobbly legs. “But sir. The fleet will arrive too late to defend this outpost.  The Ergon will take this planet and all of you will be killed.”

The admiral pointed at me angrily. “But you, courier, will be safe. You are more important than this planet and all our lives. You must survive to get back to Alliance space.”

I felt awful. How dare he place this burden on me. While it’s true, I felt it was incredibly unfair. There are still almost a hundred men in this garrison. A valuable asset to the Alliance in the form of Nero-4, the colonists and the lives off all these marines in exchange for my safety was a too much for me to bear. There had to be another solution.

The admiral spoke into his microphone again. “Prepare my yacht for immediate launch. Have the pilot report to the bunker.”

My mind raced furiously. There had to be another way. I looked at the marine who had carried me from the hospital. How could I let him die. For me. I’m sure if asked, he’d march straight through the gates of hell. But not if I could help it.

I looked again at the man who carried me from the hospital. “I’m not leaving all of you here to die.”

The admiral frowned at me. “Lieutenant, you will get on that yacht and head for where the Alliance fleet is waiting. With the dreadnaught here, they will not enter this system. They will be slaughtered. We are expendable. You are not. We’ll buy you as much time as you need.”

I looked curiously at the admiral. “Sir. Is your yacht equipped with a sander?”

I had a kernel of an idea, but it was for nothing if the yacht didn’t have a sander. Every sander system comes loaded with extra profiles and protocols. The most notorious is the Lola protocol, which is illegal to have in the Alliance but is on every ship equipped with a sander, regardless.

Developed for espionage, it’s used mainly for entertainment as the profile is based on a famous prostitute. Hey, it gets lonely in deep space. It requires a crewmember to use the template.

However, there is one protocol that most people forget about as it is almost never needed any longer. The technical name for the protocol is MAJ-I and no one knows what the acronym stands for anymore. It’s popularly known, if at all, as the Spare Crew Member. It’s attached to the vessels’ computer and is its own construct so it can operate independently from any other crew member.

I repeated the question. “Admiral. Is your yacht equipped with a sander?”

Admiral Halsey looked at me as if to ask why I’m bothering him. “Yes, actually. All vessels designed for a crew of ten or less has a sander.”

I grinned at the admiral. “Sir. I have an idea. It’ll sound crazy, but hear me out. We can cripple the dreadnaught, and slow down the Ergon fleet to give the Alliance fleet time to arrive to engage the Ergon fleet.”

Still frowning, Admiral Halsey said, “You have five minutes, then I order you to get on that yacht.”

I motioned for everyone to come towards me. “Listen up, everyone. This is doable. And we need to do it now.

“Here’s my idea. Every ship with a sander has a seldom used protocol.  It’s the extra crew member protocol. It looks human, but it’s a construct controlled by the ship’s computer. We’ll call the Ergon planet-side commander and tell them I will surrender myself to the dreadnaught… now wait.

"Hear me out. I will say I will fly the yacht to the dreadnaught to surrender saying I don’t trust any of his men stationed on the planet to not harm me. But he has to promise to take you guys prisoner. No one is to be killed. All of you will lay down your weapons. I know I know. We all know what a Ergon officer’s word is worth.  But… and this is the big but.

“I’ll be right here in the bunker.  We’ll transmit me talking up to the yacht via sub-either and it will be transmitted back out over standard space-chat. They scan the yacht and see just one human on board, the construct, not me. They’ll drop their guard but the dreadnaught will be getting into orbit to bomb the shit out of our base.

“That’s when I give the order to the spare crew member who throws the batteries into overload since it requires manually throwing a switch and jumps the yacht into the reactor room of the dreadnaught. It might not destroy them, but they’re going to feel it. Then the fleet is free to enter Nero-4 space and take on the Ergon navy.  What do you think?”

One of the men looked at me. “I’m confused.”

One marine grumbled, “Too convoluted. Sounds like something a teen girl would come up with.”

I waved my arms. “I tell you. This will work.”

The admiral frowned. “It might work. Depends on how gullible the Ergon command is.”

I grinned sourly. “They think very highly of themselves, Admiral.”

The admiral nodded. “Go program the MAJ-I on the yacht and then contact the Ergon commander. We’ll tell the fleet to come in closer and hold at the Nero Heliopause.”

As I stepped inside the yacht, part of me feared the admiral would double-cross me and just send the yacht out into space. But that didn’t happen.  I typed into the computer to reconstitute the spare crew member protocol. I wasn’t prepared for what happened next.

After a flash and stench of ozone, before me stood a naked and most gorgeous and well muscled man I’ve ever seen. Being a girl was definitely changing my perceptions. I stood there stupidly with my mouth hanging open, He smiled at me and I melted.

“Good morning, miss,” said the construct. “I am Adam. How my I assist you today?” Several things ran through my mind. Adam is based on an actual human being who lived a few hundred years ago. He must have been quite a man.

I stepped closer to Adam, drinking in his raw masculinity. “I have a suicide mission for you Adam. A one-way ticket to hell.”

Adam grinned at me. “Sounds like fun. Miss, please remember I’m a construct. I have no regrets and no fear. I have no concept of suicide other than the definition.”

I smiled at him. God, he’s gorgeous. “Good man. Here’s what I need you to do.”  I explained the plan in detail as quickly as I could. He nodded and seemed to understand. After I finished explaining, I asked, “Think you can do that, Adam?”

Adam pointed at me and winked. “Piece of cake.”

On impulse, I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him briefly on his lips. “You’re my hero, Adam.”

He gave me a thumbs up. “I will not fail you, miss.”

I stepped out of the yacht and hurried back to the bunker. I walked in front of the comm-center and picked up the microphone that the communications folks had set up while I was inside the yacht.  I nodded to the communications guy. “Connect me to the Ergon base commander routing the transmission through the yacht’s radio.”

The comm-guy nodded. “Aye, sir… er um ma’am?”

The Ergon colonel shouted, “Bitch! Where the fuck are you? You killed a lot of men last night.”

I took a deep breath. “I had nothing to do with the extraction. But to answer your question, you may be detecting a small ship leaving the Alliance command post. It’s the admiral’s yacht and I’m on board. The only one on board. Please do not fire upon it.”

The colonel laughed. “Of course I’m going to fire on the vessel. I can’t let you escape.”

I sighed. “Colonel, this conversation is being directed at your incoming fleet as well as your base.  I’m offering my surrender… the surrender of an official Alliance courier, but on these conditions.”

Again the colonel laughed. “You’re in no position to demand conditions, little girl.”

Trying to sound grim, I said, “Then I will detonate this vessel. I cannot escape as there is no way this small vessel can outrun the mighty Ergon navy.” I grinned at myself. Actually, there was no way they could catch me. But then, I’m still in the bunker and not in the ship. “Either meet my demands, colonel or the Ergon gets nothing but this stupid rock.”

The colonel had no idea we were intercepting communications from the newly arrived Ergon fleet. The dreadnaught commander said to the colonel, “Agree to the courier’s demands you twit. We must know what data the Alliance has retrieved. There is still one last courier who has yet to be found.”

The colonel sighed. “What are your demands, Alliance bitch?”

The comm-guy said, “Yacht has achieved orbit. It’s moving now towards the incoming fleet.”

Smiling, but he couldn’t see it, I said, “I will only surrender to the commander of the dreadnaught vessel. I don’t trust your men, colonel to protect me. You will stand down and not attack the garrison still defending the Alliance outpost. Under a flag of truce, they will lay down their weapons and surrender to you. You will treat them under the treaties regarding the treatment of prisoners of war.”  I almost snorted at that. The Ergon have never honored a treaty.

The colonel said, “Of course, little girl. You have my word as an officer and a gentleman. We will not attack if your men lay down their weapons.”

Over the sub-ether comm-link I heard someone say, “Sensors indicate troop movement coming up from Ergon base including light armored vehicles. They are encircling our position.”

Not hiding a tinge of anger at the colonel’s blatant disrespect, I said, “Colonel, please use my proper title of Lieutenant Morris. I’m not giving you pet names.”

The colonel said, “My apologies lieutenant. But we do expect full surrender of Alliance forces at your outpost the moment you have docked with the Ergon ship.”

I sighed. “Understood, colonel. I am maneuvering to dock now.”  Of course, if we actually surrendered, the Ergon forces would kill every Alliance colonist on the planet as well as execute every Alliance marine that surrendered. We learned our lesson at the Battle for Clovis-5.

Over the sub-ether, Adam said, “Vector to dreadnaught reactor locked.”

To Adam, I said over the sub-ether, “Stand by.”

I looked over at the Admiral who was also in the bunker and said, “Admiral. Tell the Alliance fleet to jump from their failsafe positions at the Heliopause to enter Nero-4 space now!”

To the colonel I said, “Starting docking procedure now.”

Over the sub-ether to Adam I shouted, “Now, Adam, Now!” I don’t care he’s just a computer. I fought back tears at the thought of sending Adam to his death.

Adam said in a calm, every day voice, “Yes miss. Jumping now.” In the background, I could hear the whine of the jump coils heading to overload.

We couldn’t see from our bunker below the surface, but the resultant explosion vaporized the entire aft section of the dreadnaught and blew apart the rest of the ship. Shrapnel and other debris exploded through the Ergon fleet, ripping other ships to pieces.

Over the sub-ether someone announced, “Here they come!” Suddenly top-side was ablaze with small arms fire. Marines returned to their battle stations, the ruse now over. They began firing their weapons into the charging Ergon forces.

Someone shouted, “The tunnels! They’re in the tunnels!”

The admiral looked around the bunker at the few officers and marines waiting. “Saddle up, boys. Let’s go kick some ass.”  When I started to move, he turned to face me. “Girl. You stay here in the bunker.” He then pointed at the same marine who had carried me from the hospital. “Your only purpose right now is to keep that girl alive.” Everyone but me and the designated marine left the bunker.

The marine turned to me and grinned. “We really do need to stop meeting like this.” He tossed me a microwave pistol. “Here. You’re an Alliance officer. I’m sure you know how to use it.”

I hefted the pistol in my hand. It seemed so much heavier than I remember them.

The marine pushed a heavy desk in front of the door to make it harder to open. From the other side of the door we heard screams, shouts and weapons discharging. A few explosions caused dust to rain down on us. A few shots came through the door to impact on the far wall.

The marine motioned to me. “Get away from the door, honey. Hunker down behind these cabinets.” I got behind him and kneeled behind a couple of massive steel cabinets. I sighted my pistol onto the door.

More shouts and yells. “Get this door open! Find the girl! But don’t kill her!”

The door suddenly exploded open, victim of a breach charge. A couple of Ergon soldiers tried to rush through the opening. The marine and I took them down immediately.

Someone outside the door shouted, “We found the girl! We need back up!” More shouts and weapons fire.

The marine stood up from behind his cover and ran for the door. “They’re not going to be stupid enough to try that again.” He stood in front of the opened doorway and fired several shots through it. He then dropped to the floor just as tremendously bright light flashed through the open doorway followed by a loud explosion that caused several chunks of the ceiling to fall on me.

The marine rushed to the door and fired on the dazed and confused troops who were disoriented by their own flashbang that was dropped before it was tossed through the door,

The marine held out his hand for me to take. “Come! They know where we are. We’ll head to the hanger where the yacht was stored.”

He practically pulled me through the darkened hallways, strewn with the dead and dying and chunks of wall.

He pushed me through the open doorway of the hanger just as he took two hits in the back. He grunted and I saw the spray of blood. As he took a deep breath and closed the door, I heard more shouts. “The girl is here!”

The marine then knocked over some crates so we could hide behind them. He then collapsed on the floor, blood pooling under him. There was pounding on the door. Someone behind the door said, “Do we have a breach pack?  Find one, dammit!”

Glancing from the door to the fallen marine, I said, “Talk to me, marine.”

He coughed. “About what, miss?”

He closed his eyes and grimaced. He must be in a lot of pain.

“What’s your name, marine?” I asked, trying to keep him engaged.

He chuckled, then coughed. “You’ll just laugh.”

Some random shots came through the door and hit the wall just behind us.

“I want to know. Tell me.”

“Rupert. Rupert McGillicuddy. The guys just call me Dog.” He coughed a few more times. He tried to sit up.

Raising himself up on one arm, he looked at me. “What’s your name, girl?”

I thought a moment. Of course I don’t have a girl’s name. And I hated my name of Ralph which doesn’t really sound like much of a girl’s name.  I looked down at Dog as few more shots came through the door. “What’s your mother’s name?”

He looked confused for a moment. He shrugged. “It’s Arianna.”

I smiled at him. “What a bizarre coincidence. That’s my name too.”

Dog raised himself to a sitting position just as the door burst opened. They apparently found something to ram it open. Several men dived in and rolled to one side where we couldn’t shoot at them. Shots came through the crates which didn’t offer much cover. I heard Dog take another hit. I stood up and fired my pistol multiple times. I heard one shot hit its mark.

I don’t know how, but Dog managed to get to his feet and looked behind the crates and took out the men hiding behind them. Several more came through the door. I took a hit in my leg, screamed and fell. Dog stepped in front of me to shield me from more shots.

He kept firing through the door and we could hear some grunts as whoever was on the other side took hits.

Finally, three Ergon soldiers rushed through the door, firing their projectile weapons. Dog took another hit and fell. He can’t just keep taking hits, I thought. Sure, he’s wearing armor, but shit man. The body can only take so much.

I yelled and managed to get up on my good leg and fired my pistol. I took the time to aim while the Ergon soldiers fired wildly, striking the wall behind me. I know it was stupid to stand there in the open, but I took out my targets while taking another hit in my already damaged leg. I fell to the floor.

I crawled over to Dog. His breathing was shallow. He wasn’t moving. I grabbed his shirt and shouted, “Don’t you dare leave me, marine!”

Then I noticed it was oddly quiet outside the doorway. There were a few more shots and shouts. Then a distant voice over a radio said, “Cease fire, cease fire, cease fire.  Outpost secure.” And then silence.

I heard some shuffling outside the door. I raised my pistol to make my last stand. An Alliance Space Defense marine stepped through the door raising his hands up. He said calmly, “Stand down girl.”

The marine and several others entered the hangar. What appeared to be a medic knelt beside me. “You’re hurt, girl. And you’re getting blood all over this marine.” He then said into a communications device, “I need two stretchers stat. I have a critical marine and a wounded civilian.”

I felt suddenly weak. “I’m a lieutenant…” I passed out.

#

I finally made it back to the Alliance Space Defense Headquarters on the home world. My wounds had been stabilized on the trip back from Nero-4. Once on the home world, instead of treating my wounds I was rushed in for extraction of the data stored holographically in my brain. Thankfully, transferring my brain to another host didn’t do any damage to the data.

I was the only courier to make it in with my data in a timely manner. One of the courier’s cruiser had been destroyed and Jackson was killed. Wilson was found finally. His cruiser blew out its jump engine, taking out a third of the ship. With the hull breached, the crew sanded themselves before they ran out of life support. The ship sent a sub-ether distress beacon. Unfortunately, they were deep in Ergon space so it took a while to retrieve the crew.

And as for the Battle for Nero-4, which I understand will be made into a drama, went from near defeat to total victory. The Alliance fleet fell from jump space just moments after the dreadnaught was destroyed. Drop ships brought in fresh troops. The Ergon soldiers fought like devils and had to be taken out down to the last man. Well, except for the colonel. He surrendered.

The garrison lost thirty men in that final battle. That’s a lot, but it could have been all of them. The admiral was wounded several times as he led his men to blunt the final assault against the outpost. And Dog lived! But at a cost. He lost a leg and most of the use of his left arm.  His combat days are over.

I’ve been told several times to not feel any remorse for having Adam destroy himself in the assault on the dreadnaught. That he’s just a construct and can be found on almost any Alliance vessel. But I still can’t help but cry when I think of what I did to that beautiful, gorgeous man, construct or not. It may have come eventually as my brain is bathed constantly in female hormones, but he awoke in me a desire for guys. I never gave guys a thought before.

The information I carried had been downloaded from my brain. They were still deciphering it. It could take another week to decode it all.

“Knock, knock,” called an attractive woman in her early thirties from my dorm room door which she opened without knocking. I was living in the dormitory where children of deployed parents can live rent free. Because of the age of the girl I now inhabit, the powers that be didn’t want to put me in the women’s barracks. At least they gave me a private room.

I looked up from the couch I was lounging on, watching an alleged comedy on a video screen. I sat up straight. “Hello?”

The woman entered my room, extending her hand towards me. “Hi. I’m Olivia Carter. You must be Arianna Morris! I’ve heard so much about you.” In her other hand, she held a plastic bag with clothes inside. She looked around the room. “Oh! Nice flowers!” I had received several bouquets of flowers from Admiral Halsey as well as from Dog and a few others.  It was nice. I’d never gotten flowers before.

I gave her a somewhat limp handshake. “I know nothing of you. Like, why are you in my room?”

She giggled. “Sorry. May I sit down?” I nodded. “I’ve been sent by High Command to get you prepared for the inquiry tomorrow on the Battle of Nero-4. I’m not in the Navy, actually. I’m a consultant.” She pointed at me and frowned. “Just look at you. I mean, you can’t go into a meeting with admirals and generals dressed like that, now can you?”

I looked down at my t-shirt and jeans. “I don’t see why not?”

Olivia laughed. “I don’t think so!” She held up the bag. “I’ve brought you a women’s officers uniform and I’ve already attached your rank and service ribbons. You’ve been awfully busy for a fifteen year old!” She pulled the uniform from the bag and held it up so I could read the ribbons. There was a new one for Nero-4.

I said, “Well, I wasn’t fifteen when I earned those.”

She smiled. “I bet. So, when was the last time you shaved?”

I rubbed my chin. “I don’t shave at all anymore.”

She laughed. “No silly. I mean your legs and underarms.”

I shrugged. “Never, I guess.”

Olivia shook her head. “Well, that’s something we’ll have to take care of.” She dug through her purse and removed a brand new pink safety razor in its plastic wrap and shaving soap. “This is for you. You don’t want to look like a mountain woman.”

I looked at the pink plastic razor. “Thanks, I guess. Do I have to do this right now?”

Olivia waved her hand dismissively. “No, silly. You can do it when you take your bath or shower or whatever. I need to go, but I wanted to introduce myself and bring some things over for you. I’ll be back here tomorrow morning around seven to get you ready and fix your hair and do your make-up for the ten o’clock inquiry.”

I twirled the razor in my hand. “I don’t get it. Why even have an inquiry? I filed my report.”

Olivia shrugged. “Like I said, I’m not in the Navy, but you know. Whenever space ships explode or soldiers die, the brass requires an inquiry.”

I just looked at her. “Am I in trouble?”

Olivia stood up. “I don’t know. Did you kill anyone?”

I grunted. “Kinda sorta.”

She pointed at me. “Well, there you go. I gotta run. See you in the morning. I’ll let myself out.” She picked up her purse and left. I just looked at the door for a minute after she’d left. Well shit.

I normally take a shower and still find myself taking “Navy showers” even though I have plenty of water in the dorm room. However, the night before the inquiry, I decided to take a bath so I could shave my legs. What a pain. Fortunately for me, the farm girl didn’t let herself get too shaggy, so I didn’t have to get out the scissors and a machete.

While shaving, I took a few moments to reflect, now that I could relax, on the girl whose life was stolen when the Ergon doctor put my brain into it. They just discarded her brain, which effectively killed her. I knew nothing about her. I didn’t know what kind of person she was. All the docs could tell me was that this body was healthy and the wounds I had suffered won’t prevent me from bearing children.

I really felt sorry for the girl. I’m sure she had hopes and dreams like everyone else. We won’t be getting the brain transfer technology from the Ergon doc who performed the surgery. The Ergon captain shot the doc in the head to prevent capture.

I went to bed early that night.

Speaking of early, seven o’clock came way too early for me. Promptly at seven, there was a knock on my door. This time I had the door locked so Olivia couldn’t just barge in.

Rubbing sleep from my eyes, I opened the door. Olivia grinned wide at me. “Good morning Lieutenant Morris. Is it okay if I call you Arianna?”

I shrugged. “Sure. Come on in.”

As she entered my room, she pulled some clothing items from her purse. “I forgot to leave you with underwear yesterday. Go put these on real quick.”

I held the bra, panties and pantyhose and wrinkled my nose at them. “I’ve never worn a bra before.”

Olivia raised her eyebrows. “Do you want me to help you?”

I started to turn back to my bedroom. “Nah, I can probably figure it out.” After I closed my door I took a closer look at the bra. I thought maybe I did need some help.

After several minutes of fumbling with the bra, I finally had it and the panties on. I stepped out of my bedroom. I held up the pantyhose. “Are these really necessary? I have trouble putting these on.”

Olivia smiled at me. “Sorry. It’s a uniform requirement. Just roll them up and then stick your toe in and then pull them up. It’s easy. We’ll put your make-up on next. We don’t want to accidently get any on your uniform.”

I looked with disgust at the bottles of cosmetics Olivia was spreading out on my table. “Make-up? You can’t be serious.”

Olivia looked at me with disbelief. “You want to look your best in front of all that top brass. Don’t worry. Well take it pretty conservative.” I really didn’t like the idea of wearing make-up at all.  “So sit down here and let’s get started.  We don’t have much time.”

First she started fussing with my hair. Ever since getting into this body, I really haven’t given my hair much thought. I’m still amazed the Ergon can transplant a brain without shaving the person’s head. But I guess that would be a dead giveaway on trying to infiltrate.

Olivia didn’t do a lot. She said she was just giving my hair more body and some large curls. She then plucked out some wayward eyebrow hair. She said since I was fifteen, I could forego getting my eyebrows shaped for now.

I balked at first with the make-up. I didn’t like the smell or how it felt when she started to apply foundation. “Just relax girl. I’m not going to go crazy here. You’ll like how you look. I promise. When she was done with the mascara, liner, shadow and lip gloss, she held up a mirror.

I was shocked at what I saw. I had always thought the girl whose body I took over was pretty. But when I looked in the mirror… I couldn’t believe what I saw. “Oh my God! Is that me?” A very pretty… dare I say beautiful teen girl stared back at me.

Olivia grinned. “It sure is, gorgeous. I told you! Let’s get your uniform on. It’s a twenty minute drive to the headquarters building, so we need to get going.”

I never realized how much there was to the women’s uniform. The skirt, the blouse, the jacket and the stupid, useless tie. Well, ties are always useless, but the women’s tie was even more so. Then there was the silly hat.

The shoes were patent leather with a one inch heel, so they weren’t too hard to walk in. I also had a black leather purse with a shoulder strap that was actually part of the uniform. Olivia advised me not to actually put anything in the purse as it might cause unsightly bulges in the side of the bag.

Olivia stepped back and grinned at her handiwork. “Well, Lieutenant Gorgeous, I think you’re ready to go get interrogated by generals.”

I frowned. “Gee. I can’t wait.”

As we walked down the hallway towards the dormitory’s exit, I have to say I felt extremely silly dressed the way I was. Yes, I’m a woman. Yes, this is a woman’s uniform. Still, wearing the skirt and the goofy hat and carrying the useless purse and my heels clicking on the hard floor just seemed more like I was going to a costume party rather than a serious military inquiry.

We rode over to the headquarters building in silence. The building is huge with lots of impressive stone steps. The exterior is all highly reflective steel and glass. A dozen armed sentries were posted at the entrances. My nerves were starting to fray. Olivia walked confidently to the center elevator. It only went to one floor. The top.

Apparently we were the last ones to enter the large hearing room. A guard directed me to my seat. I was seated on a row by myself. Olivia fell back to the audience seating. I looked around the room, nervous as hell.

At the center was a raised dais, with a long table. Seated at the table were three high ranking admirals and two generals. Behind them on stands were the flags of the Alliance and of the Alliance Space Defense Force. In the center on the floor, was a single chair.

Seated several rows ahead of me and to my right were several officers and marines who had been part of the outpost defense. Dog was there and looked over at me. He winked and then pointed at his shoulder, which was now sporting sergeant chevrons.

The admiral seated at the center of the table looked up. “Now that we’re all here…” He cleared his throat and looked at me. “Let’s commence with this inquiry.”

One by one, starting with Admiral Halsey, the officers and men were called upon to sit in the single chair before the dais. We learned how, without any warning, Ergon vessels dropped out of jump space dangerously close to the planet Nero-4 which was under Alliance protection and had been colonizing for almost ten years. It was mostly a farming planet. The Ergon had been claiming it was in their space. The Alliance defenders were taken completely by surprise.

Before the Ergon could finish deploying their troops, the cruiser Sampan, the one carrying me, dropped out of jump space partially inside an Ergon troop transport, killing all thousand men on the transport. That put a kink in their invasion plans.

The Ergon boarded the Sampan and captured me. They covered the advance of the Ergon fleet with the dreadnaught and their plan to obliterate the Alliance outpost from the map. They covered my daring rescue. Sadly several of the men involved in that were killed in the last of the fighting. This all went on in great detail for almost two hours.

Finally, after many in the room had sat in that single chair and been grilled before the table of admirals, the center admiral looked up. “Will Lieutenant Arianna Morris come forward?” I had my name officially changed.

I started to sit in the chair. The admiral looked at me. “Please remain standing.”

One of the admirals looked up from his notes to look at me. “Lieutenant. Did you refuse a direct order from Admiral Halsey to take his yacht and return as soon as you could to Alliance space, knowing you had information vital to the Alliance in your head?”

I could feel sweat trickling down my back. I just looked forward. “Yes sir.”

The admiral leaned forward and clasped his hands together. “Why would you do such a thing?”

I didn’t look at the admiral. I just looked straight ahead. “I just couldn’t leave all those marines to die.”

Blinking in disbelief at me, the admiral said, “Those men were of no concern of yours, lieutenant. You had one and only one priority, and that was to get that data in your head back to Alliance space. The risk to yourself was extraordinarily foolhardy, lieutenant. Many good people lost their lives to get that data into your head.”

I could tell that my panties and pantyhose were getting soaked in sweat. “Yes sir. I understand that, sir. But I just couldn’t see leaving these men to be slaughtered.”

The admiral frowned at me. “That is their job, lieutenant. They buy you time to get safely off-planet.”  He studied some papers in front of him. “Lieutenant Morris, could it be possible that you had developed feelings for one of the men and that influenced your decision to disobey a direct order?”

“I… no… I mean maybe?” I stammered around. Are they trying to blame something on me?

Dog shouted, “Give the kid a break!”

The middle admiral pointed at Dog. “Sergeant, you’re out of order. Not another outburst from you.”

I looked angrily at the officers sitting at the table. “Yes. I admit that I had developed a crush on Dog. But with all due respect, sirs, I’d only been a girl for a little over a day. I’m not making excuses because of my new gender, but rather my inability to control the emotions of a fifteen-year-old girl! Everyone treated me differently. Everyone talked to me differently. Even the Ergon talked to and treated me differently.”

The admiral continued. “So you’re saying you jeopardized your entire mission for a school girl crush?”

I shouted, “Yes! I didn’t ask to be a teenage girl, admiral.”

The center admiral banged a gavel. “You’re out of order, miss.”

I felt tears rolling down my cheeks. Oh God. That’s all I need is to cry.

A different admiral looked up. “So, Lieutenant Morris. Now that we have a clearer view of your motivation, you came up with a plan that you felt would win the fight and save your boyfriend?”

I raised my arms in frustration. “Geez! He’s not my boyfriend!  He’s like thirty years older than me!”

Dog said, “I’m only twenty-six.”

The center admiral banged his gavel. “Lieutenant, please refrain from such outbursts. And sergeant, not another word or I’ll have you removed.” The admiral paused a moment. “Answer the question, Lieutenant Morris.”

I took a deep breath. “Yes. I thought of a plan that I thought would weaken the Ergon fleet, buying time for the Alliance fleet to arrive and clear the Ergon forces from the planet.” I then went over my entire plan to use the yacht under Adam’s control to destroy the dreadnaught.

When I had finished, the admiral asked, “And you were certain this plan would work?”

I sighed. “Admiral, there is one sentence that is beaten into everyone at the academy. That is, no plan ever survives contact with the enemy. But I think mine came close.”

One of the generals spoke up. “Your solution to use the spare crew member to pilot the craft may seem obvious now, but it’s a concept no one has ever thought of before. That was excellent thinking, lieutenant.”

Was I just praised? I couldn’t believe it.

The first admiral looked at me. “And according to Admiral Halsey, you and this particular marine, defended the lowest point of the base, taking out over a dozen of the enemy by yourselves. Both of you were wounded.”

I gritted my teeth. “Our escape was cut off. We made a last stand.”

The admiral nodded. “You had no way of knowing, but your distracting the enemy because of your value as a target, gave Admiral Halsey the time he needed to fall back and regroup and launch a new assault against the Ergon forces.”

I felt confused. I thought I was about to be hanged from the highest yardarm in the fleet and now they’re commending me?  What the hell?

The first admiral said, “We needed your testimony on what happened and verification on why you disobeyed a direct order. This body finds you guilty of disobeying a lawful order by a superior officer.

"However, circumstances, resulting in preserving the defending garrison on Nero-4, the destruction of the Ergon fleet that kept the colony planet Nero-4 from falling into Ergon hands, we move to mitigate the charge. Will Lieutenant Arianna Morris approach the panel?”  The admiral stepped from the dais. He carried a box with him.  I was confused as hell.

The admiral stood directly in front of me. He opened the box. He looked directly at me. “For meritorious service to the Alliance and valor under extreme duress, I am proud to present you with this, the Navy Cross.” He pulled a ribbon with a medal hanging from it. I bowed my head and he slipped it around my neck.

The men from the Nero-4 garrison erupted into cheers and applause.

The admiral smiled. “Congratulations, Captain Morris.”  He then pinned captain bars to my uniform. He stepped back and saluted me. I returned the salute.

The admiral said, “I have one more announcement. It’s one I wish I didn’t have to make.  Due to the rules and regulations of the Alliance Space Defense, Captain Morris is actually under age to be in the ASD.

"While we know her true age is not fifteen, the service would be raked over the coals if we allowed someone underage to remain in active service. Captain Morris, should you choose to re-enlist when you turn eighteen, you return to your current rank. Thank you for your service.”  He saluted me again and walked away.

As Dog stood up with his prosthetic leg, I ran over to him and almost knocked him over with a big hug. “Dog! I’m so happy you didn’t die.”

Dog laughed. “Me too. It was great to work with you. And look at you! So pretty. You’re going to break a lot of hearts, that’s for sure. And now a captain. Well, sort of.”

I hugged him again. “I’m going to miss you.”

He laughed again. “We really do need to stop meeting like this, captain.”

I looked at Dog solemnly. “Take care of yourself, marine.”

He smiled. “You too, girl.”

As Olivia and I walked out of the headquarters building, I said, “I guess this is good-bye to you. I’ll just catch a ride back to my dorm.”

Olivia grinned at me. “Actually, I have another idea. I asked and they said yes. I’m your new guardian. At least until you’re eighteen. Then you’re on your own. I think it’ll be fun to help shape you into being the best woman you can be.”

I looked at Olivia with disbelief. “You want to take care of me?”

She nodded. “We’ll make a great team.”

I hugged her. “Thanks. I think so too.”

Well, this certainly wasn’t how I expected my decision to volunteer to be a courier would wind up. I had nothing to lose and I gained everything.

Olivia took my hand, and we walked down the wide steps to get a ride to her living quarters.

The End

###


The Ponytail Heroes

“The Alliance loves these little hell-holes just a little too much,” complained Corporal Perkins for the twenty-seven-millionth time. Or almost, anyway.

“Knock it off, Perkins!” I exclaimed. Several of us were gathered in the PX trying to enjoy lunch. Perkins wouldn’t shut up. “Perkins you’ve only been on this dirt ball for a week. You’re not allowed to complain until you’ve been here at least a month.”

“Says who, captain?” exclaimed Perkins.

I laughed. “Says me, corporal. The colonel has said the same thing. So knock it off.”

Perkins snorted a growl. “You and Col Sanders? Hell, how do you get out of this chicken outfit?”

Lt. Swanson chuckled, “You got it, Perkins. I know of at least a half dozen new frontier planets that don’t even have breathable atmospheres that are desperate for personnel. After lunch, I’ll turn in your transfer request.”

Suddenly looking terrified, Cpl. Perkins said, “No need to be hasty, lieutenant. I’m just blowin’ off a little steam. Face it, most of these frontier assignments are boring.”

I laughed. “Bored are we? The courier escort service is always recruiting.” Couriers have vital information  holographically imprinted on their brains and are usually instantly marked for death. Their escorts don’t always fair well either.

Looking defeated, Perkins muttered something I couldn’t understand and went back to reading his device.

Lt. Swanson just looked over at me and grinned as he shook his head. Outbursts like Perkin’s is fairly common on remote frontier worlds like here on G7X-3. The third planet orbiting the star G7X.

One day it might get an actual name. Right now it’s just another dirt ball with a rich farmland and potential for colonization. It already has a few farmers living on it. It’s registered with the Alliance and so here we are. It’s also in disputed space claimed by the Ergon Union.

The Alliance holds its claim with this small outpost with a garrison of two hundred Marines. There’re also a few space-based energy defenses in orbit. That’s it. To defend a whole planet. Perkins is right. These frontier assignments can get pretty boring. They’re too new to have attracted the amenities of civilization. Things like bars and whorehouses. And I guess those other things like schools and markets.

Besides us, the Marines, and the farmers and their families, there’s a third group on the planet that neither the Marines or the farmers like. A budding civilian government. Their office is currently housed in our facility.

But worse than bureaucrats and politicians are the members of the Orgainian Council. They’re an off-branch of humanity and are basically referees between us and the Ergons though they tend to lean towards the Ergon Union. They provide protection for civilian and other non-combatant populations. Sometimes. Everyone on both sides would like to forget about Planet Driscoll.

Lt. Swanson picked up his cup of coffee and moved to my table. “Hey Cap. Any idea how long the colonel will be inspecting our new orbital station?”

I shrugged. “He didn’t think it would take more than a couple of hours. I expect him back planet side around eighteen hundred.” We were in the process of increasing our observation facilities by creating a triad of essentially permanent deep space RADAR installations. It would allow us to replace five of the manned probe ships monitoring this sector.

My commlink beeped. “Speak of the devil,” I said as I noted it was the Col Sanders calling me. I picked up the commlink and said, “Stewart here.”

“Captain, put the base on full alert!” shouted an excited Col. Sanders. “An Ergon blockade runner just shot through the system, not triggering any of our defense systems!”

“Aye, sir!” I exclaimed. Without waiting for further info, I hit the alert button on my commlink. Alarms sounded across the base.

Someone sitting near Perkins said, “Ah shit. Really?”

Lt. Swanson looked up at me with concern. “What’s up, Cap?”

I frowned at the lieutenant. “An Ergon blockade runner just entered the system without activating any orbiting defenses.”

Lt. Swanson looked at me quizzically. “Blockade runner? What the fuck are they going to do with that? The most personnel they could pack into that thing would be about thirty men.”

As the men were rushing to their duty stations I shrugged. “Beats me, Swan. The Ergons know we’re fully garrisoned here. Thirty men won’t make a dent.”

With a grimace, Lt. Swanson stood up and said, “Well, let’s go see.”

As soon as I stood up, I was knocked back down as if punched in the gut. There was a bright flash and we all collapsed.

#

I felt dizzy and completely disoriented.

“Let me help you up. You’re going to be dizzy for a few moments,” said one of the Orgainian council members. What the hell is he doing inside the base?

“Orgainians!” shouted a gruff voice. I looked around and saw someone wearing a Ergon Union uniform. “Get these children out of our facility now! I’d hate for them to become casualties of war!”

The Orgainian holding my arm to help steady me said, “Please. We must hurry.”

As we stumbled out of the PX, I looked back at the guy in the Ergon uniform and asked, “Who the hell is that asshole?”

As he led me from the room, the Orgainian said, “He’s the new commander of this facility. His name is Captain Volkov.”

I stopped suddenly to turn around. Long strands of dark brown hair fell across my face. “Who the fuck does he… what the fuck is going on here?” I outstretched my arms. I looked around and saw little girls being escorted from the PX by Orgainians. “What the fuck?”

Looking annoyed at me for delaying, the Orgainian said, “Please. Colonel Sanders wants everyone brought to the Johnson Barn immediately.”

I had trouble walking as my feet were too small for my boots. My clothes no longer fit properly. “Will you tell me just what the hell is going on?”

The Orgainian frowned. “Let’s get to the barn first.”

As we exited the base facility, I saw young girls kicking their ill fitting boots off and trying to pull their pants up so they could walk. There were dozens of girls, some by themselves and some helping each other while others, like me were being helped by Orgainians.

When we entered the barn, I could see the colonel standing on makeshift dais. He was looking around looking confused. “Is Captain Stewart here? Lt. Swanson? I need my officers up here now!”

I waved and in a girlish voice, I shouted, “I’m Captain Stewart!” He motioned me towards  him. When I got close to him, I shouted, “What’s going on here, colonel? We’re all girls. Except you.”

Colonel Sanders pointed at a chair. “Sit down captain. Our base has been captured by approximately thirty Ergon marines. They exploded a new secret weapon that on detonation, instantly changes males to twelve year old girls. Around the age of puberty.”

I looked enviously at the colonel who stubbornly remained male. “You weren’t affected because you were off world at the time.”

“That would appear so, captain,” said the colonel. “Do you know where Lt. Swanson is?”

A new girl with flowing blonde hair came running on. “Here I am, colonel!”

The colonel shook his head. “This is catastrophically bad, men. All two hundred of my command and even the male farmers have been changed into little girls! Any ideas gentlemen on what our options may be?”

Lt. Swanson shook his head. He said, “We don’t have much time, colonel. I overheard a couple Ergon marines talking. In less than two days, two Ergon troop transports arrive along with a capitol ship for protection. Sir, our troop ship, just one, isn’t due to arrive for three days. It’s escorted by two frigates. They may even have managed to recalibrate and program our orbiting defense systems.”

Colonel Sanders sat down, his head in his hands. “Well shit. We’ve lost this planet. And we can’t warn off the troop ship. They’ll be committing suicide.”

I sat down cross-legged on the dais and played with my hair a moment. “We need to recapture the base!”

The colonel frowned at me. “With what, captain? They have thirty men. We have three.”

I shook my head. “No colonel. We have our complete garrison.”

Colonel Sanders laughed without humor. “Yeah. Two hundred little girls.”

I grinned at the colonel. “Yeah. Two hundred little girls. Two hundred fully trained and battle hardened little girls!”

The Orgainian jumped up and exclaimed, “No! I forbid this very idea. We will not allow not only civilians, but civilian children to be used in combat! It is our preeminent rule!”

I jumped up to stand next to the Orgainian. I shouted, “We’re soldiers! Our job is to prevent this planet from falling into Ergon Union hands! We have a duty to fulfill!”

The Orgainian said bluntly, “You are civilians now. You have no official duties. You now fall under our protection.” 

I poked my finger into his chest. I wish these Orgainians had names. I asked, “Is this official? Have you contacted the Home World?”

The Orgainian frowned. “You know we lost communications when the Ergon forces captured the facility.”

Grinning, I said, “Then we’re not officially discharged. Colonel, we’re running out of time.”

Scowling, the Orgainian said, “Another consideration, my rash young captain. Right now, all of you fall under Orgainian protection by default. If you proceed with this attack, should you fail to defeat the Ergon forces, they can have all of you executed as spies.”

I frowned at the Orgainian. “Even though I have the right by virtue of my rank given to me by the Alliance Space Command, I’ll put it to a vote. Now that they are little girls, they might have changed in their attitude. So if any one of them decide to not join in the effort to retake the base, those girls will be handed over to the Orgainians for protection. Everyone will be informed of the risk.”

Frowning at me, Colonel Sanders growled. “Have you forgotten your oath, captain? This is not a democracy. They are under your command.”

Feeling tired and much older than my twelve-year-old appearance, I said, “It’s only fair, colonel. The game has changed. I’ll ask them.”

I had the girls gather in a circle around me and I explained the situation. My heart was very heavy.

#

After a thirty minute discussion, going back and forth, I walked slowly back to where the colonel and the Orgainian was waiting.

Arms folded, the Orgainian looked coldly at me and asked, “Well captain. What did the children decide?”

I looked down at my feet and said, “Not one child volunteered.” The Orgainian smirked at me.  “But two hundred Marines did.”

#

Naturally, we no longer had access to the base’s computer systems, but all of us knew the facility like the back of our hands. At least we all knew the sections we worked in

Using a stick, we each took turns drawing the site’s floor plan on the barn’s floor. We tried to fly a few of the drones we had outside of the facility, but the Ergons shot them down. So we sent several groups of girls out to play games like hopscotch and jump rope while they observed the site as best they could and reported back.

Since we all need to have sewing skills to repair uniforms or to do field sutures, we had set aside a team to take in all our uniforms so they’d fit…at least somewhat. We couldn’t do anything about our boots, so rather than run around barefoot, everyone wrapped their feet in cloth to avoid cuts.

Finally I called everyone except the observers into the barn so we could work out a plan of attack. I stood next to the drawing on the floor holding a long stick so I could point without stepping on the drawing itself.

“Marines!” I shouted. “Listen up.” Everyone that could was gathered around the floor plan. “We are quickly running out of time. It’s only a matter of time before the Ergons manage to break the codes and get access to the communications and data rooms. We now have less than a day before their reinforcements arrive.

"It’ll be dark in an hour. Even though we only have possession of one night vision unit, this gives us a tactical advantage. We know the lay of the land and the Ergons don’t. Another advantage we have and I hate to use it is that we’re all little girls. Even the Ergon monsters don’t like shooting kids so they’ll hesitate on our initial attack. But that hesitation won’t last long.

“Our biggest disadvantage is lack of weapons. We’ll have to pick up dropped weapons as we go. As I’m sure you know, the Ergons use microwave pistols as side arms that are very similar to ours. On the scout ship the colonel was out in space on when we were attacked by this girl bomb or whatever it was, we have four rail pistols. But we have limited ammo. We also have two satchel charges.

"We can use one to breach the wall at the side gate. The other we’ll use to breach the telecommunications entrance. The problem with the satchel charges is that they are too heavy for one twelve year old girl to carry. I’ll need two volunteers to carry each charge in order to blow the telcom door off its hinges. Then we’ll rush in after the door is breached.”

“Cap? Question,” said one girl raising her hand. I had no idea who she was. Everyone looks different as a little girl.

I nodded towards her. “Make it quick.”

“Why assault the telcom entrance? It’s very narrow there. The main entrance is more open.”

“Good question,” I said. “They’ll expect us to assault the main entrance. Their troops have been living it up in our PX. They don’t eat as well as we do. So there’s a large concentration of enemy forces there. We’re going to feint an attack on the main entrance and then we’ll breach the wall and blow the door at telcom. It’s just too bad we can’t get heat signatures of troops inside the building. Those rail pistols will penetrate anything.”

I stepped back to survey the room. I said, “It’s almost dark. I’ll need twelve volunteers for the breach teams. The rest of you get with your squad leaders. Sadly, our battle plan is just to rush in after the breach. Rail gun carriers will try to clear the entrance by blindly shooting through the walls. Okay, girls. Let’s get ready. Breach teams on me.”

Lt. Swanson and Cpl. Perkins were the first ones to join me. I looked at Cpl Perkins and asked, “Are you bored yet, girl?”

Perkins grinned and said, “No sir!” And then looking a bit worried, Cpl Perkins said, “We’re going to get slaughtered, aren’t we captain?”

Lt. Swanson shook her head. “You didn’t want to live forever, did you Perkins?”

Shaking her head, Perkins said, “No sir. But I was at least hoping to make it to my prom.”

I laughed and shouted to the colonel, “Colonel! If we’re successful, you’ll owe Corporal Perkins a dance at her prom!”

Colonel Sanders looked up from inspecting the rail pistols he was removing from the scout ship and said, “If we take back the base, I’ll give her a kiss, too.”

#

Darkness had finally fallen across the small town. There were no street lights and the only illumination was from inside the base’s building. In the darkness my teams scrambled across the main street. I had to smile at the sight of thirty girls with pony tails swishing back and forth.

The Ergon’s would send out a four man patrol every hour to walk the perimeter. It wasn’t really a good idea. I had a team following them to take them out when we launched our attack. I kept most of my force in reserve in case the first attack failed. At least we had secure team level communications.

After the patrol had passed, I signaled the first breach team to come to the gate. The two girls struggled with the satchel charge. I wished we had had a real breaching device which would actually blow a hole in the wall instead of just a hole in the ground. Using their trenching tools, they quickly dug a pit to bury the charge in by the gate.

In my commlink, I whispered, “Ready Assault Team 1. Assault Team 2 and Breach Team 2 on me. Wait for my mark.” I had hunkered down a safe distance from the gate as my teams assembled behind me. I was using the only pair of night vision goggles we had. I saw the breach team give me a thumbs up and then run to get clear. Thirty seconds to breach.

I took a deep breath. Here’s where I send my teams in to die. In my commlink I said, “Move in Assault Team 1. Rail gunners, try to clear the entrance.” There was a sudden staccato popping of the rail guns firing blindly through the walls. You could hear yelling from inside the base.

The assault team opened fire on the Ergons who tried to rush out of the main entrance. Added to the noise of the combat was the distinct hum of the microwave pistols. I heard a girl scream.

The commlink growled, “Patrol neutralized.”

And then the charge detonated, sending the gate into the air in a blinding flash.

Into the commlink I shouted, “Breach Team Two, go! Go! Assault Team Two on me!”

Lt. Swanson and Cpl Perkins were my second breach team. They struggled with dragging the charge up to the external door outside the communications room. I was hoping it would be an easier breach as the building had a wall length window. Okay, it was armored glass, but at least it wasn’t a steel reinforced wall.

Like the other team, Swan and Perkins started to quickly dig a hole to lay the charge into. I ordered the rail gunners on team two to fire over the heads of Swan and Perkins through the glass to take out any Ergons rushing the back wall.

One of the Ergons managed to fire his microwave pistol through the glass and struck one of the rail gunners right in her chest. She went down instantly. As I tried to grab the fallen rail gun, an Ergon fired through the glass and hit Swan in the shoulder, knocking her down. She grimaced, but got back up and finished digging.

My second rail gunner managed to take down two Ergon Marines just as they both fired. One shot struck Perkins in her leg shearing it at the knee instantly cauterized by the microwave. The second rail gunner went down. Ergons started filling the hall. This was a really bad place to be.

Perkins picked up the fallen rail gun and started popping off rounds through the glass. I fired several more rounds and then my gun was empty.

“Cap!” shouted Swanson. “We have a problem! The satchel got hit! The timer function doesn’t work.”

I made a few more shots with the microwave pistol I’d picked up. “Well hell. That means it has to be manually set off.”

Perkins fired off her last round of depleted uranium. She shouted, “Get out of the way, Lt. They shot my leg off. I’ll detonate it.”

Looking like she was in a hell of a lot of pain, Swanson groaned. “I’m already dead. I can’t survive this wound. Get clear Perkins.” Body wounds are almost always fatal from microwave weapons. From the direction of the main entrance, I heard another girl scream. I took a few more shots to keep the enemy’s heads down.

Angry, Cpl Perkins shouted, “Fall back to Cap’s position, Swan. I got this.”

Swanson lifted her leg and placed her foot on Perkin’s chest. She shouted, “Go to your prom, Perkins!” With her foot she shoved Perkins clear. She shouted, “Fire in the hole!” An explosion followed covering me and the wall with Swanson’s blood and shattered glass slicing two Ergon marines in two.

I stood there in shock for a moment. Oh my God! Swanson blew herself up! I shook my head and shouted into the commlink, “Assault Team Two! Let’s move!”

The first girl through the new opening took a hit and went down. I dropped two Ergon marines with the microwave pistol. At this point, the Ergons were outnumbered and outgunned, but none surrendered. We pushed on from both ends of the complex.

Over the commlink came cries, “Telcomm clear!”, “Main Entrance Clear!”, “PX clear!”, “Barracks clear!” Finally, the voice of Colonel Sanders said calmly, “Building secure.”

I sighed and fell to the floor, leaning against a wall. Into the commlink I said, “All teams stand down. Repeat. All teams stand down.”

The Colonel came running down the hall towards me. He held out his hand to help me up. “Come on, Cap. We have to re-activate and re-program our orbital defenses!”

I sighed heavily as I was lifted to my feet. “Yes, sir.”

As we rushed into the telecommunications and weapons control room we saw evidence of a fire fight, but no systems damaged. The Ergon must have finally figured out how to by-pass the security, but they were too late.

The colonel started flipping switches and punching buttons. “Come on, Stewart. Let’s get these systems back on-line.”

I looked up at the now operational status monitor. “Ah shit, Colonel! The Ergon fleet has already breached the heliopause. They’ll be making orbit around G7X-3 less than fifteen minutes from now.” The fleet that the Ergons were bringing in were two troop transport ships similar to ours, each carrying two hundred marines along with a capital ship in order to secure this mud ball to the Ergon Union.

Colonel Sanders, looking grim said, “Not anymore.” He flipped a row of switches and pressed a large button. Several status lights switched from red to green.

Text began to scroll across the status monitor. “WEAPON SYSTEM CHARGING: 10%”, “TARGET AQUIRED: LOCKED, TARGET AQUIRED: LOCK, TARGET AQUIRED: LOCK WILL FIRE AT 120% CHARGE.”

Sweat trickled down my brow. “Less than one AU and closing. Charge is at fifty percent.”

Colonel Sanders didn’t take his eyes off the status monitor. He said, “Order your troops to take up defensive positions.”

I looked over at the colonel. “Sir! Even if we hadn’t changed, we can’t defend against four hundred marines! That capital ship probably has a squadron of tanks they’ll bring down!”

Not taking his eyes from the status monitor, the colonel said calmly, “Order it, captain.”

Nodding, “Yes, sir.”

As I called the order over my commlink, the status monitor reported the charge at ninety-five percent.

The colonel looked over at me. “Cap, we can manually override the system and force it to fire at one hundred percent?”

I nodded. “Yes, sir. It just might not be as effective as the overloaded charge.”

Returning his attention to the status monitor, the colonel said, “Fire at one hundred percent.”

I wiped the sweat from my face. “Sir. The weapon won’t be as effective…”

He looked down at me. We used to be roughly the same height. Now he towered over me. I nodded. “Yes, sir.” I flipped the cap up to expose the manual override button. I watched the power meter click up.

At one hundred percent, I punched the button. All the orbital weapons systems fired at once on their locked targets. System charge dropped to forty-five percent.

Target 1: Destroyed

Target 2: Destroyed

Target 3: Critically damaged… Destroyed

Maybe it was because I’m now a little girl. Or maybe it’s the realization of the loss of my friend Swanson or even the confirmation of seventeen deaths of the thirty-five casualties of our garrison. Not sure what it was, but at the thought that twelve hundred men just died instantly by my hand, I couldn’t stop the trickle of a tear down my cheek.

This is why we automate these things. So no one can point a finger and say "YOU!” Yes, given the chance, the Ergons would have done the same to us. Still….

Colonel Sanders grinned broadly and reached over to ruffle my hair. “Excellent work today, captain. Outstanding!”

In silence, I just stared at the control panel. The recharge cycle had already started and was going much faster than when the system was dead cold and fully discharged.

My eyes rimmed with tears, I said in a tiny voice. “Colonel, I can’t do this anymore.”

The colonel turned to look at me. His expression softened. After a moment of hesitation, he reached down and touched my cheek, wiping away a tear. He nodded and said in an uncharacteristic soft voice, “I understand completely, captain. You won’t be asked to do so again.”

Three days later, our ships arrived. Instead of enhancing our presence on the planet, they just merely replaced it. Our fallen would be returning to Home World in a few days in seventeen flag draped containers. The container for Lt. Swanson was empty since she had been vaporized. The containers were sealed, so no one would see the dead little girls inside.

Colonel Sanders, myself and the Orgainian stood by the pallet of the containers prior to being loaded onto an Alliance ship, saluted our fallen. Using real instruments, they played taps. It was an interesting sight. The colonel in full dress uniform. I, along with the other officers were wearing pretty dresses provided by the Ogainian orphanage. The Orgainian? Who the hell cares?

Colonel Sanders, said, “Dismissed!” Everyone started walking slowly away. All us girls would soon be discharged from service and handed over to the Orgianian orphanage.

I lingered for a moment, staring at the containers, wondering how I could have done things differently. The Orgainian remained standing next to me.

The Orgainian started, “Well, Miss Stewart…”

I scowled at the Orgainian. “I haven’t been discharged yet.”

The Orgainian inclined his head towards me. “My apologies, captain. As I was going to say, Captain Stewart, was the loss of all these precious young girls’ lives worth your victory?”

I wanted to punch the Orgainian. Not looking at him, I said, “They’re Marines. They didn’t die for me, or this mud ball, or even the Alliance. They died for the Corp, their brothers and for their honor.”

The Orginian shrugged. “Pretty words, captain.”

I turned to look him square in the eye. “Those are things you will never understand or possess.”

The Ergon Union was forced to pay Planet G7X-3 restitution for their use of an illegal weapon. The one that turned us all into little girls.

#

“That’s a beautiful dress!” I exclaimed to Roxanne Armentrout who at one time had the last name of Perkins.

Roxxy grinned back at me. “Yours’ too! Can you believe it Steph we finally made it to prom?” It had been five years since our desperate battle with Ergon over our little base. We had both stayed on the planet and got adopted by the new local farmers.

We were not allowed to talk about our previous existence as Marines, so we became farm girls and had to return to school. We both had boyfriends and were attending our high school prom. A different life from being in combat.

While my boyfriend was getting me some punch, I watched Roxxy dance with her boyfriend.  I shook my head in amazement. With modern medicine, you could never tell her leg was a prosthetic.

A half hour in to our prom, we were all taking a break from dancing to chat with friends. One of our friends pointed in the direction of the ball room entrance. “What’s a Marine doing here?”

While hostilities still officially existed, the war with the Ergon Union had mostly settled down to border skirmishes. You’d think after twenty-five years of war, everyone would be tired.

I watched the Marine talk for a few moments with the people at the reception table. They pointed in our general direction. The Marine nodded and headed towards us.

I poked Roxxy in her side. “Hey look. That can’t possibly be Colonel…um, now General Sanders can it?”

Roxxy’s eyes grew wide. “Oh my God! It is!” She stood up and walked towards him. I stood up to follow her.

We all stopped and faced each other. And even though as civilians we’re not supposed to salute an officer, we both snapped to attention in our high heels and saluted.

General Sanders grinned and returned our salute. “As you were.” We both relaxed our stance.

Still smiling, the general said, “Ladies, I’m here on official business. Some things got neglected in all the confusion. For starters, I owe this lovely young woman a dance…”

Interrupting, I grinned, “And a kiss!”

Sanders nodded towards me. “And a kiss.” He pointed at me. “And don’t you run off, either.” Sanders was holding a few items. Our boyfriends sat silently gawking at us.

Sanders said, “Miss Armentrout, one thing I need to take care off is to belatedly hand you these. Your dress doesn’t count as a uniform to pin these on. Prior to being discharged, you were promoted to the rank of 2nd Lieutenant.”

I stepped up to Roxxy’s side. “Congratulations, girl!”

The general held up something else. “I can pin this to your dress, if I may?”

Grinning, Roxxy said, “Pin away, sir.”

General Sanders held up what looked like a medal. As he pinned it to Roxxy’s dress, he said, “For conspicuous gallantry above and beyond the call of duty, I present to Roxanne Armentrout the highest military award the Alliance can recognize acts of valor, the Alliance Medal of Honor.” General Sanders took a step back and saluted Roxxy who snapped her heels together and returned the salute.

One of our friends asked Roxxy’s boyfriend, “Dude! That’s a Medal of Honor! It’s got an Ergon campaign ribbon and a Johnson’s Planet Service ribbon!” Our lovely little planet was renamed Johnson’s Planet a few years ago.

Another friend said in hushed tones, “Is that for her dad? She is an orphan you know.”

I looked over at our friends and said, “Roxxy earned that medal when she was twelve. What were you doing at twelve?”

One of the boys shook his head. “Horse shit! She was feeding chickens at twelve!”

Her boyfriend said in awed tones, “I’m dating a national hero!”

The general smiled at Roxxy and bent over and kissed her cheek. He said, “I promised you five years ago Miss Armentrout, that if we survived the day, I’d dance with you at your prom. I came all the way from Home World to keep my promise. May I have this dance, Miss?”

Roxxy threw her arms around the general and said, “Yes, sir!”

Sanders looked over at me and said, “Don’t worry, colonel. I’ll dance with you next.”

Roxxy gave me a shocked expression. “They made you a colonel?”

I laughed. “Up where the eagles fly. We’ll talk about it later.”

As I watched the general take Roxxy out on the dance floor, my boyfriend leaned close to me and ask, “What the hell is all this about?”

I gave him a kiss. “It’s nothing. Just girl stuff.”

Two hundred girl stuff.

I kissed him again.

The End

###


War is Hell

I stood in line at the induction center wearing only my skivvies with about a couple of hundred other guys.  We were being poked and prodded and inspected in places we didn’t even know we had. 

I kept getting odd looks from both my fellow inductees as well as the center’s staff.  I guess I did look kind of strange in the line.  I was at least a head shorter than the average Joe and I was always being mistaken for a high school kid.

While we weren’t supposed to be talking the guy behind me whispered, “Hey, Mac.  Don’t be surprised if they throw you back in.”

I looked around to look at the total stranger who talked to me.  The guy towered over me.  I said, “I sure hope not.” 

As we passed down a row of tables, I noticed one table that had just one officer sitting there, glancing at each person that walked passed him and then he’d scribble some notes.  As I approached him, I saw him studying me.  It made me uneasy the way he looked at me.

When I came up to the table, the officer pointed at me and said, “You.  Have a seat.”  He pointed at the chair on the opposite side of the table from him.  I hesitated and looked behind me.  The officer sounded irritated as he said, “Yes.  I’m talking to you.  Sit down.”

I sat down as the officer jotted down some notes.  The guys I’d been in line with continued on their way.

After a few minutes of silence as the officer continued to glance at me as he jotted notes down, he finally asked me, “So tell me.  What do you want to do in this man’s army?”

I started to feel nervous as I answered, “I want to kill Germans.  Or Japs.  I really don’t care which.”

The officer didn’t even look at me as he nodded.  He then asked, “How old are you, son?”

“I’m twenty-one, sir.”  I said as the sweat began to trickle down my back.

The officer paused another few moments before asking, “And what if you didn’t get to kill anybody.”  He leaned back in his chair before continuing. “Would you still be interested in joining the army?”

I couldn’t imagine where this line of questioning was leading to.  I shrugged and said, “I just want to do my part sir. I want to do what I can to help the war effort. I can even speak a little German.”

The officer looked down at his note pad for a moment.  Giving me a sideways glance, he asked, “Can you dance?  Sing?”

Feeling confused, I said, “Maybe.”  He jotted down some more notes.

Placing his hands behind his head and frowning, the officer said, “I’ll be blunt, kid.  There’s no place in the army or the navy for a runt like you.  But we are looking at an experimental program that you seem especially suited for.  Think you might be interested?”

With so little information, how would I know?  I shrugged and answered, “Maybe.  Depends on what it was I guess.”

“That’s the spirit, Mac,” said the officer with a wry grin.  “But I’ll give you one last chance to go back to your farm or where ever it was you blew in from.  Before we even tell you want we plan to do with you, you’ll be sworn to secrecy.  If you violate your oath, we’ll deny everything and toss your little fanny in jail for the next fifty years.  Still interested, son?”

Well, now I had to know!  I said, “Sure.  I guess.”

The officer smiled and said, “What’s your name, son?”

I said, “Henderson, sir.  Tom Henderson. From Topeka Kansas.”

“Well, Tom Henderson from Topeka Kansas, I’m Captain Sykes.  Follow me.”  I followed Captain Sykes through a doorway and into a long hall. 

As we walked down the hall, Capt. Sykes said, “After your oath, you’ll be told what your mission will be.  If you reject the idea, you’ll be classified as ineligible to serve and sent home.  You will still be bound by your oath.  I have to say, we’ve had a ninety-nine percent rejection rate.”

We stopped in front of an unmarked door.  Captain Sykes opened the door and motioned that I should enter. Sitting at a desk was a bored looking officer who obviously wanted to be anywhere else.  When he saw us walk in, he stood up.

Pointing at me, the new officer pointed to a spot before the desk he’d been sitting at and said, “You.  Stand there.”  He shook his head a moment before turning towards Captain Sykes, and with a twisted smile said, “Steve, you have an uncanny eye for picking these candidates.  I’m beginning to worry about you.”

Captain Sykes laughed and said, “Well, I was a talent scout before the war.”

His smile dissolving, the new officer turned to me and said in a monotone, “Raise your right hand and repeat after me.”

I raised my right hand and repeated after the officer, “I solemnly swear that I, Tom Henderson will not reveal to any person any information pertaining to the classified activities of the United States Army, except as necessary toward the proper performance of my duties or as specifically authorized by a duly responsible superior known to me to be authorized to receive this information.

"I further understand that if I reveal any information about the classified information that is about to be presented to me, I will be stripped of any rank, become ineligible to serve any branch of the military and will be imprisoned for not less than fifty years.”

Pointing to a chair behind me, Captain Sykes directed me to sit.  He said, “Son, the Army is deadly serious about this experiment remaining classified and trust you will be prosecuted if you reveal what you are about to hear.  You are under no obligation to agree to become part of this mission.  Do you understand this, Mr. Henderson?”

Shifting uneasily in the chair, I said, “Yeah.  I get it.  It’s a secret.”

“Three men have volunteered so far.  Most get offended and ask to leave.” Captain Sykes sat on the edge of the desk.

The other officer leaned against the desk as he took a position next to Captain Sykes. He cleared his throat a couple of times before saying, “Son, here’s the deal.  Morale is always a problem in the military.  You have boys far from home fighting for their country and after a while of taking a pounding they start to forget what they’re fighting for and morale wavers and you start to have desertions.

“The U.S.O. helps and they get as close to the fight as they can, but it’s still in a rear area.  The guys along our front lines don’t get a lot of R and R.  So the Pentagon came up with this little idea to bring a little bit of home right up to the front lines.”

He paused for a moment, and then continued, while pointing at me.  “What is it, that every red-blooded American boy is thinking of, even while being shot at?”

I didn’t know if it was rhetorical or if he expected me to answer, so I just stared at him for a few moments.  He then continued.  “Women!  God bless ‘em, they’re thinking of their wives, girlfriends and sometimes their mothers.  But the Pentagon decided that the front lines are just too dangerous of a place for women.  So here’s where you would come in.”

“Me, sir?” I asked incredulously.  “I’m not a woman.”

“Not yet.  Son, the way you look, your mannerisms and other factors that Captain Sykes has identified…” he glanced down at the notes Captain Sykes had taken, “… makes you an ideal candidate of making you appear to be a woman and showing the boys at the front what they’re fighting for.”

I just sat there, dumbfounded.

Captain Sykes said casually, “This is where most guys say we’re off our nut and walk out.”

“You guys are crazy,” I said.  “Is this a joke?  I mean, you can’t possibly be serious!”

The still unidentified officer said, “Oh, but we’re very serious.  The Pentagon feels this is an important program to boost morale.”

I stood up and said, “Hey, I wanted to join the army to kill Germans or Japs.  I don’t care which.  But not to wear a dress!”

Captain Sykes said, “You will be taught how to handle a weapon just in case, but not issued one.  And you can help brighten the day for a bunch of war-weary GI’s. You’ll also receive special hazardous duty pay on top of your regular combat pay.”

I looked at them as if they were both insane and said, “I don’t care if you gave me a million smackeroos!  No one in their right mind would go into a combat zone dressed as a woman!”

Captain Sykes took a few steps toward me.  He said, “Tom.  You told me you wanted to help in the war.  But you’re not fit to clean latrines or peel potatoes in this man’s army.  But you can still help by using those very attributes that keep you out of the fight.”

The other officer said, “You won’t make it onto Movie Tone News, but you can make a difference.  You’ll just be there to smile, dance and sing a little for the troops. We’re trying to recruit at least four men for this top secret program.  We have three ready to start training.  You can be number four.  Are you really in that big of a hurry to go back to the farm?”

I hesitated a few moments.  He had a point.  I hated the farm.  I wanted to move to the city, with its bright lights and constant excitement.  If I say no, then it’s back to that farm for me where I’ll probably be stuck forever.  But to have to pretend to be a woman, and entertain and be ogled at by men kind of turned my stomach.

Captain Sykes said, “Son, you have to make a decision now, not next week.  You either sign up now, walk through the door on the right and make a difference, or you sign this document swearing you’ll never breathe a word of this and walk out the door on the left and back to the farm.  Your choice.  No pressure.  But we need a decision right now.”

This should have been a simple ‘no’.  I should just boldly sign the document, tell the officers to put it where the sun doesn’t shine and walk out.  Back to the farm.  But my knees where actually shaking from indecision.  Pretending to be a woman for the Army was as nutty as a fruitcake, but I could still write home that I was in and going straight to the front lines.  But I wouldn’t be shooting any one.  I’d be worried about getting runs in my nylons. No, that was just crazy talk.

I walked over to the table where Captain Sykes was sitting and picked up the document.  He held out a pen for me.  I reached for the pen…then hesitated.  How could I go back home with a “4F” practically stamped on my forehead?  Not even man enough to be a woman for the Army.  I set the pen down and Captain Sykes smiled at me.

“If I get killed while dressed as a woman, will my parents be told?” I asked.

Captain Sykes looked grim for a moment, then said, “No, son.  No one will ever know you were a woman for the Army.”

“I’ll do it.  I think I’ve lost my mind, but I’ll do it.” I said standing straight after leaning over the table.

Captain Sykes held out his hand and said, “Good decision, Tom.  I just hope I won’t live long enough to regret it….”

#

After being officially inducted into the Army and taken my oath, Captain Sykes led me outside to a waiting jeep. I was surprised that he got behind the wheel.  I thought that officers always had a driver.  He motioned that I take the passenger seat and off we went.

We drove across town from the induction center to Fort Janus outside of town.  The guard smartly saluted the captain and waved us through the gate.  We drove past rows of barracks, past the parade grounds, past other large buildings that I had no idea what they were for.  Captain Sykes was strangely quiet the whole time.

Trying to break the silence, I said, “What are some of these buildings, Captain Sykes?”

He seemed annoyed that I spoke to him and said, “I’m not a tour guide, soldier.”

“Yes, sir.” I said sheepishly.  I turned away from him and just watched the base pass by us.

We finally arrived at an area that was fenced off from the rest of the base, and was made up of three or four buildings, one looking like a small barracks.  There were two MPs standing guard at the gate leading into the area.

One of the MPs opened the gate and we drove through, stopping a few seconds later in front of the small barracks.  Captain Sykes indicated with his hand that I should exit the jeep.  I followed him into the barracks.

Three guys in the barracks were lying on their bunks listening to the radio and reading when we walked in.  One of them looked up at us and then jumped out of bed, shut off the radio and shouted “ten hut!”

The other men jumped out of their bunks and all three stood there stiffly at attention, arms up in salute.  Thinking I probably should too, I stiffened and saluted.  I looked around and the barracks area was rather small.

Captain Sykes returned the salute and removed his hat and placed it under his arm.  “At ease, gentlemen,” he said as he looked at each of us.

I was finally able to take a gander at the other men that were in the barracks.  I was shocked.  They were short, like me.  And the only way to describe their facial features was “pretty”.  These jokers looked like fish out of water dressed as G.I.s.  Then it occurred to me that I must look the same way.

“Gentlemen,” said the captain.  “Here is the latest and last recruit for our special project.  PFC Henderson.”  The other men nodded at me, but kept silent.

“Let’s get down to business,” said Captain Sykes in a serious tone.  “Your training starts tomorrow.  You will be issued new uniforms.  You will only wear these new uniforms from now on.  They will be WAC uniforms. Sgt. Carpenter of the WACs will be your instructor.

"Let me be perfectly clear, ladies. Any one of you not following the sergeant’s instructions seriously and to the letter will spend the rest of this war in Leavenworth. It is the sergeant’s job to turn you into convincing women.  All leave is denied until this has been accomplished. And when you are allowed leave, you will remain in character.  Ladies, is this understood?”

There was a chorus of “Yes, sir,” from the four of us.

“I’m well aware that you will very probably feel ridiculous being dressed as women and wearing wigs and lipstick, but this is what you agreed to do.  Your quarters are segregated from the rest of the base because no one is to learn what we are doing here.  The guards at the gate do not know who you are or why you are here.  The guards who saw you arrive as men will be rotated out and the new guards will only know there are women here.

“Sgt. Carpenter will instruct you on the use of cosmetics, how to stand, walk, gesture and even speak in a feminine manner. You will learn how to dance and flirt with men. You will also be administered experimental injections and possible surgery to help you adjust both physically and mentally as female.  Don’t worry, I’ve been told the effects are reversible unless you take them for an overly extended time.

“Let me reiterate, ladies, the secret nature of your assignment.  If any of you so much as hints that you are not female for the duration of your enlistment, or mention that you were a woman for the Army when you return to civilian life, do not doubt that you will spend the rest of your natural lives in prison, in solitary confinement. I’m not trying to scare you. I’m just laying out the facts. 

“When Sgt. Carpenter is satisfied with your, well, conversion, you will be assigned to an officer and then deployed. Two of you will be deployed to the European theater and two to the Pacific theater.

“Lastly, I know some of you are concerned about just how deep your role is to be.  I know you are all red-blooded American boys and the Army will not ask you do to anything lewd or lascivious. The men you are to entertain will be told they are not allowed to touch you.  That said, you may find yourself in a situation where you have to kiss or be kissed by someone.  Sorry ladies, but war is Hell.  Just keep your panties on.

“I wish you great success, ladies.  I’ll be monitoring your mission, but I will no longer be personally involved.  Once deployed, you will be assigned a lieutenant to get you to your destinations and provide security.  Good day, ladies.”

Captain Sykes gave us a smart salute which we promptly returned and he spun on his heels and left the building.  A few moments later, we heard the jeep fire up and then drive away.

We all just stood there, looking at each other for a minute.

Finally, I said simply, “I’m Tom.”

The others relaxed visibly and one said, “My name is Sam.”  He extended his hand for a shake.

The second guy held out his hand and said, “It’s Jake.”

The third guy looked embarrassed to be there, held out his hand as well and said, “Hey Tom. I’m Lance.”

Sam said, “Welcome to the loony bin, Tom.  I have a feeling we’re all going to deeply regret this decision.”

I laughed and said, “I regretted it before I even signed the papers.  I just couldn’t face going back home.”

Jake said, “So you decided to face the krauts in a bra instead?”

I spread my arms in a “yeah, so?” gesture and said, “Well, we’re all here, aren’t we?”

Sam belched out a short, guttural laugh and said, “Yeah.  We’re all here because we’re short, skinny, pretty, sissy boys.”

Jake said, “I’m not skinny.”

#

From the radio drifted the sounds of the Andrew Sisters singing about not sitting under the apple tree while I sat on my bed trying to compose a letter to home. I didn’t want my parents to worry too much, but I did try to make the basic training sound grueling, even though we hadn’t started anything. Well, how could I tell my parents, their soldier son was going to be learning how to put on lipstick straight?

I looked up from my letter and looked over at my partners in crime. I could see why Captain Sykes picked them. The tallest was Sam at five foot six. Jake and I were both five five, and Lance was shorter still.

None of us could be considered muscular in any conceivable way. We all had delicate facial features, with Jake being the prettiest. It was weird to describe another guy as pretty, but that’s the only way to describe him. All of us really.  If they were like me in any way, school had been a living hell.

I looked at my hands. I’d never really given it a thought before, but my hands were small, delicate with longish fingers. I had to smile slightly.  If I’d stayed on the farm, in a few years, these hands would be worn, thick and weathered. I wondered if they had a medal for being a callgirl for Uncle Sam.

#

I sat bolt upright at the sound of the shrill whistle.  I had fallen asleep while writing my letter and spent the night in my undershirt and khaki pants. Jake and Sam were jumping out of bed in the undershirts and skivvies. Lance just looked up from his bed covers and tried to blink away the sleep. I looked around for the source of the whistle and in the middle of our barracks stood a stern looking woman in uniform and she looked pissed.

Jake got up with bleary eyes, smacking his lips noisily.  “I smell hotcakes.  I’m starved.”

With a voice dripping with sarcasm, the woman, who must be Sgt Carpenter said, “Well, well, well.  If we don’t have four pretty little princesses. I hope I didn’t disturb your slumber.”

Sam smirked, waved his hand dismissively and said, “Aw, don’t think anything of it.  I needed to get up anyway.”

Shouting, Sgt Carpenter said, “Fall in! Now! In front of your bunks!”

All of us scrambled to stand stiffly at attention in front of our bunks. Sgt Carpenter stood there, appraising each of us as we appraised her. Looking at her, her stance, her short cropped hair and the way she set her jaw, I began to doubt that she would be able to teach us anything about femininity.

“I had to see this with my own eyes, otherwise I wouldn’t have believed it,” she said, barking her words. “Of all the stalwart, red-blooded American boys being sent to combat, I have to deal with the likes of you.  I feel downright masculine just standing in the same room with you girls.”

I wouldn’t doubt that she’d still feel masculine standing in the middle of a bunch of battle-hardened Marines.

She continued, “You are all rated four-effs. You don’t even rate to peel potatoes in this man’s army. Look at you! Skinny, no muscle tone, short and pasty skinned. I have WACS that are less feminine than you.”

She folded her arms and seemed to be sizing us up. Sgt. Carpenter started pacing back and forth as she began speaking again. “Here are the rules, ladies. Listen up. I really hate repeating myself. First, I don’t care what the doctor told your poor mothers when he yanked you out of her. You are women and you are in the WACS. This is not a vacation and this is not light duty.

"Despite what your sisters back home may look like, facial hair is not allowed in the WACS. You all will eat, sleep, drink and shit as women. As you have already been told, if you can’t cut it as a woman, you don’t get excused and sent home. We’ll have a nice little room for you in Leavenworth.

“Second. Reveille is at oh six hundred. Not six oh five or seven-thirty. Oh six hundred. After one week of training, you will be expected to be ready for inspection right here in front of your bunks, in standard WACS uniform and make-up by six fifteen. Chow at oh six twenty. At oh six thirty, I expect you in the training hall ready to become the women Uncle Sam needs you to be.

“And third, taps at twenty-two hundred. All lights will be extinguished and radios turned off.  I would suggest you use your evenings to study the literature I will give you as well as practice putting on your make-up. I also encourage you to practice dancing, as you will be required to entertain the troops. Dancing as a woman, means dancing backwards in high heels.

“Any questions?” Sgt Carpenter stopped pacing and stood with her feet spread apart and her arms behind her back.

Jake said, “Can we eat breakfast now?”

Sgt. Carpenter said with a sneer, “It’s after six-thirty. I’ve had the chow taken away. You want to eat, you need to be punctual.  Any serious questions?”

We glanced back and forth at each other to see if anyone else was going to speak. Sgt. Carpenter said, “What’s with the head bobbing, ladies? Until you’re told you’re dismissed, eyes to the front, only.”

She just stood there, hands on her hips and looking at us while shaking her head. She said, “I think it’d be harder to turn any of you group of misfits into actual men than make you into a WAC. Okay, fall out girls. Time to learn about how to wear cosmetics.”

#

I’ve decided I really don’t care for the way make-up smells and feels. It was actually kind of humorous to watch such an obviously unfeminine woman showing obviously feminine men how to wear make-up. And not just how to apply the stuff, but also how you hold it as well.

Sgt Carpenter leaned across the table towards me and said, “A lipstick ain’t a paintbrush, soldier. Don’t hold it like one. And don’t press so hard. You’re not putting on clown make-up!”

For two hours, we washed our faces, and then applied make-up. I got pretty good at it and thought I really didn’t need a whole week to learn it.

After our make-up session, Sgt. Carpenter demonstrated the proper way for a woman to walk. Seeing this woman who could probably kill all four of us with a single punch attempt a feminine manner of walking was quite comical and Jake couldn’t hold it in. His burst of laughter cost him fifty pushups.

Around noon we finally got a break from training on femaleness. Chow, which consisted mostly of ham or turkey sandwiches, was brought in for us.  Along with the sandwich, there was a pill we were told to take.

“Sarge. What’s the pill for?” asked Sam. “Is it some kind of vitamin?”

Sgt. Carpenter, her mouth full, said, “Yeah. Something like that. I was told it will make you look more female.”

Jake said, “Are you going to take them too, sarge?”  Sam chuckled.

Scowling, Sgt. Carpenter stood up from the table, pointed to the floor and shouted, “Give me fifty, soldier! Now!”

#

A Glenn Miller tune played on the radio as I lay on my bunk, exhausted. I looked over at Sam, Lance, and Jake sitting at the table playing some card game. Who knew learning to be a woman was so demanding? Up until today, I always thought girls had it easy.

Staring at the ceiling, I said, “Can you believe we have a whole week of this crap? I don’t know if I can make it.”

Sam snorted.  He said, “Look at you, toots.  You look more like a dame than us three combined.”  He laughed and said, “You’re a natural, if you know what I mean.”

Still annoyed by the feel and taste of the red lipstick I was wearing, I said, “What’s that crack supposed to mean?”

Studying his cards, Sam said, “Well, you’re pretty skinny for a farm boy and your face has more delicate features. Like I said before, we’re all here because we’re sissy boys, but you seem especially suited to being a broad. Jake here is going to have arms the size of tree trunks if he doesn’t learn to keep his trap shut.”

Jake looked up from his cards and said, “You’re one to talk, Sam.”

I sat up, swinging my legs off the bunk and making a conscious effort to keep my knees together while wearing the skirt.  Knitting my brow, I said, “Are you trying to say I’m a homo or something?”  I really wanted to listen to the radio as Fibber McGee and Molly was just starting.

Sam shrugged and said, “Well now, I wouldn’t say that.”  I stood up and took a few steps towards the table.

“Now girls,” said Jake. “I don’t think any of us are in a position to question anyone else’s manliness.

“Jake’s right, Sam,” I said. “All of us are here because we look girly. But don’t go assuming something just because we’re wearing skirts.”

Sam grinned and said, “Me thinks thou protesteth too much. Besides honey, I don’t know what your problem is. I like boys. And the way you look, maybe you should too.”

I sat back down on my bunk and said, “No thanks. I’m not a pervert.”

Jake laughed, “He says while wearing a skirt and make-up.”

“What about you, Jake?” I asked. “Are you like Sam?”

Jake lowered his cards and sighed.  “Beats the hell out of me, Tom. I always thought I preferred women, but to be honest, girls just aren’t interested in me. One of the few girls that would go out with me told me she liked being with me because she felt safe. When she was with me, she felt more like she was with her sister, than with a boy.  We’ll see how this little adventure goes.”

Lance looked at Sam and then Jake. He said, “You gonna bet or what?”

I turned my attention back to the radio just as Fibber McGee opened his closet again.

#

Sgt Carpenter paced back and forth as she looked us over. “Well, well.  Aren’t you dolls looking pretty?”  She walked up to me and said, “Looks like you’ve done this before. Very nice with the make-up.”  Jake gave Sam a quick knowing glance and Sam smirked.

Turning quickly to Sam, Sgt. Carpenter said, “Oh, did I say something funny, miss?”

Sam stiffened and said, “No, ma’am.”

Sgt Carpenter said, “I know this seems like a joke to you girls, but your job is to be the best looking woman you can be in order to give the men on the front lines a severe case of blue balls. Henderson is the closest to doing this.”

The sergeant went back to pacing in front of us.  She said, “Before we start today’s training, I want you ladies to think of a female name for yourself. I want you to give me those names by noon today. Going forward, you will only use your female names for the duration of your enlistment. Even in private amongst yourselves you are to forget your male names and only use your new names.”

I had been giving this some thought since I figured we couldn’t continue to use our real names after we were deployed. I’m sure there must be, but to be honest, I couldn’t think of any feminine version of “Tom” that I liked. My mom’s name was Abigail, which I didn’t really like much either. After a bit of pondering, the simple answer suddenly came to me. I could just use the name of the month I was born in – April.

The training that morning consisted of more tips on how to wear make-up to achieve different looks. Also on the agenda was how walk, sit and speak as a woman. We were going to have to cram into two weeks what any other woman took her whole life to learn.

At noon, we all sat down at the table in our tiny chow hall, with our plates of creamed chipped beef on toast, or SOS as it was more commonly called. Sgt. Carpenter looked around the table with a look of approval.

“Ladies, I have to say I am quite pleased at the progress you all are making.” Sgt. Carpenter cracked a smile and it was not a pretty sight.  “I feel very confident that by the end of next week, you could all pass while surrounded by other WACs.”

Pointing at Lance, Sgt. Carpenter said, “You. What girl name have you chosen?”

Lance’s face reddened and at first he could only stare at his plate.  After a few moments he looked up and said, “I’m a big fan of Betty Grable. So, I chose Betty.”

Sgt. Carpenter nodded and pointed next to Sam. She said, “And what name have you chosen?”

Sam continued chewing for a moment before swallowing. Setting his fork down, he said, “I’ve always been partial to the name Anna. That’s the name I picked.”

Sgt. Carpenter nodded to Sam. And then to Jake she said, “Do you have a serious answer for me?”

Looking offended, Jake said, “I think I’ve been slighted. I decided to call myself after my dear departed mother, Sarah.”

Sam grinned and said, “I really think Blanche or Gertrude would be good names for you, Jake.”

Sgt. Carpenter’s face clouded for a moment and she said, “Knock it off, Anna unless you want latrine duty two nights in a row.”

Finally Sgt. Carpenter nodded at me. I smiled and said, “I decided to go with my birth month, April.”

Looking around the table, Sgt. Carpenter said, “Nice job, ladies.  All good choices I think. Remember these names. This is who you will be for the duration. Your old identities no longer exist as far as Uncle Sam is concerned.”

#

I looked around at the others sitting at the table in the chow hall while eating lunch. We were finally at the end of the two week intensive training and if anyone were to just walk in, they would never know the four of us were not real women. In fact, I would have to say all of us were more attractive than a typical woman.

The wigs we were issued must have been very expensive. Once they were securely attached to our heads, it was impossible to distinguish from natural hair.  A cream they issued to us kept our faces smooth and beard free for days before we had to use it again. Anna had to use her cream more often as she was the only one of us who would actually have a five o’clock shadow at five o’clock.  We were all now experts at wearing stockings, skirts and make-up.

Sgt. Carpenter entered the room with wide smile on her face and carrying manila folders.  She said, “Ladies, I’m very proud of all of you.  All of you passed your inspections with flying colors. I have been sending reports and some candid photos of you to Captain Sykes and he is very pleased with the results.  Today, you graduate to Phase II of your training.”

Anna looked up and said, “Do we move in with the regular WACs, sergeant?”

Sgt. Carpenter said down opposite us and said, “Yes and no.  You will be moving to the WACs barracks briefly until we can get you on a plane. You won’t have a lot of time to mingle and socialize.  There will be no bunking or bathing with any of the WACs.  No exceptions.

"You will be in your own wing. It’s only for a week. However, you’ll have the same training, chow and lights out schedule as the rest of the WACs.  And as a reward for doing so well, Captain Sykes is giving all of you a pass for this Friday night.”

A cheer erupted around the table and we all smiled at one another.  Betty said, “I’ve forgotten what it’s like outside this building.”

Sgt. Carpenter leaned in towards us and said, “Now remember, girls.  You must remain women. And you must return to your bus by midnight. It will leave without you. If it does, then you become a guest of the MPs. Sorry it can’t be for the whole weekend, but it’s too great a security risk.

“I recommend you go to the USO in town and practice dancing with men. Also… and this is important if you ever want another weekend pass. No alcohol. The last thing we need is an incidence from one of you getting drunk.”

Anna smirked, “But sarge, I promise not to get pregnant!”  A few girlish giggles went around the table.

Frowning, Sgt. Carpenter said, “I’m serious Anna. If you’re caught drinking or obviously under the influence, your pass will be revoked and it may be awhile before you see another one.”

I wadded up a piece of paper and bounced it off Anna’s nose. “Don’t screw this up for the rest of us!”

Anna lifted her hands in a gesture of surrender and said, “Okay, okay! I promise to be a good girl!”

A bus was waiting for us as we exited our barracks. Everyone was excited as this was our first leave time since the program began. I stood back for a minute and watched the other three step up into the bus. They looked for all the world like three WACs getting on the bus, their bill-less caps cocked to one side of their head and wearing those ugly shoes.

Chattering like excited school girls, the four of us rode alone on the bus to a downtown area. The USO would be close to our stop. There would also be several bars. I’d only been in the bar in my home town and then when accompanying my dad.

I really didn’t care for the smell or the lighting in the place, but Dad swore bars were the best places to pick up women. In that very bar, Dad met Mom. Well, should I try to enter a bar here, I sure won’t be picking up any dames in this WAC getup.

After we climbed out of the bus, we all just stood around, not sure what to do or where to go. We’d been caged in those barracks so long we didn’t know what to do with a few hours of freedom.

Anna said, “Tell you what, girls. Since it may be a while before we have another chance at it, I’ve heard there’s little café up the street that has the best steaks you’ve ever tasted. Who’s with me?”

Sarah shouldered her purse and said, “Sounds good to me. I’m tired of Army grub. If I have to eat shit on a shingle one more time, I’m going to hurt someone.”

Betty just glanced around all three of us for a moment. She said, “I think I’ll follow Sgt. Carpenter’s suggestion and go to the USO and practice dancing. I just have a feeling we’ll be deployed soon and I think we should actually know what we’re doing.”

Looking annoyed, Anna said, “We’ve been dancing with each other for weeks now. I think I could give Ginger Rogers a run for her money. Let’s go eat.”

Sarah said “Yeah, girls. There’s a steak with our name on it.”

Frowning, Betty said hesitantly, “I’m going to the USO.”

“Suit yourself,” said Anna. She pointed at me and said, “What about you, April? Coming?”

I said, “I think I’ll go with Betty.”

Anna smirked and said, “Hah. I knew you liked men. Can’t wait to get some dancing in, eh?”

I felt my face turn red as I said, “Hey, knock it off. I don’t like men. But Betty is right. We need to practice dancing with actual men.”

Anna grinned knowingly and said, “Have fun. Come on Sarah.”

Betty and I watched Anna and Sarah walk up the street.

Betty said, “Thanks for coming with me. I really do think we should do what the sergeant said to do.  I didn’t want to go by myself though.”

I smiled and said, “Sure, toots. What are girlfriends for?”

It was only a block to the USO building. Along the way we got cat calls and wolf whistles. I allowed myself the luxury of being annoyed, but it also re-assured me that our disguises were working.

I was surprised to see the USO so filled with men in uniform. We were greeted by a hostess, a pleasant young woman wearing a blouse and skirt. I half expected the women at this place would wear sexy evening dresses. But they all looked like typical girl next door types. Most were dancing or talking with Gis. There was an actual band, at one end of the hall belting out popular Swing tunes.

Betty and I had no sooner sat at one of the rare empty tables when a young man who had been staring at me from the moment we arrived walked up to us. He looked like he was just a kid and his dress uniform seemed a bit too big for him.

He just stood there for a moment, seemingly frozen. Finally he nervously blurted, “Would you dance with me?”

I smiled at him and said, “I’d love to.” Truth be told, I’d rather be elsewhere, but I needed to get the hang of dancing with random men.

We walked out onto the crowded dance floor and found an open spot.  The song was fairly fast and he surprised me with how well he could jitter-bug. He spun me and tossed me between his legs and was shocked that he was able to deftly lift me up.  It was exhausting keeping up with him.

The next song was slower and he took my hand and placed his other hand on my waist. I tried to catch my breath.

Between breaths I said, “Wow. You’re a real hep cat. Where did you learn to dance like that?”

He looked shyly to the ground and said, “Aw, it ain’t nothin’” After looking at the ground for a few moments, he finally looked at me and said, “My name is Ralph. Please tell me your name is Mary. My girl back home is named Mary and she looks just like you.”

Poor girl, I thought. I said, “That’s amazing!” I said. “My name is Mary too!” I hated to lie to him, but he seemed adamant that my name be Mary.

Ralph’s face brightened as he said, “I knew it. You look like a Mary.”

I smiled at him and said, “It must be fate.”

Ralph smiled back at me and said, “It sure must be. My buddies didn’t want to come here tonight. They wanted to go to that restaurant down the street and get big thick steak. We don’t know when we’ll get to eat like that since we’ll be shipping out this weeke…”

I put my finger against Ralph’s lips and said, “Icks-nay, Ralph. You know better than to mention stuff like that. You don’t know who’s listening.”

Ralph’s face turned beet red. He said, “You’re right. You’re so much like my Mary back home, I forgot.”

“Well, don’t worry. My lips are sealed,” I said with a grin.

Ralph just looked at me for a moment and then said, “And those lips are very pretty. So soft and kissable. You’re a very pretty girl, Mary. I bet your boyfriend misses you a lot. Is he in the army too?”

“I uh… I don’t have a boyfriend at the moment,” I said with a shrug. The moment those words left my lips I regretted saying it. Since I didn’t want Ralph getting any ideas, I should have lied.

“I don’t believe that for a second,” said Ralph. “I bet you have to beat guys off with a stick!” Ralph then stopped dancing long enough to make a Groucho Marx gesture raising his eyebrows and pretending he was holding a cigar. He said in a Marx-esque voice, “If that’s your ideer of a good time!” We both laughed at his joke.

With a chuckle, I said, “You’re pretty good. You sounded just like Harpo.”

“Thanks…” Ralph started to say with a smile. He suddenly frowned and said, “Heyyy…” We then both laughed again.

Ralph looked directly into my eyes and said, “I like you, Mary. You’re pretty. You’re funny. And you’re a great dancer!”  He suddenly looked serious. He said, “You know, there’s a good chance I won’t come back. Maybe you and I can…”

I put my finger against Ralph’s lips again. I said, “Hush. You’re coming back. To your Mary back home. You got that, buster?”

Ralph nodded. He glanced down at his watch. He said, “Can you believe it’s almost midnight? The night has flown by.”

My eyes widened as I said, “No kidding? My bus leaves at midnight, with or without me.”

Ralph said, “I’ll walk you back to your bus then, if that’s okay.”

“I’d like that,” I said, smiling. “I need to get my friend Betty.” I had completely lost track of Betty since I was having a good time dancing with Ralph. Needless to say I was completely shocked to see Betty locking lips with some GI. Her lipstick was smeared and she was not fighting him off.

“Oh, Betty!” I said in a sing-song voice. “It’s time to come up for air and head back to the barn.”

It took a moment for Betty to look up with an air of confusion. She looked around and said, “What? Oh, yeah.” To the obviously inebriated soldier she said, “Sorry baby. But I have to go. Maybe I’ll see you next time?” 

The drunken GI looked at her for a moment and then passed out on the table. Betty stood up quickly.

Betty said, “I think we better go.”

I pulled a handkerchief from my purse and said, “Better clean up your face.”  Betty took the cloth and began wiping around her mouth with it.

We left the USO with in a brisk walk back to the bus. Ralph and I walked in silence, as he held my hand.  We arrived at the bus with less than a minute to spare.

“Thanks again for dancing with me Mary, even if that’s not your real name,” said Ralph. He bent down and kissed my forehead. As he turned to walk away, he said, “See you in the funny papers.”

I said, “Take care of yourself, Ralph.”

Through the bus window Anna said, “Well well well… look who has a boyfriend!”

I frowned and said, “Go to hell.” I climbed into the bus. Anna just laughed.

#

Sgt. Carpenter strutted back and forth in front of us as we stood in before our bunks. She said, “Congratulations, ladies. All of you managed to behave yourselves, didn’t get drunk, didn’t rape anyone’s pet and came back on time. One of you however, did go a bit above and beyond presenting yourself as a woman.

"A gentle reminder ladies. We are not to get physical with the men. I understand how tempting some of these young, virile, red-blooded American boys can be. But you need to control those feelings. If one of these young men would manage to get under your skirt, this whole operation gets compromised.”

Anna looked over at me and wiggled her eyebrows. I shook my head slightly and gave a slight nod in Betty’s general direction.  Betty gave me a withering glare.

Sgt. Carpenter cleared her throat and said, “Alright ladies. Take a good look around these barracks. At Oh nine hundred this morning, you all will pack your delicate undies and uniforms and fall out in front of the barracks. A car will take you to the special wing of the WACS barracks we’ve set up for your final phase of training before you’re deployed. Yes, I’m stuck with you sissies for the next two weeks.

“You will be mingling with real women several times a day. Your barracks will be separate. By now, the Army docs are telling me that those special vitamins you’ve been taking several times a day are not only giving you nice girlish figures, but you should be losing any lingering interest in women. If not, be advised that those women are off limits. Any questions?”

Sarah said, “I really enjoy getting tits, sarge. Those vitamins really do the trick in getting feminine charms.  You should try those vitamins too, sarge!”

Sgt. Carpenter pointed at the floor and said, “Give me twenty!”

#

“Hi! I’m Maxine!” said the cute girl brightly with short blonde hair. “We were told some new girls were transferring to our building.”

“Nice to meet you, Maxine. I’m April.” I said smiling back at the cute blonde.

“We’re all curious about you,” said Maxine. “We can’t figure out why they’re putting you girls in the barracks that’s been closed. We have more than enough space left in our building.”

I took a deep breath and sighed. I said, “We’re all pregnant.”

Maxine’s eyes went wide as she exclaimed, “You’re what? Shouldn’t you be getting a discharge instead?”

I winked at her and laughed. “I was ribbing you. I have no idea why we’re going into the other barracks.” I really hated to lie to her, but there really wasn’t any other choice.

Maxine laughed and said, “Oh you! I thought you were serious! Anyway, welcome to our little home away from home. Most of the girls are nice, but we do have a few bad apples.”

I smiled and said, “So do we.”

Maxine frowned and said, “But there’re only four of you.”

“Sad, isn’t it?” I said with a smirk.

“Well, you only have two weeks to put up with us,” said Maxine. “That’s how much training we have left.”

“Same with us,” I said. “Though I have to admit, I’m not really looking forward to what comes next.”

“Really?  I think I am,” said Maxine with a far-away look in her eyes. “I’ve been trained as a radio operator. I’m pretty sure where I’m headed. I’m looking forward to it. I’m glad I can help with the war effort. What about you?”

“I’m trained as a dancer,” I said partially honestly.

Maxine pointed at me and laughed. She said, “Oh you!  I need to go. See you around.”

It was interesting mixing it up with actual women. They talked about their boyfriends, brothers and husbands who were overseas. I did feel a bit funny hearing of the men in their lives who were risking life and limb fighting against the Axis. While they were being shot at, bombed and sleeping in mud, my biggest worry so far in the Army was making sure the seams in my nylons were straight.

I tried hard not to feel any shame about what I was doing. I kept telling myself that I and my three companions were all four-effs and wouldn’t be in the Army at all if not for this. As strange as it was, we were doing our part towards the war effort.

The chemicals or vitamins or whatever the hell it was that we ingested daily were now rapidly changing our appearance. Unless we stood there naked, nobody would be able to distinguish us from legitimate women.  And even then, I’m not so sure. What could now only laughably be called my manhood had shrunk down to a mere nub. Sitting to piss was mandatory as there was not enough there to hold onto.

All of us felt as though we were going through a second puberty. Our emotions had become raw and all of us experienced crying for no apparent reason. Being around women turned out to be very helpful for us as they consoled and co-miserated with us.

Again, I have no idea what they were administering to us, but by now all of us were able to dispense with the high-quality wigs we’d been wearing. All of our hair had grown out enough to be shaped into the latest styles. The hair and make-up tips we got from the other women were worth their weight in gold.

“Well girls,” said a woman named Beverly. “We’ve got one more week of this hole-in-the-wall before we go our separate ways.  Call me off my nut, but I’m going to miss all of you.”

She was seated at a table set up in the day room where half a dozen women, including Anna and Sarah were playing Pinochle. A haze of cigarette smoke floated through the room. Me, Betty and two other WACs huddled by the radio listening to The Whistler. Other women were either engaged in reading and some were sewing.

Anna looked around the table and said, “Oh, me too. I know I speak for the other girls that joined you a week ago, that even in that short time I feel like we’re all sisters.”

Another woman looked up from her reading and said, “While most of us will probably stay state-side, I doubt any of us will see each other again. At least most of us anyway.”

Betty, Anna, Sarah and I all cast a quick glance at each other. We might not see each other again either, but we all knew we were not only heading overseas, but also straight to where the fighting was heaviest.

Betty said, “Hey, pipe down, will ya?  We can’t hear the radio!”

Beverly turned around to glance at us at the radio. She said, “Why I oughta…”

A rather tough looking girl with us at the radio as she made a motion to stand said, “You oughta what?”

Beverly quickly turned her head back to her game and said, “Nothing. Nothing…”

When the radio show ended, I got up and walked to the table where Anna and Sarah were playing Pinochle with Beverly. I just quietly stood behind Anna. On the radio, I could hear it start to play Cab Calloway singing “The Blues in the Night.”

Beverly looked up at me and said, “Have a seat and join us.”

I shook my head and said, “Thanks. But I’ll just watch for a minute.”

Beverly said, “You’re a quiet one, April. I’m just curious though. Do you have a boyfriend or husband overseas that you’re worried about?”

Shaking my head, I smiled weakly and said, “No. I’m just a quiet type. I only have pigs and chickens to go back home to.”

Looking up, Beverly said, “Oh. A farm girl, huh? That’s a hard life for such a pretty little thing like you. Maybe you’ll meet someone who can take you away from all that.”

I said, “That’d be nice.”

Anna laughed and said, “With a kisser like that, April will have to beat men off with a stick.”  Sarah chuckled.

Sarah said, “So, April. You use a stick to beat men off?”

Offended, I said, “I don’t use a stick!”

Everyone laughed and I felt my face redden.

Flustered, I said, “I mean, I don’t beat men off!”

All the women in the room laughed again and I felt my face must be glowing like a beet.

Smirking, Anna said, “That’s not what I’ve heard!”

Getting more frustrated, and balling my fingers into a fist, I said, “I… I don’t… you know what I meant! Why I oughta…”

Suddenly taps started playing throughout the base’s PA system.

I shook my fist at Anna and said, “You’re lucky!”

Anna laughed heartily. “As if you could do anything.”

#

“Ladies,” said Sgt. Carpenter as the four of us were lined up in our barracks.  All the “real” women had already shipped out.  It was just us now.  Sgt. Carpenter continued, “You have completed your basic training and conversion over to female.  Congratulations! You are all now officially women in the eyes of the Army. I have your orders. Two of you will be sent to Europe and the other two will be sent to the Pacific theater. Any questions?”

Betty said, “Do we get to choose?”

Sgt. Carpenter said, “No ma’am. Captain Sykes and I made those choices. The main reason the two we picked for the Pacific was that we felt they would look best in bathing suits.”  We all laughed.

Sgt Carpenter shook each of our hands. She said, “Ladies, I have to say this has been the most interesting project I’ve been involved in since I’ve been in the Army. I wish you girls the best of luck. Keep your heads down.”

She looked us over and smiled. “I’m proud of each of you. Get your stuff packed. Your lieutenant will have additional clothes for you. Your lieutenants have been briefed and sworn to secrecy as well. A bus will be here in a hour to take you to the airfield. Dismissed.”

Sgt Carpenter turned smartly on her heel and left the barracks. I never saw her again.

Sarah said, “Well, girls it looks like it’s beaches and sunshine for me. Anyone ever hear of Tarawa before?”

Anna was studying her orders. She said, “No. And I’m not sure where Guam is either. Looks like our initial stop is Hawaii. Mmm mm! I can’t wait to take a gander at all those buff men on the beach!”

Sarah said, “I hear ya, sister. We’re just a couple of khaki-wacky dames.”

Frowning, Betty said, “Mine just says, ‘Classified: Italy’. I go to London first.”

I said, “Well, Betty. It looks like we’re traveling to London together at least. Mine says ‘Classified: France’. That’s a large area.”

Betty smiled weakly at me and said, “I’m glad I’ll be traveling with you, April. Now that it’s sinking in that we’re really going, I’m starting to get nervous.”

“Me too, Betty,” I said. “I’m trying not to think about it too much.”

We all finished packing our bag, not that we had a whole lot to pack, about ten minutes before the bus arrived. We all boarded the bus quietly as where we were going, started to really sink in.

As we got off the bus at the airfield, there were two C-47 transport planes warming up. Obviously it was going to take several hops and then getting on a boat.  There were other WACs also getting on the two planes.

Anna slapped my butt and grinned. She said, “Take care of yourself kid. In my book, you’re all right.”

“You too, Anna,” I said, shaking her hand. “You too, Sarah.”  I extended my hand to her.

Sarah laughed and said, “What’s with the handshakes, sister?  We’re girls. I want a hug.”

Laughing, I hugged both Anna and Sarah good-bye. With a final wave, we all boarded our planes.

#

The jeep slid in the mud as Lieutenant Connors made a sudden left turn. The canvas top was up, but without sides, I was still getting snowed on.  A heavy snow fall had started about ten minutes out from the base. While ground and trees were covered in a blanket of fresh snow, the roads were mostly just strips of mud.

“What? You’re not going to talk to me?” I said over the whining transmission of the jeep. “You haven’t said a word since leaving the airfield.”

Not taking his eyes from the mud road, Lt. Connors said, “What would you have me say, toots?  It’s bad enough that I have to baby-sit and chauffer some queer. Do I have to entertain you too?”

Scowling, I said, “I’m no queer, lieutenant!”

Glancing at me for a moment, Lt. Connors said, “Are you wearing a skirt?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have a dick?”

“Yes.”

Lt. Connors smirked and said, “You’re a queer.”

Scowling again, I said, “Look lieutenant. What’s between my legs is classified. And to be honest, there’s not a whole lot left down there after all this crazy crap the Army’s been feeding me.  What’s your beef anyway?  Isn’t this better than being shot at?”

Lt. Connors laughed.  He said, “I’m still going to get shot at. But I have to baby-sit you on top of it. I got this gig because I screwed up and almost got my patrol killed. The captain laughed when he read the orders and assigned this job to me. And stop denying you’re some kind of homo. I saw you flirting and making eyes at those soldiers when you got off the plane.”

“With all due respect, lieutenant,” I said with a sneer. “Will you please put the kibosh on the homo talk? I’ve been trained to flirt with the men. That’s my job. It’s why the both of us are even here.”

“You don’t think it was a little much when you flirted with General Patton?” asked Lt. Connors.

I smiled and said, “He enjoyed it, didn’t he?”

Lt. Connors turned towards me again and said, “That’s not the point. The general would have blown his stack if he’d known a man in a WAC uniform was flirting with him. I think that’d any man would be upset if he knew that.”

Giving Lt. Connors a sweet smile, I said, “And it’s your job to make sure nobody finds out.  If you blow this assignment, lieutenant, you’ll be peeling potatoes until the cows come home!”

“Oh trust me,” said Lt. Connors. “I’m not telling anyone! Get ready. There’s our first stop.”

Lt. Connors rolled the jeep up next to a bombed out farmhouse.  The snow had let up and I could see about three dozen men sitting around or huddling by a fire. They looked like they were eating. There was a Sherman tank parked next to the house. 

A soldier stepped up to the jeep after Lt. Connor brought it to a halt.  I could see he was a captain. To Connor he said, “Lieutenant. What are you doing with that here?” He pointed at me. “Turn that jeep around and head back to the rear area. There are krauts about five klicks East of us. This is no place for a dame.”

I jumped out of the jeep, my shoes sinking into the mud. With a cheerful grin, I said, “Hi-de-ho, lieutenant! I’m here to entertain your boys. Sing a few songs. Tell some jokes. Maybe dance with some of your men. Show them what they’re fighting for over here.”

The captain said, “Is she off her nut?  Why did you bring her out here, lieutenant?”

Lt. Connors shrugged and said, “Orders. That’s what she’s supposed to do.” Connors handed the captain a sheet of paper.

The captain frowned as he read it and said, “This is an incredibly bad idea.” Again he pointed at me and said, “Okay, corporal. You have an hour. At the end of the hour, I want you and that Jeep outta here. Understood?”

I saluted him and said, “Understood, sir!  I just need a place to change.”

“You can change in the farmhouse,” said the captain. “Make it quick.”

“Thank you sir,” I said grabbing my bag.  The snow was letting up, so that was good.  I hurried into the farmhouse and went into one of the bedrooms and closed the door.

I undressed down to my bra and panties.  There was still an intact mirror on a dresser in the room. I stared at myself, as I always do in front of a mirror for a few moments. I still can’t believe how feminine I look. My breasts are real and my penis is so small as to be pretty much undetectable. To be honest, I don’t think any of this is reversible. But I have to admit that I really love how I look. And it’s such a kick to see men turn and look at me.

I slipped into a pretty red dress and heels. I leaned into the mirror to check my make-up. I did a few poses in front of the mirror. I was both nervous and excited. I’d performed in front of men a few times now, but was my first time in front of battle weary troops out in a combat zone.

Lt. Connor had the portable record player already set up when I came out of the farmhouse. He had assembled the men who didn’t have duties, next to the tank. There was some stone flagging here, so it wasn’t muddy. I gave them all a big smile as I rounded the tank and stood in front of them. I was freezing my arse off wearing the dress.

“Hello boys!” I said looking at their sappy faces as they just stared at me. “We thought you might need a break so I’m here to give you a little entertainment.”

There were woof whistles and cat calls as Lt. Conner put on the first record. I started to dance and sing to the cheers of the men. I didn’t lip sync with a recording. I sang with my own voice. I have no idea what it was that the Army had given us back in training, but instead of being completely embarrassed, I loved having the attention of all these men.

The men cheered and applauded when I finished my first song.  The captain kept looking nervously around. It made me realize that we weren’t behind the lines.  This was the line. But that’s why I was here.

When I’d finished the song, I said, “I need a dance partner. Any of you boys want to volunteer for this duty?” I had to laugh as many were actually raising their hands.

Someone shouted, “Get up there Jones! You’re the hoofer here.” Several other shouts to encourage whoever Jones was to come up.

A guy, obviously embarrassed got up, and said, “Aw, knock it off!”  He was a bit shorter than most guys, but well muscled. He’d be quite the lady killer if you could get him cleaned up.

I waved him up and said, “Come on, Jones. I can’t jitterbug by myself!”

Looking embarrassed and staring at the ground, he approached me. I said, “Where are you from, Jones?” I didn’t see any rank on his jacket.

He stood up straight and said, “The Bronx, ma’am.”  His accent confirmed it.

I nodded to Lt. Connors to start the music. I said, “Let’s hoof it, Jones!”

He hesitated at first, but with the music playing and me holding out my hand to him, he finally loosened up and started to dance.

I was impressed.  Cheers from the men went up as Jones picked me up over his head, tossed me between his legs and spun me around. He was good and a really great dance partner.

There was applause and laughter when the song ended and Jones quickly returned to where he had been sitting, getting slaps on his back from several of the men. I blew him a kiss and said, “You were wonderful! Let’s have another round of applause for Jones!”

I told a few jokes that I had stolen from Bob Hope, did a dance on my own and was singing another song when I saw a soldier walk quickly up to the captain and say something to him. He frowned and ran up to where I was singing.

“I’m sorry Miss,” said the captain. “But we have a war to fight.” Turning to my audience, he said, “Sorry boys, show’s over.” In the distance, I heard a few shouts and the crack of a rifle.

The men who had been enjoying my show got up quickly, checking their rifles and knocking mud from their uniforms.

The captain took me by the hand and led me over to Lt. Connor. He said, “Get her out of here, now.”

I said, “Just give me a second to change.”

Looking stern, the captain gave me a little push towards Lt. Connor and said, “Now, lieutenant.”

“Yes, sir,” said Lt. Connor. As he picked up the portable record player, he said, to me, “Get in the jeep. We have to go.” The Sherman tank belched smoke as its engine fired up. More sounds of gun fire could be heard only much closer.

It was difficult walking in the mud in my heels, but I hurried to my side of the jeep climbed in, still wearing my red dress.  Lt. Connor ran into the farmhouse and got my bag. He tossed it in the back up the jeep, and tossed me my jacket, climbed in behind the wheel and fired up the engine. With a lurch and a shower of mud, we sped away.

I looked down at my red painted nails and red dress as we drove quickly away. I looked back and felt a bit of guilt that here I was, still basically male, wearing lipstick, heels and nylons while the guys we just left were up to their keisters in mud. Some of those men who were just a few moments ago were laughing and cheering will be dead in a few minutes. I stared at my hands. I tried not to think about it.

“That was close,” said Lt. Connor.

“I thought you wanted to be shot at, Lt. Connor,” I said sarcastically as the closeness of the war continued to sink in.

Looking grim, Lt. Connor said, “I should be leading men into battle, corporal. That’s what I was trained for. Not playing nursemaid to some…”

Interrupting him, I said, “Stop. Please?  Just stop.”  It started snowing again.

#

Lt. Connor stopped the jeep at the next camp. It was a much larger camp than before with three tanks and a howitzer pointing out across a meadow over a hedgerow. The area was dotted with a few tents. A lot of trees ran behind the hedgerow which hid the camp from the air.

I was still in my red dress and heels as we got out of the jeep. I heard a soldier shout, “We must be dead because I see an angel!”

Another soldier said, “Knock it off, Patterson…oh! Hey you’re right!”

There were whistles and cat calls as we approached one of the men. Lt. Connors said, “Where’s your CO, sergeant?”

Grinning like an idiot at me, the sergeant pointed and said, “First tent on the right, lieutenant.”

“Thank you sergeant,” said Lt. Connors with a nod. We walked quickly toward the tent.

There were more whistles and calls. Men stopping whatever they were doing to stare at me. I should have been embarrassed, but I just ate it up. I waved and flashed them smiles.

Scowling, a man exited the tent and looking around said, “What the fuck is going on…” He saw me and said, “Oh, sorry, ma’am. Lieutenant, do you mind telling me what is going on here?”

Lt. Connor saluted and held out a paper. He said, “Orders, captain. I’m to bring Corporal Henderson to several frontline positions in this area to give the troops a bit of R and R.”

The captain took the paper and looked me up and down and said, “What? Is she a hooker?”

“No sir,” I said. “I’m in the Army, but I’m an entertainer.”

The captain looked at me with a jaundiced eye and then glanced over the order. He shook his head and said, “This is FUBAR, lieutenant! This is no place for a woman! I got over a hundred krauts trying to break through our lines here.”  Several men were gathering around us.

I said, “I do a little dancing, a little singing. Tell a few jokes. Just to lighten the mood of the men, sir. It’s just half an hour, captain. I don’t even have to change clothes.”  I looked around and the men gathered around us were staring at my chest.

The captain handed the order back to Lt. Connors and said, “If I ever find the fat-head at the Pentagon that thought sending a broad to the front lines was some kind of swell idea, I’ll… I’ll… well it won’t be pretty.”

One of the men near me waved to some of the other men and yelled, “Hey boys! 
Get a load of this cookie over here! My, my, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes!”

I gave him a big smile, popped a pose with a wave and said, “What’s buzzin’, cousin?” In a louder voice, I said, “I’m here to bring you boys a little taste of home!”

Furious, the captain said to Lt. Connor, “I don’t give a damn about your orders, lieutenant! You two need to get lost. Now.”

One of the men starting to gather around said, “Aw, come on Cap. Let her stay for a few minutes.”

Another soldier said, “Yeah. I ain’t seen a dame in months! Especially one from back home.”

“Yeah, let her stay!” echoed a few more voices.

The captain said, “Have you men taken leave of your senses? With that red dress against this white background, I have no doubt some kraut sniper has her in his sights right now.”

Another one of the soldiers said, “Well, I certainly have her in my sights! Hubba-hubba!”

A soldier standing in front of me said, “This reminds me of what my dear mother used to say…”

Another soldier shoved him to one side and said, “Who cares, knucklehead? You’re blocking my view.”

I laughed as a few more men joked and clowned around, trying to vie for my attention.

“Get back to your positions now or all of you will be spending the rest of this war cleaning latrines!” shouted the captain. His face was beet red.

Suddenly there was a clink and thud sound near our feet. I looked down and an icy bolt shot down my spine. It was a German grenade!

The soldier who was about to tell us what his mother used to say, pushed me back, hard. I stumbled and fell backwards into the snow. He shouted, “Get down, Miss!” And then to my shock he leaped on top of the grenade just an instant before it detonated.

There was a muffled thump sound and his body lifted from the ground and rocks and shrapnel ripped through his body. From the ground, I just stared in shock and dismay at his now lifeless body lying on the ground, a trail of smoke rising from his back, his eyes staring sightlessly.

Soldiers who had been standing around grinning at me suddenly took off running, their guns held at the ready as they rushed toward the direction the grenade had come from.

I jumped up and started to run towards him, but several men held my arms. I just started screaming, “Oh my God! Oh my God! No!” I started crying uncontrollably. Through my sobs I said, “He was just talking. And laughing. And now… oh my God he’s dead! Dead because of me!  I broke free of the men’s grasp and collapsed to the ground, wailing.

Lt. Connor and the captain helped me up. The captain snarled through clenched teeth, “Get this woman out of here now, lieutenant. You’ll have to take that road. The direction you came from has fallen to the Germans.”

Lt. Connor practically carried me back to the jeep as I was crying hysterically. I said, “He’s dead because he was saving the girl. Me. But I’m not… I’m not… and now he’s dead!” Gunfire was erupting all around us and a shell exploded really close.

After Lt. Connor loaded me into the passenger seat of the jeep, he climbed back behind the steering wheel. He started the engine and hit the gas hard. Slinging mud behind us, the jeep leaped forward. 

As Lt. Connor clung to the steering wheel with a death grip, he said, “That soldier wasn’t just protecting you. He died protecting his buddies.”

A small group of German soldiers suddenly emerged from the forest next to the road. They opened fire on us as Lt. Connor mashed on the accelerator.  Several bullets struck the jeep but thankfully missed us completely.

The sun had long set, but the snowy blanket over the country side made it almost as bright as day, so Lt. Connor had no problem following the road. After a couple of hours driving, we spotted an abandoned farmhouse just off the road. There were no lights and as far as we could see, no one was around.

Lt. Connor pulled the jeep around behind the house and we got out, him carrying our packs.  There wasn’t much inside the house beside a rubble strewn floor. But it was out of the cold wind.  We didn’t dare start a fire. In the distance we could hear artillery fire.

Lt. Connor tossed a couple of blankets onto the floor for us to lie on. He said, “We should be safe here for the night.  I hope.  If I read the map correctly, we should be inside allied held territory.”

We both lay down on our blankets and covered up with a couple more. I wish we could have started a fire in the fireplace!  It was cold in the old farmhouse, but probably better than being out in the weather. 

I tried not to listen to the endless artillery fire. I closed my eyes and tried to shut out from my mind the horrible images I’d seen today. How do those men go every day seeing such things? I felt guilty again, knowing these men are living in these horrid conditions, being shot at and always at risk of death. My worries consisted of do I have lipstick on my teeth and are the seams in my stockings straight?

Shivering from more than just the cold, I pressed up against Lt. Connor. I said, “I’m scared.”

Lt. Connor slid up close to me and put an arm around my shoulder. He said, “You and me both, doll-face. You and me both.”

Feeling a bit more secure, I drifted off to a fitful sleep.

#

I awoke the next morning, feeling cold and stiff. I heard a dull roar of engines and the sounds of many feet.  As I sat up, I said in an annoyed tone, “You didn’t wake me up for my turn at watch!”

“Shhh!”  Lt. Connor held up a finger to his lips.  He waved me over and whispered, “Take a look out this window.”

I peeped through the torn curtain in the window. The sky was clear and soft sunlight floated through the tree branches. Through a thin patch of foliage, I could see trucks and what appeared hundreds of soldiers marching along a road we didn’t even knew existed. Apparently the farmhouse sat between two roads that intersected a few dozen yards down the road.

“Oh my God!” I said in a hushed tone. “It’s hundreds of Germans!”

Nodding, Lt. Connor said, “From what I’ve seen so far, I’d estimate somewhere around four hundred men, about five trucks so far and three cannons so far. They’re heading straight towards our positions.”

“We have no way of warning them!” I said while watching at the parade of German soldiers and equipment passing by.

Lt. Connor turned towards the door.  He said, “What’s that sound coming from the front of the house?”

I hurried to the front window and peeked outside. My eyes widened as I saw what was just outside the door.  “It’s two krauts on a motorcycle and sidecar.”

Lt. Connor rushed next to me. He said as he took a gander out the window, “They have a radio. They must be spotters or something.”

“But it’s a German radio,” I said feeling hopeless.

Lt. Connor grinned and said, “A radio’s a radio. There are frequencies we’re always monitoring. If I can get to the radio, I can call out with my call sign and give the position of this troop convoy.”  He looked out the window again, and looked grim. “But how do we get it? They both have MP40s and all I have is my .45.  We don’t want to attract any attention.”

I ran to my pack and opened it. I said, “Get your knife ready. I’ll bring them to you.”  I pulled out my favorite dress. A pretty red and white dress. I hated what I was about to do to such a lovely dress, but hey, war is hell.

I stripped down to my bra and panties. I then slid the dress over my head. I picked up my knife and poke some holes in my nylons. They tore as I slid them up my legs and fastened to my garters. I then ripped the dress’ blouse open and messed up my hair. I quickly put on lipstick and then smeared it. I slipped my heels on.  I slid a knife inside the blouse.

Lt. Connor just stared at me. He said, “Just what the hell are you doing?”

I said, “Get ready to surprise a couple of Germans.”

I took a few deep breaths and then ran out the door. Breathless, as I ran towards the two soldiers, I said, “Bitte!  Bitte!” 

The two soldiers turned with confused looks on their faces. They both turned and pointed their machine pistols at me. One of them said, “Was? Frauline?

Breathing hard, which wasn’t hard to fake at the moment, I turned and pointed back at the farmhouse. I said, “Amerikaner! Er versuchte…” I started to cry. “Er versuchte bis  notzucht mir! Helft mir! Bitte!”

The other soldier said, “Amerikaner? Wie sehr?”

“Eins!” I said. Still crying, I put my hands together in a pleading fashion and said, “Bitte!”

Looking grim, the two soldiers ran towards the farmhouse door. I pulled the knife from my blouse and followed quickly behind them. As the first soldier kicked the door open, I took a deep breath, closed my eyes for a second. In my mind’s eye I saw the soldier being blow apart by jumping onto a live grenade. I then opened my eyes again and slammed the knife with all my might into the second soldier’s neck.

I felt sick as blood shot from his neck onto my hand and dress. He made a ghastly gurgling sound as he uselessly tried to grab the knife from his neck. He made a final oof sound as Lt. Connor pushed his own knife into the soldier’s heart. He fell to the ground and convulsed.  It was all I could do to keep from throwing up. The other soldier lay in a crumpled heap partway through the farmhouse entrance.

Lt. Connor patted my shoulder and said, “Good girl!” as he rushed past me carrying an MP40 he picked up from one of the fallen soldiers. “Let’s use the radio before we’re discovered.”

There was already some chatter coming over the radio in German. Lt. Connor started turning the tuning dial.  He said, “Here’s a frequency I know is being monitored. He picked up the microphone and said to me, “The problem with radio is that everyone can hear it. We’re going to have to hot foot it out of here as soon as I transmit this.”  I just nodded.

Lt. Connor keyed the microphone and said something that would have sounded silly if it wasn’t so serious. He said, “Grandma, grandma. This is Little Red Ridinghood, over.”

There was a pause of several seconds. The radio’s speaker said, “We read you, Ridinghood. What the hell are you doing on this frequency, Connor?”

Lt. Connor said, “No time to explain. German column, about three hundred men, and at least six vehicles flanking our positions. No tanks. At these map co-ordinates.”

As Connor gave the co-ordinates, I ran back to the dead German soldiers and picked up the other MP40. Through the trees I saw the lines of German soldiers continuing to pass by. Being so close to enemy soldiers was scaring the crap out of me, but fortunately, they hadn’t spotted us.

The voice on the radio said, “How close are you to those co-ordinates?”

Connor said, “About twenty-five yards.”

The voice on the radio said, “You have thirty seconds to get as far from there as possible.”

Connor said, “Understood.” He dropped the microphone into the sidecar. To me he said, “Get in!”  He kicked the motorcycle into life. Throwing a small rooster tail of dirt, the motorcycle lurched into motion.

There was some yelling in German from the other side of the trees. I said, “I guess they heard you.”

“Shoot at them!” yelled Connor as we sped quickly away.

I fired the MP40. It almost jerked itself out of my hands. The Germans coming from the trees ducked down, which was good. Harder for them to shoot back. About ten seconds later, all holy hell broke out on the convoy.

A shell landed too close for comfort to us causing Lt. Connor to lose control of the bike and flipped over, sending us rolling to the snow covered ground. Connor shouted, “Keep your head down.”

The shelling lasted for several minutes. I just laid in the snow, with my hands over my head and crying. This was all just too much for me.  Then the shelling stopped.  Connor and I both raised our heads and peeked.

There were dead Germans everywhere. The vehicles were burning and so were some Germans. There were cries of pain from wounded and dying men. Before we could get up, three P-51 Mustangs flew quickly over the road and strafed the men lying on the ground, bullets ripping across the ground.

Lt. Connor sat up with a big grin on his face. He raised his arms and shouted, “We did it, doll! We stopped the convoy!”  He grabbed my shoulders and kissed me. He pulled back looking embarrassed. He said, “Oh what the hell…” He kissed me again.

#

“Walk through those doors, corporal and I’m officially no longer your nursemaid,” Lt. Connor said as he reached out his hand to shake it.  “I’m sorry your mission got scrubbed, but you have to admit it was a total SNAFU from the beginning. I wouldn’t doubt if someone got demoted over it.”

I smiled at Lt. Connor and said, “Thanks for taking care of me. And I hear you’re in line for a promotion for keeping those Germans from overrunning our positions.”

“I’m surprised you aren’t getting a promotion,” said Connor. “You were there too.”

I shrugged and said, “I’m just a girl, I guess. I’m going to be a secretary to a general here at HQ. I don’t know how to be a secretary. I was trained to dance and flirt with men.”

“That’s the Army for you,” said Lt. Connor. “Well, the war’s winding down. It won’t be long before you’re heading back home. You need to check in. Don’t want to make the general angry before you even start.”

I gave him a smart salute and he returned it.  He then bent down and kissed my forehead and turned and walked away.  I just stood there a few moments and watched as he got into a jeep and then drove away.

#

It took some digging because our mission was classified for so long, but I managed to find out what happened to everyone. The names are still classified, so I had to make up the names. 

Anna was killed by a landmine on the beach of Iwo Jima. Sarah went back to being a guy after being discharged and went into acting and was surprisingly successful. I wish I could give out his name. It would surprise some people.

Poor Betty. She was such a sweet girl. I got the impression from her that she was the only one of us who actually wanted to be a girl. But she was captured by the SS. After discovering she wasn’t really a woman, the SS beat her and raped her before having her shot as a spy.

After the war, Captain Sykes left the army and became a very successful Hollywood talent scout, like he had been before the war. He got called up from the Reserves to build bridges or blow them up; I’m not sure which, during the Korean War. Then for some unknown reason, he signed up for Air America during the Vietnam War. Sometime in late ’68, he was part of a convoy along the Laotian border and was never heard from again.

And me? Well, I decided to stay a woman. After getting stateside, I learned that my parents had been killed when a tornado destroyed our farm. I had nothing to return to. So I sold the land, and quietly went overseas and had a sex change operation to finish what the Army had started. I then met a wonderful man and we got married.

I never told him of my past. I know that was wrong, but I did tell him I was barren and that we couldn’t have kids. So we adopted three beautiful babies, two girls and a boy.

And so, Son. If you’re reading this, then it means I have passed on. Please forgive me for not being honest with you and your sisters. I felt it was for the best. But please try to forgive me if you feel I was wrong.

Love, Mom.

Formally Tom Henderson from Topeka Kansas.

The End

###


Space Battleship TEXAS

Part 1

“Gentlemen. Just what should we make of this object? Is it a weapon of some sort? A beacon? What?”The general sounded impatient.  A mix of military personnel and scientists were gathered around a table in the military lab deep underground to examine an object that just fell to Earth.

Science Officer Redding pushed his glasses back up on his nose and poked the football sized metallic object lying on the table with his pen.

“Damn if I know for sure, general. What we do know is it’s an amazing device that seems to be a courier of some sort. Its case is harder than any known material and made of a metal of no known alloy. It came from deep space. From the same trajectory as the Gahjin Empire. It broadcast a simple signal that told us how to interface it to our computer systems.”

The general was incredulous. “Good God, man. You didn’t actually do it, did you?” He looked over at the senior science officer, Mr. Phelps.

The general pointed at the strange device. “It could have been a bomb or infected our computer systems.”

The science officer removed his glasses and wiped them with a soft cloth that had been lying on the table. “It could have been dangerous. But it seemed to be inviting us. It seems benign.”

A captain standing next to the general huffed and folded his arms, one of which was prosthetic. “If I was going to make a bomb, I’d make it inviting as well.”

The science officer returned his glasses to his face as he looked at the captain. “Why bother? The Earth is done. We’ll be out of resources in less than a year. In a way, I kinda hoped it was a bomb.”

The senior science officer frowned. He looked over to the general. “What’s inside this seemingly small device is a wealth of knowledge and technological advances that are far beyond us. There are instructions on building a power source and weapons system capable of defeating any Gahjin vessel. We’ve been given a gift, general. A gift that could save the earth. The person who needs help refers to herself only as ‘The Princess.’”

The pragmatic general frowned. “Or destroy it. Who would send us such a thing and why?”

The science officer shrugged. “They refer to themselves are the Ishkars. They sent us this information to help us defeat the Gahjins. We’re guessing they’re under attack as well, but have no way to fight them.”

The general shook his head. “I’m skeptical, gentlemen. If they possess such advanced technology, why don’t they defeat the Gahjins?”

Senior Science Officer Phelps said, “They insist they have no way to wage war. They just ask us to please help.”

Colonel Jameson pointed at one of the display screens. “Let’s just say all this is real, for sake of argument. Look at the specs for just the power source. It’s bigger than even our largest ship in the fleet. We just don’t have enough time to design and build a space craft large enough to house that monster.”

Admiral Yamato, who had been watching silently moved up to the table. He grinned as he pointed at the power source. “I beg to differ, colonel. We do have a vessel large enough to hold this power source. And with the directions in this object, we can retrofit it with, what did you call them Mr. Phelps? Flex guns? I think we’d have a fighting chance.”

“Where is this vessel, Admiral?” asked the general.

The admiral heaved a sigh. “Galveston.”
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“What?!  Are you nuts?” I exclaimed. I looked at my best friend Blake Anderson as if he’d lost his mind. “You’re one of the few fighter pilots who actually got discharged.”  After completing one hundred fifty sorties, fighter pilots were discharged from service. Not many reached that milestone since the war with the Gahjins started.

Blake shook his head. “This will be the greatest mission in history. I want to be part of it.”

“It’s a suicide mission,” I folded my arms.

With a smirk, Blake said, “Staying on Earth is a suicide mission. I’ll take my chances in space. You’re eighteen now. Sign up and come with me. They could use a whiz in electronics like you. Maybe a communications tech. You did pretty well with that in school.”

I grunted a laugh as I moved next to him and ran the palm of my hand from the top of my head to just below his chin. “You forget I’m something of a runt. And I don’t have a lot of muscle. I’m not the military type.”

Blake laughed. “Not everyone has to be studly like me to be in the Navy. Someone like you would be perfect for climbing through the guts of a ship to fix things.”

I sighed as I shoved my hands into my pants pockets and walked over to a screen showing current conditions on the surface. I rarely looked outside anymore since the war started. What once was a green lawns with flowers and trees was now just blowing dirt and dried, twisted stumps.

Not only had the Gahjins been relentlessly bombing our cities, they found a way to dry up our oceans and lakes and then capture the water vapor for their own use.  There was almost no surface water left. Government experts said we had almost a year left before the Earth was completely uninhabitable, even underground.

I looked down at my feet. “It’s hopeless, Blake. The Earth is done. We’re done. Why fight it? Sure, we responded quickly when the first automated bombs begin raining down on us. We built that awesome space fleet in less than a year to meet the inevitable Gahjin fleets. And they defeated us.”

Blake sat down. “Not right away. And at tremendous cost to them.”

I plopped down in a chair opposite Blake. “And we were defeated.” I closed my eyes and shook my head. “I miss my brother. That’s his chair you’re sitting in.  He was sitting there just a year ago. Now he’s dead just like the rest of us will be.”

Blake leaned forward in the chair. “Your brother died a hero, Tyler. He was a captain of the second largest cruiser in the fleet. His actions bought the rest of the fleet time to return to Earth.”

A tear rolled down my cheek. “Yeah. And he’s still dead. And the fleet he saved was almost completely destroyed in the next attack. He could have just come home and died quietly like the rest of us are going to do.”

Blake jumped to his feet. “You’re brother wasn’t the kind of man to just lie down and die. Maybe you should be more like him.”

I walked over and grabbed my metal detector along with a backpack containing a few water bottles. “I’m not like him. Hey, rather than sitting here and complaining about the world, want to go scavenging with me?  I make pretty good money recovering old electronics with gold and rare earth minerals. The government buys all I can find.”

Blake chuckled. “Sure. Why not? Who knows when I’ll get the chance again.”

We took the elevator to the surface where we were met by a very warm, dry breeze and blowing dirt. Few ventured to the surface any longer. My apartment was about a mile from what was once the Gulf of Mexico. Now it’s just a dry, rocky wasteland. But a lot of junk flowed into it along with what water was left. The junk was a treasure trove for me.

There were several dirt bikes stored in an abandoned shed that someone had left charging. Apparently there was still power being fed into the small building. My brother and I would just use them when we wanted. We always returned them and nobody ever said anything.

This day we chose to ride in the area where some old ship that had been docked for a long time, and eventually just sank into the mud that was the bottom of the Gulf before the mud turned hard as stone.  Only the rusting conning tower of the old ship rose above the surface.

We were having a bountiful harvest of debris; six cell phones, some computer circuit boards and old engine parts. I jiggled the pack after I had loaded it with our scavenging efforts.

“What a haul, Blake!” I exclaimed. “Some of these are your finds. Sure you don’t want to share in the credits?”

Blake shook his head. “Nah. I need to go. Training starts in two days. Think about joining up.  See ya.”

We shook hands and I watched Blake ride off over the dry surface of the Gulf toward what was once Galvaston.  I frowned as I watched him. I thought to myself, “No way in hell am I going to sign up for some suicide military mission.”

#

Part 2

I hadn’t been down to the Gulf to do any scavenging for about a week, but for some reason I felt I just had to go.  I thought of Blake as I rode the dirt bike down onto the dried up mud next to the buried ship. Haven’t heard from him in months after that day he joined me to look for more useful junk. I was worried that this area was becoming unstable as I could hear some rumblings under the surface.

I started seeing a lot of metal and even electronic components strewn all over the ground in the vicinity of the old ship’s conning tower.  Last week there had been almost nothing. Was this stuff falling from the sky?  I guess it’s possible if fighters are getting shot down from space.

I grabbed my bag and started approaching the nearest piece of metal.  I grinned as I bent down to pick it up. This was going to be a very profitable day!

Suddenly the ground started to shake. I heard large chunks of the dried Gulf floor cracking and clouds of dust billowed out of the ground around where the ship was buried. There was another shake like an earthquake that knocked me to the ground and I saw the conning tower, which had been leaning over ever since I could remember, unexpectedly righted itself. What the hell?

That’s when I noticed a ship shaped ridge rising from the dried surface, rocks and dirt sliding down from the raised area.  I jumped on my dirt bike and sped over to what for all the world looked like a ship rising up from the ground. The bridge broke through the dried mud and more of the deck was exposed.  The rumblings and shaking stopped as quickly as it had begun.

Gritting my teeth as I often do when I’m about to do something stupid, I down shifted and hit the accelerator to climb the newly formed ridge. I backed off on the throttle when I crested the ridge to drop the front wheel down quickly. As I hit the brakes, I couldn’t believe what I saw. It was a deck of a ship… an old battleship, fourteen inch guns and all. Instead of rotting wood, the deck was newly placed steel or at least some kind of metal.

I couldn’t imagine what was going on. Why did this old ship suddenly rise from the dried Gulf floor? And why did it all look so new? The main guns were fitted with pipes and tubing that I’m sure wouldn’t have been there when the ship was in service.

I jumped off my bike and started running around the deck, amazed at everything I saw. As I rounded a corner, there was a group of men in uniform inspecting some equipment.  Between them and me was an open hatchway.  I fought back an urge to run to it. “Don’t be stupid!” I thought. I looked at the uniformed men and then back to the open hatch.

I took a deep breath and gritted my teeth. “What the hell, right? What are they going to do to me? The Earth is dead in a few months anyway. I had to see inside.  Another deep breath and I bolted for the open door.

After a moment, my eyes adjusted from the bright sunlight outside to the more subdued interior lighting. There wasn’t much to see in the companionway, but what I saw shocked me. This wasn’t the interior of some old world war battleship. This was a modern setup, with computer screens and next to me was an unoccupied glassed in office area.

I heard some people approaching from just ahead of me. I darted to my left down a narrow hallway. The ceiling was low and covered in cables, hoses and tubing. Hatches lined the hallway. What the hell is this thing?

I had to make a quick dodge into a small room off the hallway that had boxes with levers and lights, attached to the wall. I could barely squeeze in to avoid some people walking down the hall.  “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all,” I thought.

I peeked back out into the hall and didn’t see anyone. I decided to head back the way I had come and get out of this thing. I was running and looked behind me. And then, right in front of me, before I could react, a hatchway opened and a person stepped out. I ran right into them almost knocking them down.

“Hey watch where you’re going, you idiot,” said a familiar sounding voice.

My eyes went wide when I looked at the person’s face. “Blake?”

Blake just stood there a moment and blinked a few times. “Tyler? What the fuck are you doing here? How did you get on this ship?”

“I was scavenging and this thing just rose from the ground,” I said honestly. “I just had to check it out.”

Blake grabbed my arm and said sternly, “Well, we need to get you out of here before you’re spotted. We’re running through our final trials before leaving for orbit.”

“Orbit? In this thing? What is this?” I asked as Blake tugged on my arm and we headed back to the entrance I’d come through.

Blake grinned down at me. “It’s the USS Battleship Texas. It’s been re-commissioned for space duty.”

I stopped and pulled my arm free. “You can’t be serious!”

Grabbing my arm again, Blake said, “I am serious. We’re going to defeat the Gahjins with this.”

Just before we got to the doorway, a female officer stepped out of the glassed in office. She looked over at us curiously.

“Lieutenant, what is this civilian doing here?” barked the officer.

Looking sheepish, Blake pointed at me. “Last minute recruit, Capt. Jennings.”

Frowning, Captain Jennings said, “I wish they’d tell me these things. Has she been assigned? What’s her rate?”

Looking flummoxed for a moment, Blake said, “No ma’am. And she’s a communications tech.”

The captain looked me up and down. “Good. We’re short-handed in that area. Get her assigned to my team and get her a uniform.”  She then turned from us and hurried away.

“She thinks I’m a girl!” I sputtered.

Blake shrugged. “Not really all that surprising. You’re still a runt. But that doesn’t matter because she’s never going to see you again. You’re leaving the ship now.”

We both became aware of a whine, deep inside the ship start to rise in pitch and the ship began to shake.  Several men came through the hatch we were heading for. The last one through pulled the hatch closed and pressed a button by the door that locked the seal in place.

The last man looked at Blake. “You’re going to be needed on the bridge, Lieutenant. Emergency activation.”

Over the 1MC speaker system it was announced, “All hands. Battle stations. Emergency launch. Pilot to the bridge.”

Looking very worried, Blake shouted, “Shit! We’re not sure if we’re space worthy yet. I’m the pilot. I got to go.”

“You can’t leave me here!” I shouted, feeling suddenly numb.

Blake grabbed my hand and started to lead me through the companionways. “Come with me. I’ll have to explain you later.”

It was an orderly madhouse we passed through on our way to the bridge. Men and women were running in all directions. It was chaos, but there oddly seemed an order to it. We finally reached an elevator and Blake pulled me in and hit the button to go up.

We exited the elevator onto the bridge. An admiral was sitting in an elevated command chair over-looking the bridge. Facing forward was a large glass window which I’m sure wasn’t there on the original ship and a central control console.

“Well, lieutenant, I’m glad you finally decided to join our little emergency.” Snarled the admiral from his chair.

Looking like he wanted to run away, Blake said, “Sorry admiral. I was distracted.” He was still holding my hand.

Frowning the admiral said, “You can be distracted by her later. Right now I need you to get this ship in the air.”

Blake let go of my hand and saluted and then took his seat at the control console.  He started punching buttons.

The admiral looked over at me. “I’m guessing you have a reason to be here?”

I hadn’t seen her when we first entered the bridge, but Captain Jennings was at a station near the admiral’s chair. “New recruit, sir. She’s a communications tech.”

The admiral pointed at an empty station along the bridge wall. “Man your station, miss!”  He turned to Captain Jennings, “Just how new is she?”  The captain shrugged.

I sat at the station. This is insane!  I picked up the set of headphones and put them on. I looked over the panel. I dabbled with communications in high school, so it wasn’t completely unfamiliar to me. I thought I could probably fake my way through it. At least until Blake could get me out of the ship.

Blake shouted, “Launching now!”

The ship creaked and groaned and rocked. The screech of tortured dried mud and rock being ripped from its grasp of the ship. The whine from the ship’s innards grew even higher in pitch.

Blake said, “Main engine power at eighty percent, admiral. We can launch at ninety-five.”

A girl at a console near Blake shouted, “We have a target lock! Incoming missile from orbit!”

“Launch us now!” shouted the admiral.

Sweat popped up on Blake’s brow. He checked his instruments and tried to sound calm, “Flex engine at insufficient power to launch, admiral.”

I heard a beeping sound over my headphones. What the hell?  I looked down at my panel.  In an unsure voice, I said, “Incoming transmission.”

The admiral said, “Put it on audio.”

I looked down at the panel.  There was a switch labeled, “Bridge audio.” Was it really just that simple?  I clicked the button.

In a strange metallic voice, most likely coming through some type of electronic translation came a calm, but eerie voice, “Gahjin command to Earth vessel.  We detected the moment you brought your Flex engine on-line. You’ll never get your ship off the Earth.” And then nothing but static.

The girl next to Blake sounded scared as she announced, “Fifty seconds to impact.”

The admiral said calmly to Blake, “Lieutenant. Status of the Flex cannons.”

Blake checked his panel. “Flex guns at ninety-nine percent charge, admiral.”

The admiral said, “Target and lock incoming missile. Fire Flex cannons at one hundred twenty percent.”

“Aye admiral.” Blake bit his lower lip as he raised the Flex cannon fire control mechanism and peered into it. The device was equipped with view screen and a pistol grip with a trigger. I noticed everyone on the bridge putting on dark goggles. I quickly looked around and found a pair of goggles hanging from a post near my station.  I slipped them on as quickly as I could.

The girl announced “Thirty-five seconds to impact.”

Blake said in a strained voice, “Flex guns at one hundred ten percent.”

The girl bravely announced, “Twenty-five seconds.”

His voice straining, the admiral said, “I suggest you fire, lieutenant or this is going to be a real short trip.”

Taking a deep breath, Blake announced “Flex guns at one hundred twenty percent.”

“Fifteen seconds…”
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Part 3

Blake stared intently into his targeting device. “Five seconds.”

It was certainly the longest five seconds in my lifetime. I sat frozen in my seat staring out the observation window. The vapor trail of the incoming missile was clearly visible. And while I know nothing about missiles and stuff, it was obvious this missile was definitely large enough to take out the whole ship.

Sweating profusely from his forehead, Blake shouted, “Fire!” and he pulled the trigger. If the weapons on the Texas fired laser-like energy, you wouldn’t see anything coming from the barrels. But these former fourteen inch guns now fired something Blake had called Flex-energy.

The blinding blue-white streams of raw power left from both the forward facing gun emplacements. Curiously, the beams of energy braided after leaving both barrels of each emplacement.

A heartbeat later, there was an incredibly bright, mammoth explosion that rocked the ship. We all sat at our stations in stunned silence. I couldn’t help but wonder if we were all dead or not. Clouds of smoke obscured the forward view.

I pulled my goggles off and threw them at Blake. “Could you have waited any longer!?”

Trying to look calm, the admiral said quietly, “Good work, lieutenant. Let’s avoid the dramatic pauses in the future though.”

Blake frowned at me before turning towards the admiral. “Sorry, admiral. I had to wait until the weapons system was fully charged.”

I heard more beeping in my headset. Dutifully I said, “Incoming transmission.”

“On audio.” I pressed the switch again.

Sounding agitated, the voice over the communications link said, “I see you managed to obtain all the Flex technology. No matter. You have a long trip ahead of you. No more warnings from me.” And then the signal dropped.

The admiral looked calm. He said, “Take us into space, lieutenant.”

Blake said, “Aye, sir.” He turned to face his console again and slowly moved a large lever forward. There was a loud ‘thunk’ sound as the drive engaged and the ship started to rise in the air. The inertial damping kicked in and we no longer felt the sensation of moving.

I stared in awe through the observation window, watching the curvature of the Earth drop away. Oh my God! I’m actually in space!

Not looking up from her computer screen, Captain Jennings said quietly, “All sections report no damage from missile attack, admiral.”

Studying his monitors, Blake said, “We have left Earth’s atmosphere. Course to destination already laid in. The jumps are being calculated now.” Apparently, calculating jumps consumed a great deal of the computers resources.

Not only was the ship outfitted with the Flex engine, which propelled the ship forward much like a rocket, but much more powerful, it was also equipped with a jump coil. The jump coil allowed the ship to cover great distances without actually having to travel through them. Without the jump coil, the trip would take centuries.

Blake pushed another lever forward. “We are enroute. Engines are full thrust. First destination is Jupiter for slingshot course correction.”

The navigator, the girl sitting next to Blake, sighed, sounding irritated. “Bogies on intercept trajectory, admiral.”

The admiral nodded. “They had to wait until we started moving to calculate an intercept. Bring shielding to max and set the defensive systems to automatic targeting.”

The navigator nodded, “Aye admiral.”

Thick steel was still the ship’s skin, but it had been covered with a reactive armor that would absorb the energy from energy weapons and deflect projectile weapons. The shell of the ship was also had its strength enhanced by the inertial dampening system that keeps the structural integrity of the ship in place.

Blake called me over to him. When I stood next to him, he turned and motioned that I lean down. He said quietly, “Since you didn’t get any training, you’re probably wondering why we’re not sending any interceptors to greet the attacking ships.

Space battles aren’t like the exciting dog fights you see in the dramas you watched as a kid. At best it’s like a deadly ballet. They plot an intercept course, fire their salvos and watch if they have any hits. We just pass them by. If they want to attack again, they have to plot another intercept.”

I whispered to him, “That sounds boring.”

Blake chucked. “Yeah, kinda. Unless you’re being hit. We can only target the fighters, not what they shooting at us.”

The navigator announced, “Automatic defenses engaged.”  I could hear some muffled sounds vibrating the walls of the ship.

The ship’s defenses were mini-Flex guns, firing rapidly. They take much less time to recharge. Through the forward observation window, I watched several attacking ships explode. Several managed to launch missiles at us. We couldn’t use the main guns on those missiles and the defensive guns couldn’t track the missiles fast enough.

Blake shooed me back to my seat. He announced, “Brace for multiple impacts.”

The attacking ships were targeting our main guns, but our shielding managed to deflect the incoming missiles away from the ship. Some of the missiles were set to explode before impact and the shielding absorbed the energy. A few more attacking ships exploded from the fire of our defense systems. I smiled to myself. This is just too easy.

We passed the remaining enemy ships. They didn’t try to attack again and so we went on our way to Jupiter without further incident.

A young man, not much older than me walked up and stood in front of me. “I’m your relief.”

I sighed heavily. “Thank God! I could use some relief!” I stood up and let him take my seat. I only noticed then how tense all my muscles were.  A woman relieved Blake and I started to follow him off the bridge.
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“What are we going to do, Blake?” I asked breathless after the elevator doors closed. “I can’t keep pretending I’m a member of the crew! I can’t keep pretending to be a girl!”

Blake looked quickly around as we exited the bridge elevator. “Let’s go to my quarters. We need to figure something out for sure.”

Blake took my hand and quickly led me through the twisty passageways. I was annoyed he was holding my hand, but I admit, I’d be completely lost if we got separated.

We came to a less crowded part of the ship. “As a bridge officer, I get a private berth, such as it is.”  He started to open the door to his berth when an ensign came down the passage.

“Excuse me, sir,” said the ensign in a whiny voice. “Did you forget that these are not co-ed berthing areas?  You can’t bring a woman in here.”

Blake gave a quick salute and smiled nervously. “Thank you ensign. In the excitement, I guess I forgot.”

The ensign smartly returned the salute and grinned. “You’re welcome, sir!”

Blake took my hand again and snarled, “Come this way to the mess hall. Maybe we can talk there.”

I looked behind me. “Can we toss that asshole out the airlock?”

Blake shook his head. “I’ll do it later.”

We exited the passageway into a wide, open common area.  The mess hall looked more like a school cafeteria and was open twenty-four hours a day. The officer’s mess was separated and was mostly vacant.

Pointing with his free hand, Blake said, “Let’s go in there.”  He let go of my hand and straightened his uniform a bit.  We walked to the far end of the room and sat down.

Blake looked at me for a moment. He asked, “Did you want something to drink?”

Raising my eyebrow, I asked, “They serve alcohol on the ship?”

Blake frowned. “What? No. Don’t be stupid.  Alcohol isn’t allowed on the ship. Your choice is water, milk and Dr. Pepper.”

I laughed. “Dr. Pepper?”

Blake shrugged. “This is the Battleship Texas after all.”

Still chuckling at the idea, I replied, “Dr. Pepper. Do they have diet?”

Blake grinned back at me. “Of course.”  He selected two cans of soda and sat back down.

I looked around at all the exposed plumbing running along the ceiling and walls. “I’m sure on a ship this size there are places I can hide. You can bring me food and water every day or so.”

Blake shook his head. “What about when you have to take a shit?”

I shrugged. “You can bring me a bucket or your space helmet or something.”

Blake looked down at his hands. “No. Hiding is not a good idea. You’ll be found and then there’ll be an inquiry and then we’re all in trouble. No. We need to hide you in plain sight. The big problem in hiding is that you’ve already been seen as a crew member and female to boot.”

I frowned. “Just get me a men’s uniform. No one will remember me.”

Blake suddenly looked to one side and started to stand.

Captain Jennings waved him down. “Please remain seated. I’ve been looking for you two since you left the bridge.” She pointed at me. “Has she been added to the system’s roster yet?”

Blake glanced over to me and then back to the captain. “Not yet, ma’am. The emergency was a big interruption.”

The captain smiled. “It certainly was.” She pointed at Blake. “The admiral wants you to attend the debriefing about that emergency. I’ll take… what was your name again?”

Looking sheepish. We hadn’t had time to come up with any good alias for me. So I just looked at the captain. “Tyler, ma’am. Tyler McAdams.”

Captain Jennings nodded. “Come along with me, miss. I’ll leave you at the infirmary. The doctor can add you to the roster as she checks your health.”

Blake quickly stood up. “Is that really necessary captain?  I mean, look at her. She’s the very picture of health.”

The captain looked from Blake to me and back to Blake. She smiled knowingly to Blake. “It all has to be official, lieutenant. You better double-time it. The admiral is waiting in his ready room.”

Blake nodded. “Aye, ma’am.”

As Blake turned away, the captain gave me a curious look when I said, “Been nice knowing you.”

Captain Jennings led me through the bowels of the ship without holding my hand. I didn’t expect her to, but I didn’t want to get lost either. Needless to say, I was absolutely terrified at the idea of seeing the ship’s doctor. Our ruse would be up and my fate would be completely unclear at this point. The ship didn’t have any yardarms to hang me from, but I was sure it had a brig.

We finally stopped at a large office area that had three hospital type beds and all types of medical equipment scattered about.  It looked like a cross between a doctor’s office and a hospital room… which I guess it was.

Captain Jennings knocked on the door to the infirmary. The doctor, a woman, was seemingly startled and fumble with something she was trying to avoid dropping. She managed to slide it onto the shelf before turning nervously around.

Captain Jennings looked concerned. “Dr. Lujan? I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

The doctor composed herself. “I’m afraid the activity this morning left me a bit shaken. How can I help you, captain?”

The captain pointed at me. “This is a last minute recruit and she’s not on the ship’s roster. We’re shorthanded at the moment, so would you add her to the roster while you’re giving her a physical?”

Still acting a bit nervous, the doctor took a step towards me. “Of course, captain. It shouldn’t take long.” 

Stick a fork in me. I was done.
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Part 4

I looked at the shelf where the doctor had been standing. From her angle, the captain couldn’t see what was on the shelf. I saw a half consumed bottle of Tequila. I remember Blake saying alcohol was not allowed on the ship. I grinned. I’ve got an angle.

Captain Jennings then went on her way. The doctor looked at me while I was grinning. She narrowed her brows. “What?”

#

Blake entered the infirmary looking a bit confused. “Doctor? I heard your call for me over the 1MC. I came right away.” He looked from the doctor to me and back to the doctor.  I was smirking. Knowing full well something was wrong, he asked, “Is something wrong?”

The doctor said, “Close the door, lieutenant. Have a seat.”

After Blake closed the door, he approached the small table the doctor indicated and sat down. The doctor opened a drawer, removed two small glasses and set them on the table.  She then pulled the Tequila bottle from the shelf and poured some into both glasses. She capped the bottle and sat down.

The doctor lifted her glass, and took a sip and closed her eyes for a moment. She looked at Blake. “Go ahead. Take a drink lieutenant. You’re a fighter pilot so I know you don’t have a virgin tongue. Doctor’s orders.”

Blake hesitantly picked up the glass. He looked at it for a moment, looked at me and then took a gulp knocking his head back. He gasped for a second. “That’s good stuff.”  He set the glass back down.

Doctor Lujan looked at Blake. “We have a problem, lieutenant. I don’t like problems.” She pointed at me. “Your girlfriend here doesn’t exactly seem to be female. Oh, she’s severely lacking in testosterone and is hardly a prime example of maleness, but male she sadly is. Care to explain?”

Blake looked over at me, coughed and held up his glass indicating he wanted another shot.  The doctor refilled his glass. He then told the doctor, truthfully, about how we were friends before the war and how he’d always have to rescue me from bullies and as of late how I was doing scavenging for money. And how I’d gotten trapped onboard the ship and got stuck being part of the bridge crew.

The doctor leaned back in her chair. “That’s quite a tale, lieutenant. Quite a tale. Here’s our dilemma. You have an unauthorized person on board the ship. A stowaway if you will. The admiral will be furious… both for the fact that your girlfriend is a stowaway and that he was fooled into thinking she was part of the bridge crew. He’s likely to toss her out the airlock and toss you in the pokey.

"However, your girlfriend has also made it clear she will sing like a canary about the contraband I brought onboard, so I’d be joining you in the pokey as well. I’m just guessing, but I figure Tyler would rather not be tossed into space without a suit, and I’m guessing you have even less desire to be tossed in the brig than I do. So I propose a deal.”

Blake furrowed his brows and leaned forward. “What kind of deal, doctor?”

Doctor Lujan refilled Blake’s glass and her own. “I propose the only option we all have. I put Tyler on the roster and certify her to be in the very pink of health for an eighteen year old female. And both of you agree to keep your mouths shut. Oh. And I have injections I can give her to make her more feminine. At the end of the mission, and we’re all discharged, I stop giving her injections and after a period of time she reverts back to her old self, such as it is.”

Blake studied me for a moment, knocked back another shot and set the glass down. “I say we have a deal, doc.” He held out his hand and the doctor shook it.

The doctor grinned. “Deal. This paper here is her official measurements. Take her to the ship’s store to get her outfitted. She’ll have to bunk with the girls of course, but I assigned her to a berthing area that’s lightly populated. And remember. To quote a famous old quote, we must all hang together or we will surely hang separately.”

#

“This is as far as I can go,” said Blake as he handed me the duffle bag he’d been carrying for me. “Your rack is right down there at the end. Get settled in and then meet me back at the mess hall.”

I nodded. “Okay. I think I can find it.” I lifted the bag and then immediately dropped it. “What’s in this thing? Bowling balls?”

“It’s everything you’re going to need and probably more than you’ll need.” Blake slapped me on my backside. “Now get going.”

I wagged my finger at Blake. “Hey. Don’t do that.  I’ll see you later.”

I gave up trying to lift the bag and just dragged it instead.

Halfway down the hall, a girl came out of a side room that I later learned was the women’s head. She smiled at me. “I heard we were getting someone new. Let me help you with that. They weight a ton, don’t they?”

I nodded. “That’s for sure!”  She picked up one end I picked up the other and together we made it to the end of the hall.

She set my bag down. “Here’s your rack. By the way, my name is Helen.”

I smiled at her. “Nice to meet you. I’m Tyler. Thanks for the help.”

Helen cocked her head to one side. “Hmm. Don’t see many Tylers. But you’re more than welcome.  It’s odd. You’ve got the only rack here. No one is using the others. Want to move in with us? We have a few empty racks.”

I smiled back at her. “Thanks, but I think I’ll stick with what they gave me for now.”

Helen shrugged. “Suit yourself. Oh, before I go, let me point a few things out.  That’s the head down the hall. Water is at a premium so no Holiday Inn showers. Actually, it’s timed anyway.  You can pull down this modesty curtain for getting dressed. The guys don’t have that option. You fold this out and it’s your desk, computer terminal, and make-up mirror.”

“Make-up? I didn’t bring any with me.” I chuckled. I thought I’d joke about it to hide the fact that I’d never owned any make-up, of course.

Helen kicked my duffle bag. “In there is your standard kit. It’s a regulation for women sailors. The kit contains only items you can wear on duty. You can get other lipstick shades and eye shadows at the PX, but you can’t wear them while on duty.”  She held up her hand and wiggled her fingers. “No regulations on nail polish though.”

I laughed. “Here we are, flying across half the galaxy to do mortal combat with alien invaders and we have a choice of nail polish?”

Helen grinned. “Hey, if you’re going to save the Earth, you might as well look good doing it.”

I opened the large bag. “I guess I’d better get this stuff squared away and get my uniform on.”

“Sure thing,” Helen said as she started to leave my rack area. “Oh. When you’re dressed, give me a holler. Me and the girls will give you a hand with your make-up.”

“Thanks.”

I started digging through the bag. In it were lingerie in my size, towels, soap and other toiletries. There was a dress uniform and a work uniform. Both came with options for either a skirt or pants. I opted for the pants.

Helen came back after about twenty minutes to check on me. She nodded at my squared away rack and then called her friends over to help me with my make-up. As they descended upon me with foundation, eye liner, mascara, lipstick and God knows what else, I began to wonder would being tossed out the airlock really be that bad?

#

“What is it Grynok? I have an empire to run, you know.”

“A thousand pardons my emperor,” said Grynok with a bow. “But I think you’ll want to see this.”

“What am I looking at?” said Zykitz impatiently.

Grynok pointed to the flat screen on the table in front of him. “These are the probe scans of the Earth vessel that has escaped our attacks. See these blips? Each one is a human. There are over one thousand human animals aboard that vessel.

"But look at this one. It’s different from all the rest. From our studies of Earth, only one in a billion of inhabitants will have this signature. My emperor, they have an oracle. That’s how they will communicate with the princess. We haven’t had an oracle since you accidently killed her.”

Zykitz shrugged. “My bad.”

“Emperor, we will ultimately fail if we don’t take their oracle!” exclaimed Grynok.

Zykitz nodded. “I’ll organize the mission immediately.”

#

Part 5

I waved to Blake as I entered the mess hall. Because of the differing times we had duty, I hadn’t seen him in almost a week, so he hadn’t seen me since I started wearing a woman’s uniform and make-up. Blake looked up and almost choked. I ran up to him. “Are you okay?”

He stood up and waved me off. “I’m fine. I’m fine. You took me by surprise is all.”

I sat down across from him. “I’m sorry. I guess I should have warned you about how I look.”

Blake sat down and shook his head. “I noticed. That’s what took me by surprise. Look at you! You’re looking really sharp in your new uniform. And make-up now?”

I shrugged. “It’s actually a regulation. Can you believe it?”

Blake seemed to relax. “That does seem kind of out of place on a warship.”

I giggled. “At least I don’t have to wear high heels or some such.”

Blake nodded. “That would be crazy alright. So, how are the other women in your unit accepting you?”

“Just fine, as far as I can tell,” I said with a shrug. “Everyone seems to accept me now. People have been asking me if I’m your girlfriend. I keep telling them no. And then they ask me out.” Of course there’s no real dating on the ship. Just going together to the mess hall or to watch a movie in the rec hall. Sex is definitely forbidden, but I’m sure it  happens in broom closets around the ship.

Blake smiled. “That’s great you’re being accepted. But it must be really annoying to have guys come on to you. I’m sorry about that, but you are pretty cute. But anyway, I wanted to talk to you about some things to get your thoughts.”

I leaned forward, excited he wanted my opinion. “Thoughts on what?”

He lowered his voice and leaned in so his face was close to mine. “We’re worried we have a spy onboard.”

I frowned. “A spy? Cloak and dagger stuff?”

Blake shrugged. “Maybe not like that exactly, but somehow the Gahjin know our every move. They’re always there when we come out of a jump. We’re a sitting duck for almost a hour until the jump coils recharge.  How do they know?”

I shrugged too. “Maybe we’re just too easy to predict. They know where we’re headed. Our jumps were pretty much pre-planned.”

Blake nodded. “We thought of that. That’s why we started randomizing our jumps. Long jumps, short jumps, changing vectors. Nothing seems to work. They always know where we are.  The only person who knows in advance where the next jump sequence is taking us is the navigator. I really doubt she’s a spy.”

I smirked. “Just because you have a crush on her?”

Blake looked hurt. “I do not! And that’s not why.  I asked her. She said she’s not a spy.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure she’d be honest if she was an actual spy.

I leaned back in my seat and started thinking. Thinking aloud, I said under my breath. “I wonder.  It’s always there after the Gahjin fighters make their small jumps to get out of the range of our weapons so they can recharge their jump coils.  Hmmm.”

Blake looked at me curiously. “What are you talking about?”

My eyes unfocused for a moment. “Yeah. It’s always there.”

“What!?” Blake almost shouted.

“I see it on my communications board,” I said quietly. “I bet there’s a connection. After the Gahjin jump out, I detect the tiniest trace of a signal in the sub ether.” I slapped the table top. “That’s how they’re doing it! If we re-calibrate the deep space RADAR, I’ll bet we’ll see a tiny little thread of energy in the sub-ether. We use the same technology, so dollars to donuts, we’re leaving the same type of trail!”

Blake’s eyes brightened. “You just might be on to something!  I have a staff meeting with the admiral in half an hour. I’ll bring up your brilliant idea. We might not be able to stop it, but we’ll know what to expect now. And we’ll be able to trace back to an outpost or a mother ship.”

He stood up slightly, so he could lean closer to me. Before I could anticipate what he was doing, he gave me a quick kiss.

I frowned at Blake and almost wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. Then I realized what a mess it’d make of my lipstick. I never had to worry about that before.

“What the hell are you doing?!” I exclaimed as I backed away from Blake.

Blake touched his lips. “Oh. Sorry Tyler. You’re so pretty, I forgot you’re not a girl. I just wanted to thank you for your observations.”

I pulled a mirror from my purse and checked my make-up. “You can thank me by taking me to dinner.”

Blake grinned. “Deal.”

Feeling flustered, I said, “Not like a date!  I meant just so we can chat. We never see each other anymore.”

Blake nodded. “I’ll try to see you more often.  But I need to get to that meeting.”

I shrugged. “I have duty later in the day. Maybe I’ll see you on the bridge.”

“Maybe.” Blake stood up. “See ya round.” He then hurried off.

I stayed seated. I looked at my hands with nail polish. I’d never worn nail polish in my life.  Even if I’d been a girl all my life, it just seemed a frivolous thing to do. But I have to admit I kind of like wearing it.

Someone suddenly sat across from me. I looked up to see a guy just a bit older than me smiling at me. It embarrassed me to have him looking. Not sure of what to do, I just smiled weakly and said, “Hello.”

His grin got wider as he said, “Hi! My name’s Jeremy. I hope you don’t mind. I saw you sitting here all alone. I just wanted to introduce myself.”

I nodded. “Nice to meet you, Jeremy. I’m--”

Cutting me off, Jeremy said, “You’re Tyler. I know. The new communications tech.”

I smiled nervously. “That would be me, alright.”

Jeremy leaned across the table towards me. “I was wanting to ask you, if you’re not busy or anything if you’d like to go with me to the rec hall. They’re showing some movies and they’re actually making popcorn.  Can you believe it?”

Oh my God. I just got asked out. On a warship of all things. I looked at my hands and smiled again. “That sounds great and thank you for the invitation, but I have duty shortly.”

Looking disappointed, Jeremy shrugged. “That’s the problem when trying to date on a military vessel. Another time maybe?”

I thought to myself, it’s also a problem trying to date someone who doesn’t want to go out with you. I continued to smile. “Sure. Some other time, maybe.”

A few minutes after Jeremy left the mess hall, another guy sat down across from me. “I thought that guy would never leave, did you?”

Feeling confused, I said, “Excuse me?”

“I know you’d love to go to the poetry reading they’re having on Deck 3. Girls just love poetry readings.” The guy just stared at me with a dopey grin.

I smiled at the guy. “That sounds wonderful and all. But I have to go on duty soon.” In fact, I want to go on duty now!

The guy wasn’t bothered at all. “Not a problem. There’s another reading tomorrow at the same time if you’d like for me to find you.”

I started to stand up. “Thanks anyway. But I have duty every day at the same time as the poetry reading.  See ya around.” He nodded and I quickly left the mess hall. It was a lie, but what can I say if I don’t to just say ‘get lost’? Sheesh! What is going on? It’s not like there’s not a lot of nice, single women on this ship.

I started to head back to the women’s berthing area when the 1MC crackled and then announced, “Attention. All off-duty personnel report to the auditorium immediately for an important announcement from the admiral.”  It then went on to repeat the message two more times.

I stopped and sighed.  I guess I’ll head to the auditorium.

When I got there, the room was already packed and all the seats were taken.  I could see Blake standing next to the admiral at a lectern at one end of the room. I worked my way along the wall so I could get a closer view.

The admiral rapped his knuckles on the lectern. “I have a short announcement that all of us need to be aware of. I know that many of you have heard rumors that there’s a spy on the ship, telling the enemy our every move. How else could they always know where we’ve jumped to, even when we make crazy, non-sense jumps?

"Rumors such as this weaken unit cohesion as you start to suspect your fellow crewmembers. Well, thanks to Lieutenant Andrews, we can dispel that rumor. Lieutenant?”  The admiral stepped away from the lectern and Blake stepped up.

Looking a bit nervous, Blake cleared his throat. “Thank you admiral. I’ll get straight to the point.  Our own ship is telling on us. By monitoring minute energy signatures in the sub-ether when the Gahjin vessels make a jump, and recalibrating the deep RADAR system, we found we can trace these threads of energy to their destinations.  We’re using the exact same jump technology as the Gahjin so they’re just following our own energy thread.”

Blake paused a moment. I scowled at him as I folded my arms. He’s taking credit for my discovery!  Blake looked in my direction and saw me. He suddenly looked sheepish and shrugged.

“I would like to note that this energy signature was first discovered by Ensign McAdams.”  He pointed at me and every one turned to look at me. I was so embarrassed.

The admiral took a step towards me and grinned. “Outstanding, ensign!”  He stepped back to the lectern. “We’ve made the strategic decision to not show our hand by following Gahjin vessels to their destinations until the situation warrants it. Now that we’re aware, we’ll plan our jumps accordingly.  That is all. Dismissed.”

#

I punched Blake in the shoulder as we entered the bridge elevator. “Going to steal all the credit were you?”

Blake rubbed his shoulder as if he’d even felt my punch. “I didn’t steal anything. I was going to mention you helped.  Eventually.”

“Helped?” I exclaimed. “I discovered the stupid energy signature!”

Blake nodded as we stepped off the elevator. “Good thing, too.  They were serious about thinking we had a spy or saboteur. They suspected you as you were the last to board before we launched. They were going to start ship-wide interrogations. Imagine what would have happened if they got to interrogate you?”

I frowned. “You and Dr. Lujan would be up shit creek.”

Blake shook his head. “We’d all be in the brig for sure.”

My shift on the bridge was pretty standard. It was getting boring, actually. We performed two jumps, were attacked twice by Gahjin warships. The second jump brought us at the two-thirds point of our trip. We were almost there! Estimate was two more weeks.

After my shift, I headed back to my berthing area. I never thought I’d be so relieved to be someplace where men were restricted.  I stopped by Dr. Lujan’s office for my next shot.

“Good to see you again, ensign, said Dr. Lujan cheerfully. “How are you feeling lately?  Are the injections helping?”

I nodded. “They must be having some effect on me, doctor. I find myself crying for no reason, I’m starting to find some guys attractive and my color perception has changed. Not much in a physical way though.  Not yet anyway.”

The doctor locked the door after I came in and she filled a small glass with Tequila and downed a shot. “Our mission will probably be over before you start growing breasts and become more rounded. That’s a good thing, unless you decide to stay a girl.”

I looked at my feet. “I don’t think I do. It’s hard to say for sure since my feelings are changing. The other day Blake kissed me.”

Doctor Lujan raised an eyebrow. “Oh?  How did you feel about that?”

I didn’t answer for a second or two. I shrugged and then looked at the doc. “I um… I liked it.”

Doctor Lujan smiled. “Nothing wrong with a little kiss.”

I looked at my feet again. “Maybe. We’ve been buds for years and now he gives me a kiss?”

Looking concerned, Dr. Lujan said, “If you don’t want him to kiss you, then tell him. Tyler, look. You seem for all the world as a cute, sweet girl and Blake is reacting to that.”

I shrugged. “I guess so. But I need to go.”  Dr. Lujan unlocked the office door and waved as I exited.

#

“Tyler, why not?”

I folded my arms against me. “I told you. It just seems weird to say it.” We were in a wide passageway next to the gym.

Blake held my arm. “You don’t like me?”

I pulled my arm from his grasp. “Of course I like you, Blake. Probably more than I should. It’s just unnatural to me to say I’m someone’s girlfriend.”

Blake touched my hair. “You’ve said yourself you’re tired of guys hitting on you. This would be one way to make them stop.”

I barked a short laugh. “Maybe. What would you expect from me?”

Blake looked shocked. “Nothing, baby. We’d just go on like we do now. Only everyone will know we’re a couple and leave you alone.”

I frowned at Blake. “You just called me ‘baby’.”

“I’m sorry. But what do you say?” Blake asked earnestly. “Do we make it official?”

I sighed heavily. “Okay. Let’s make it official.”

Blake grinned and then his face took on a stern expression. He pointed his finger into my chest and almost shouted, “Don’t forget, babe. You’re my girl! I better not see you with other men!”

I angrily pushed his hand from my chest. Scowling, I said, “What the fuck are you doing?”

Blake grinned. “I’m claiming you.”

Still scowling, I said, “I just thought we’d shake on it.”

Blake put a finger under my chin. “Seriously, Tyler. You are my girl.” Before I could react, he bent down and gave me a quick, against regulations kiss.

I was about to say something in protest when the 1MC announced, “Proximity alert! Proximity alert starboard. Collision imminent.”

I wondered what was going on. We were on the port side of the ship. We tried to brace ourselves for a collision with something.

The 1MC announced “Cancel proximity alert.”

Blake sighed. “That’s good. There’s always a serious risk of a structural failure in a collision.”

I nodded and looked back at Blake. “Now about kissing…”

The 1MC announced, “Proximity alert! Port side. Collision imminent.”

Blake furrowed his brow. “What the hell is going on?”

We were then all knocked to the deck as the bow of a smaller vessel burst through the bulkhead.  The shrieking of tortured air screamed through the breach in the bulkhead. Papers, dust, and just any loose object rushed through the breach. A hatch opened and a half dozen Gahjins jumped out, wearing environment suits as they breathed methane instead of oxygen.

I saw one of them point at me and shout in his language. Several others raised the call and they charged at me. Blake was just starting to get to his feet. Someone from the gym grabbed him and started pulling him inside the gym.  Blake tried to fight the guy off.

Above the roar of the air rushing out, Blake cried out, “I have to get Tyler!”

The man holding him shouted, “The doors are sealing. You’ll die out here!” He and another guy jerked Blake back inside the gym just as the door sealed hermetically.

I was grabbed roughly by the Gahjins. An oxygen mask was pushed onto my face. The Gahjins shouted several orders to each other and I was dragged towards their ship. I saw Blake watch in horror through the window on the gym door. He pounded on the glass.

Once I was inside, more orders were shouted and the hatch closed. A terrible grinding of metal as the small ship pulled out of the breach. A moment later, I felt the nausea that comes from making a jump.  My hands and feet where quickly tired and I was dumped on the floor of the ship.

Why the hell did they take me? They must have been looking for me. They first probed the starboard side of the ship and then scanned the port side. What could they want with me? 

They all took off their pressure helmets and holy shit these guys are ugly. They were bipeds with two eyes and a mouth full of flat teeth. Their skin was rough and dark gray like stone. And oh my God did they stink. Or maybe it was the methane that stank. Either way, it smelled pretty rank inside that ship.

I was tossed unceremoniously into a metal cage with an oxygen supply and my mask was taken way. A short time later, I could tell we landed. A hatch opened and my cage was carried into a building by a forklift looking machine.

After a short period of time, a larger Gahjin, dressed ornately, walked into the room where I was being held and he stepped up to my cage. 

He yelled so I could hear. “Stoopid hoomans! Yrrrh mine now! Yrrrh my oracle now! Yooo dooo what I say and I might let yooo live.”  He then made guttural chortling sound like he was laughing.

He turned and said something to a Gahjin guarding me.  He then left the room.

Talk about being in deep shit.  This was definitely the deepest, bleakest shit I’ve ever been in.  I started to cry.

#

Part 6

“Admiral! I beg you,” pleaded Blake. “We have to go after her!”

Admiral Yamato looked grimly at Blake. “I know you have feelings for the girl, lieutenant. But this is war. We’ve all lost loved ones.  I simply cannot jeopardize our mission by expending resources to find one girl.  I’m sorry.”

“Admiral!” Blake started to cry. “Please! We have to get her back!”

The admiral frowned fiercely at Blake. “That is behavior unbecoming to a naval officer, lieutenant!”

From the bridge elevator doorway, a man, sweat staining his uniform stepped out onto the bridge.

“Admiral,” said the man. “I must speak with you.”

Frowning again, the admiral turned towards the man. “Can it wait? We’re all busy right now.” He turned to Captain Jennings. “I want that damage report now!”

Breathing hard, the man croaked, “Begging the admiral’s pardon sir, but this urgent!”

Folding his arms, Admiral Yamato nodded to the man. “Make it quick.”

Holding several sheets of paper, the man said, “Admiral. We managed to finally translate what the Gahjins were saying when they boarded the Texas.” He paused for a moment to look from the admiral to Blake and then back. “We must retrieve the girl, admiral.  She is the mission. Listen to this.”

Pulling a chip from his pocket, he inserted it into a receptacle on the bridge console. The voices had a very mechanical sound, an artifact from the translator.

Gahjin One: Spread out. The oracle should be on this deck!

Gahjin Two: Don’t harm her. Take her in one piece.

Gahjin One: Over there! Lying on the deck. That’s her!

Gahjin Three: Quickly! Before they think to start shooting at us!

Several Gahjin voices: We have her, general! Are you sure we can’t just kill her? She’s fighting like crazy.”

Gahjin One: Get her back to the ship! Double time!”

“Admiral. I don’t know if you remember from the briefing material we got from that small capsule. One of the things mentioned, and we all just blew it off thinking it was some piece of equipment, was that this person who called herself The Princess could only speak to us through the Oracle. We all thought it was something like a translator. No. Apparently the Oracle is flesh and blood. Ensign McAdams to be exact.”

“Oh my God!” said Admiral Yamato. “We should have been keeping her in a secure room.”

“Admiral!” shouted Blake. “We’re wasting time!  Do we have the energy trail?”

The man with the chip said, “Course has already been plotted and entered into the navigation system.”

Admiral Yamato turned to Captain Jennings. “Captain. Verify the course and prepare a jump. Lieutenant Anderson, put together a team. Their destination seems to be a planet less than twelve parsecs away.”

Blake nodded. “I’ll be ready, admiral.”

The admiral nodded. “We’re going in hot, lieutenant. We won’t be stopping. Once we drop from the jump, you need to be ready with your team to launch the fighters to the surface. We’ll take out the planetary defenses before you launch. Get down to the planet, make the extraction and rendezvous with the Texas on the other side of the star system.” He paused for a moment to stare Blake in the eyes. “Let’s bring our girl home.”

#

“I  hope  yoo’re not too uncomfortable in that box,” said the Gahjin leader. “Fret not, little one. There’s a transport due to arrive in the next few hours to take you to our home world where you will communicate with the Princess on our terms, not hers.”

I banged the palm of my hand against the side of the cage. “Let me out! I want to return to my ship!”

The Gahjin laughed.  “Even if I wanted to, yoor ship has moved on without yoo. Maybe they didn’t realize yoor the Oracle.  Stoopid hoomans. But I’m curious. I have a question for you though.  Yoo look, dress, and act like a hooman female and yet our scans show that yoor actually a male hooman. Why? Oracles are always female.”

I frowned at him. “It’s complicated. I’m technically a stowaway.”

The Gahjin laughed. “Now that’s funny. The single most important hooman on that ship had to sneak on board! Hoomans are more stoopid than we thought.”

#

Captain Jennings said over the comm. circuits, “Planetary defenses are destroyed Lieutenant Anderson.  It’s your show now.”

Blake said, “Roger that. Okay guys, by the book. Three of us land, we breach the wall, collect the VIP and return to the ship. Jackson and Williams, orbit the base. Shoot anything that isn’t human. I don’t want my wheels in the dirt for more than five minutes. Everybody comes home.” After receiving acknowledgements from the other pilots, Blake took his fighter down into the atmosphere.

Several Gahjin soldiers ran out of the building and fired small arms at the fighters as they approached. A short, 40mm burst cut them down.

“Okay, extraction team down!” shouted Blake over the comm. unit.  The two fighters still in the air blasted personnel, vehicles and a few aircraft that got too close.

Blake quickly but gently set his fighter down on the dirt next to the building. Two other pilots did the same. All three popped their canopies at the same time and they jumped to the ground.

Blake ran up to a section of the building’s outside wall. “Sensors indicated there’s nothing on the immediate other side of this wall. We go in here.”

The other two men came running up with large bag. They slammed it against the wall and it stuck in place. They backed off several feet to the side. Blake held up an object with a button on it.  He shouted, “Breach!” and hit the button. A large chunk of wall collapsed along with a muffled explosion.

Several Gahjin rushed up to the breach and fired energy weapons. Blake and his crew had projectile weapons, which seemed to be more accurate. It took only a moment to clear the room.

#

Through the metal box inside the Gahjin building, I could hear several ‘womp womp womp’ sounds. Could it be explosions? Was this a rescue? The Gahjins around me were suddenly agitated and running around. I could hear shots and explosions outside the building.

Without any warning, part of the wall exploded inward, taking out a few Gahjin soldiers in the way, I saw three men in environment suits jump through the hole and started firing at Gahjins. In a minute, all the Gahjins in the room were dead or close to it.

The men ran up to the box I was in. Through the slots in the box, I could see Blake’s face through his faceplate.

“Blake!” I shouted. “Thank God you’re here!”

Blake banged his fist a few times on the box. “Tyler! We’re taking you home.”

To the other two men, Blake shouted, “Let’s drag this box near my fighter and we’ll force it open then. She won’t have an environment suit, so she’ll have hurry.”

It seemed to take forever, with lots of grunting from the men, but they finally dragged the box through the hole and across the loose sand to Blake’s fighter. One of the men went to his fighter and extracted something that looked like a large heavy axe, which seemed completely out of place on a space ship.

Blake rapped his knuckles on the box to make sure I was paying attention. “Tyler. Listen up. You don’t have a suit, so when we crack this cage, you’re going to have to hold your breath and double-time it up into the cockpit of my fighter.  Ready?  Okay. Suck in a deep breath and hold it.” I saw Blake nod to the other man.

The man took a deep breath, raised the axe high in the air and with a mighty blow, brought the axe down on the latch, utterly obliterating it. The door fell open and Blake reached in and grabbed my arm. He shouted, “Go! Go! Go!”

My eyes stung in the toxic atmosphere as I ran to Blake’s fighter. As I was climbing up into the cockpit, I turned to see a Gahjin coming out of the hole in the building, raising a pistol at me. Doing so meant losing some of the breath I was holding, but I shouted, “Watch out!”

The man with the axe turned to see the Gahjin. He threw the axe, which caused the Gahjin to turn just as he fired, striking the man in the leg. The axe impaled the Gahjin’s head.

The Gahjin shot burned through the suit and left an ugly burn to the bone on the man’s leg. Blake opened a suit pouch on his own suit leg and pulled a square shaped piece of material.  He placed it over the burned hole in the man’s suit.

Blake said, “We don’t have time to take care of this here. Let me help you up to your ship.”

The man waved him off. “I’m fine, I can make it. You need to get to your ship and close that canopy before the girl runs out of breath.”

Blake turned to look at the ship and shouted, “Shit!”

I had lowered myself into the rear seat and was fighting desperately to hold my breath. My lungs were on fire as I gritted my teeth. I thought I was going to pass out just as I saw Blake climb over into the cockpit. He hit a button and the canopy began to close. Just before it sealed, I couldn’t hold my breath any longer and let it out. A few moments later, a cool jet of air blew into the canopy. I coughed a few times.

Looking out the canopy, I saw the injured man slowly get into his fighter. The other man was already in his ship and ready to go.

Over the comm. system, Blake said, “Package retrieved. Returning home.”

I was sitting in the back seat gasping for air. Finally I sucked in enough air to speak. “Thank you, Blake!  I knew you’d come for me!”

Blake nodded. “I couldn’t leave you here, baby.”

All three ships blasted up through the planet’s atmosphere and into space. I gasped as we approached the Texas. Our proud ship had definitely been through hell. I felt the only thing holding the ship together was the dampening field surrounding the ship.  The sides of the Texas were blackened with burn streaks, pits and pock holes.

I could clearly see the large hole in the side of the ship where the Gahjin vessel had breached the bulkhead. Whole sections of our small defensive system were just a black, mangled mess. The main turrets were still sound, but they were beaten and battered. The conning tower was gone. It had been manned for observation. Being inside, none of us were aware of just how much punishment the ship had taken.

When the fighters were secured inside the ship, Blake helped me down from the fighter. He pulled me close to him and held me tight, “Oh Tyler! I was afraid I’d lost you forever.

I nodded. “I thought I was a gonner for sure.”

Blake brushed some stray hair from my face and bent his head towards me. I closed my eyes and felt his lips press against mine. We held each other close for a moment.

The announcement over the 1MC said, “Ensign McAdams and Lieutenant Anderson to the bridge, immediately.”

I smiled softly and slowly disengaged from holding Blake. “Thanks for rescuing me.”

Blake grinned at me. “You are my girl, after all.”  We turned and hurried to the bridge.

I brushed some dirt from my clothes as we entered the elevator. “I must look a mess.”

Blake looked at me and smiled. “You look beautiful.”

I frowned at Blake. “Did you hit your head during the rescue?”

As we exited the bridge elevator, Admiral Yamato walked towards us.  He held out his hand. “Welcome back aboard, ensign. You gave us quite a scare.”

I shook his hand and giggled. “I gave myself quite a scare too, sir.”

“Did you see anything of military value, while you were in their custody, ensign?” the admiral asked earnestly.

I shook my head. “No admiral. I didn’t. I spent most of my time there inside a box. The rescue team killed all the remaining Gahjins at that facility. They were expecting a transport to arrive soon and take me somewhere.”

Blake sat at his console. “My guess is that they’re going to be pissed we got Tyler back.”

The admiral nodded. “Most likely. Make sure all the Flex cannons are fully charged. This close to the home world, they might have a welcoming committee when we exit the jump.”

The admiral announced over the 1MC, “Attention all personnel. Battle stations. I say again Battle stations.”  A klaxon sounded. He looked over to Blake. “As soon as the jump coils are fully charged, make the jump lieutenant.”

Blake set his jaw as he pushed the lever forward. “Jump in five… four… three… “
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Part 7

All our muscles were tense as we awaited the drop from the sub-ether.  Blake already had the targeting device up and ready to use when we emerged back into normal space.  And before us was … just space.

We all just sat there, stunned we weren’t attacked. We were afraid to relax. We just stared out into the space in front of us.

Blake said softly, “I was sure they’d attack. I’m still sure they’re holding their big ships back to use in a final attack.”

We drifted for several minutes. The admiral said, “Maybe the next jump. From here on in, we can’t afford to let our guard down. Lieutenant, let me know when the jump-coils are at ninety-five percent.”  He picked up the mic to the 1MC and announced, “Secure from battle stations.”

No sooner did the words leave his lips than the ship was struck amid-ships by four missiles launched from two missile cruisers just as they dropped from their jump. The ship rocked violently from the explosions, causing the lights to blink off and back on.

“Status!” shouted Admiral Yamato to Captain Jennings.

Regaining composure, Capt. Jennings read off her screen, “Shields still holding, but down by fifteen percent. Several injuries reported on deck seven. Inertial damping field still holding but weakened. We’re not going to be able to take much more of this.”

The ship was rocked by another set of explosions.

Admiral Yamato barked, “Pilot! Bring the ship about.”

Blake looked back at the admiral. “But that will make us a bigger target, sir!”

Admiral Yamato again said, “Bring the ship about. Then we can use all four turrets to fire at incoming missiles.”

Blake nodded. “Aye sir.”

When the Gahjin cruisers launched another salvo of missiles at us, we were able to destroy them with the Flex cannons. Our port side was being shot at by smaller fighters so we couldn’t just divert all our shield power to starboard.

Blake looked incredulously at his targeting computer. “We’re at an impasse, Admiral. They fire and then we fire. We can’t do this until they run out of missiles.”

Capt. Jennings shook her head. “I’ve been calculating their cycle time versus our recharge time. Admiral, their cycle time is a bit faster than our recharge rate.  Each firing, their missiles get a bit closer before we can destroy them.  There is already a lot of stress on the charging system. Our shields are degrading.”

The ship continued to rock from the increasing rate of explosions. An idea crept into my head. Why would I think this? I know nothing about the inner workings of the ship. I stood up from my chair, only to be almost knocked over by another explosion.

“I have an idea to resolve this stand-off,” I said, not really sure what I was talking about. No one reacted. The idea just sort of rolled into my mind. I don’t really know enough about how the engine and cannons work. But here was an idea.

I raised my voice and repeated my message. Blake didn’t turn around. He said, “We’re kinda busy right now, baby.”

Royally pissed at being ignored, I screamed at the top of my voice, “LISTEN TO ME!”  Both Blake and the admiral turned to look at me.

“I have an idea,” I said when I had their attention. “What we need to do is right after they fire their missiles, we don’t wait for a recharge. At that exact moment, we dump the Flex engine’s charge into the Flex cannon’s system. We then target turrets one and two on the ship on the left, turrets three and four on the ship on the right and fire. They have to drop their shields for a fraction of a second to launch their missiles.  That’s our opening.”  I had no idea what I was saying. I was just rattling off some words.

Blake looked at me with an odd expression on his face. He turned to the admiral, “That just might work.”

Admiral Yamato, his face streaked with sweat asked, “What’s the risk?”

Blake sighed deeply. “The whole ship could blow up.”

The admiral nodded. “Do it.”

Blake pointed at me. “Tyler, I have to man fire control. Your idea so you need to make the transfer. See that very large switch on the wall to my right?  Click off the three safety switches and grab the bar. On my signal, pull it down. It’s a hard pull, so you’ll have to use extra elbow grease.”

The ship rocking from explosions made crossing the bridge difficult, but I managed to run up to the switch. I flipped the covers of the safety switches and flipped the switches all to red.  I put both hands on the large switch and looked over at Blake.

Capt. Jennings shouted, “We’re almost out of time!”

Blake shouted to me, “Wait for it. Next salvo in fifteen seconds.”

The Gahjin ships launched their missiles. Blake fired the Flex cannons at the missiles and they detonated almost on top of us.  The concussion through the skin of the ship almost knocked me down, but I managed to hold on.

Blake shouted, “Now Tyler!  Pull the switch now!”

I pulled on the switch with all my strength, which isn’t much. He wasn’t kidding when he said the switch was hard. I jumped up and added my weight to push the switch down.

Capt Jennings looked down at her instruments. “Twenty seconds to next missile launch.”

Blake’s voice was strained as he shouted, “You have to do it, baby. I can’t help you with it.”

With one final pull, the heavy switch fell into place. There was a ship-wide “womp” sound as the ship’s power was transferred to the Flex cannons. There was a deafening whine ascending in pitch.

Blake looked in his targeting device. “Flex cannons at two hundred seventy-five percent. Going into overload. Target one locked.  Come on come on… Target two locked.  Five seconds.”

Capt. Jennings said calmly, “Missiles launched.”

Blake shouted, “Fire!”  And all bedlam broke loose.

The barrels of the former fourteen-inch guns glowed white hot as a blinding flash of energy blasted from them, making their strange braided trail towards the targets. The recoil from the powerful release of energy actually rocked the old battleship. All the lights on the bridge, in fact through-out the whole ship, blinked out.

The braided bolts of energy first sliced through the missiles just before impact causing them to detonate just meters from the ship. The streams of blue white energy cut through the Gahjin’s shields like they weren’t even there and then sliced through the skin of the vessels, penetrating their missile stores, causing a chain reaction explosion before the energy streams penetrated deep into the vessels’ power cores.

The resulting explosion was so intense, that expanding spheres of the shock waves pushed hard against the Texas, causing several plates to buckle and also struck the fighters still attacking the ship to cause them to utterly disintegrate. The brightness of the explosion was so dazzling it was almost blinding through the goggles we wore for firing the Flex cannons.

The dampening field was down as was all the ship’s power. There was no power at all. The ship was dead in space.
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Part 8

I slowly awoke feeling nauseous, in the darkened bridge, lit only from a couple emergency lights. I was still holding the large switch. I looked slowly around the room. Everyone was unconscious.

Without the dampening field, all loose objects were drifting about the bridge. I looked out the forward observation window and could tell we were rotating, having lost all lateral control.  You could hear debris from the destroyed ships bouncing off our hull. Inside the ship, it was eerily silent. The constant background drone was gone.

There was some coughing as others on the bridge started to regain consciousness. In a very weary voice, Admiral Yamato said, “Ensign. Return the power switch to its normal position.”

I took a deep breath. “Aye sir.”  I threw my whole back into the switch and a moment later, it popped back to its normal position. Nothing happened. All the control panels remained dark. I drifted over to Blake. It was weird being on the bridge with no up or down.

I touched Blake’s arm. “Blake? Blake wake up. Answer me.” He uttered a low groan. At least he’s not dead.

Still belted in his command chair, the admiral asked in a weary voice, “Why are all the systems out? Has anyone reported from engineering?”

Looking over at my dark communications console, I said, “All ship-wide communications seem to be out, admiral.” That’s when I noticed the temperature seemed to be dropping.  Without power, we had no way to heat the interior of the ship from the extreme cold of interstellar space.

Admiral Yamato growled, we need to get operational again immediately! If we’re attacked now, we’re all dead.”

A young man drifted up through the ladder well next to the elevator. He looked around trying to spot the admiral. “Seaman Wilson from engineering reporting.” He paused to wipe some sweaty grime from his eyes.

Admiral Yamato looked over at the seaman. “Well, report.”

The seaman nodded. “Aye sir. The engine room is a mess, sir. Several backup cooling systems failed. The Flex engine is off-line. We’re trying desperately restart it.”

The admiral leaned forward to get a better look at the seaman. “Estimated time to repair?”

The seaman shook his head. “Unknown at this time, admiral. Possibly three to four hours at least. The Flex engine has a lot of blown circuits.”

Feeling panic set in, I shouted, “We’ll all be frozen before that!”

The seaman looked over at me, surprised at my tone. “I’m sorry, ensign. But we’re working as fast as we can.”

My mind raced. Seemingly random thoughts spilled into my brain. Crazy ideas. I turned to the seaman and pointed to the starboard side of the ship. “Turret three is destroyed, but the Flex cannon should still be intact. You should be able to salvage the circuits you need so we can bring power up until the main circuits can be repaired.”

The admiral turned to the seaman. “Is that true? Can we salvage what we need from turret three?”

The seaman looked confused. “I don’t know sir. Everything is down. We don’t know the status of any part of the ship!”

The admiral looked over at me. “Are you sure, ensign?”

I swallowed audibly. “I’m positive, admiral! But we must hurry! Can’t you feel the cold seeping into the ship?”

The admiral turned to the seaman. “Make it happen. Now!”

The seaman looked confused, but said, “Aye!” and disappeared back down the ladder well.

Blake was awake now.  He just stared at me, looking a bit terrified. “Tyler. How do you know these things? What’s going on?”

I started to cry since I didn’t know either. “I don’t know! I just know them! I… I… the princess! She’s weak, but she’s speaking through me. She sent us the instructions on how to build all this shit, I’m sure she knows how to fix it.”

Blake nodded. “That explains how you would know to switch the Flex power.”

I closed my eyes for a few seconds. “Yes. Now that I’m aware, I can feel her presence in my mind. It’s tiny, but definitely there.  It takes a lot out of her to talk to me at this distance.”

We sat in darkness and waited. It got cold enough to see our breath. Blake put his arm around me and held me close to try to warm me. We were worried any moment the Gahjin would launch a final and deadly attack on us.  Or we might just all freeze to death. I tried not to cry.

I jumped. There was a sudden “womp” sound as all the lights suddenly turned on brightly, then quickly dimmed to normal.  All the panels lit up. Blake and I had apparently been “sitting” on a wall and when the inertial dampening field re-activated, we slid quickly to the deck, with me falling on top of Blake.

The speaker on the admiral’s chair came to life, “Engineering to bridge. Power restored. Flex engine and Flex cannon are charging up.  Jump coils are charging as well.  We are affecting repairs on the main circuits.”

Blake grinned broadly. He kissed me and then said, “You did it, honey!”

Admiral Yamato said from his chair, “The lieutenant will refrain from kissing the bridge crew. Can you take time enough away from the girl to stop our spin and get us back on course?”

Looking sheepish, Blake said, “Aye, sir.”  He ruffled my hair as he got up to take his seat at the control console.

#

“Hold still,” said Helen. “I just can’t believe you’ve never worn false eyelashes before.”

I shrugged. “Never really came up before.” I’m a boy, I thought to myself. Why would I ever choose to wear such things?

Helen shook her head. “Didn’t you date in school? Go to prom?”

I shook my head and laughed. “No. Didn’t really have time.”

Helen leaned back to look at me. “Well, you have time tonight. You look gorgeous. Now go change, girl. I have to do my make-up.”  Helen had been doing an evening look for me, with smoky eye shadow and the false eyelashes, highlighted my cheekbones and a more reddish pink lipstick. She explained what she was doing so I could do it myself next time.  If there was a next time.

I left the common area to return to my rack to change into my dress uniform. I was wearing the skirt and heels with the dress uniform for the event tonight. As crazy as it sounds, the admiral decided we should have a formal dance to blow off steam for the crew.  Everything seemed pretty quiet just a few days away from our destination.

I was going to volunteer to take duty, but Blake insisted I come to dance with him. He’s really taking this whole girl thing way too far. We wanted everyone to believe I was a girl, but Blake now believes it himself.  Crazy!

I spent some of my off-duty hours to practice walking in heels. It wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be. I caught myself stopping in front of mirrors and striking poses or fluffing my hair or unnecessarily checking my make-up. I actually had to force myself to walk away from the mirror. I doubt the hormone injections I’ve been getting would cause that type of behavior. Maybe I’m believing I’m a girl too.

The auditorium had been set up to be a dance floor. My heels clicking on the steel deck, along with a dozen other women. I craned my neck around looking for Blake.

“Tyler!” called Blake. “Over here!” I looked around and saw him chatting with Captain Jennings.  I waved and walked towards him.  Several couples were already out on the impromptu dance floor. I saw the pilot who got shot rescuing me. He had a make-shift prosthetic leg and was dancing with that girl from logistics. I still feel bad about his leg.

Blake met me halfway as I walked towards him.  He stopped and placed his hands on my shoulders. He gave a low whistle. “Tyler, you look absolutely gorgeous. All these years how did I miss what a beautiful girl you were.”

I shook my head and frowned. “Because I’m a boy?”

Blake didn’t take his eyes off me as he shook his head. “No. You’ve changed somehow, Tyler. You really are a beautiful girl.”

I smirked, “You hit the booze a bit early tonight.”

Blake laughed. “You know there’s no booze on this ship.  Especially after that last attack destroyed all of Dr. Lujan’s stash.”

Blake led me out on the dance floor. He took my hand and put his hand on my waist. I put my hand on his shoulder and we started slow dancing. At first I had thought the admiral was nuts. But I was really enjoying dancing with Blake. The ship, the Earth, the crew, all faded away and it was just Blake and me, dancing with the music swirling around us. I rested my head on his chest. I am going crazy because I felt I was in heaven.

Blake looked deeply into my eyes. He started to say, “Tyler, I lo…”

I put my finger against his lips. I whispered, “Don’t say it. Please don’t say it. How could we ever go back to the way we were if you say that?”

Blake kissed my finger tip. “Do you want to go back?”

I looked into his eyes. “I… I…”

Blake smiled at me.  “I’ll take that as a ‘no’.” He studied my face for a moment, looked into my eyes and said in a low voice, “I love you, Tyler.” 

Before I could react, his lips were pressing against mine with a love and passion that surprised me. I slid my arms around his neck and returned his passion with my own. God so help me, I truly loved this man. I closed my eyes and rested my head on his chest again. The universe was reduced to just us and I felt a happiness I’d never felt before.

#

“What are you doing out here, girl?” Helen sat next to me in one of the small observation lounges. I was watching the stars jet by as we blasted through space using the thrust from the Flex engine as the jump coils recharged.

I looked over at her and smiled weakly. “I couldn’t sleep. Why are you up?”

Helen looked up at the observation window. “I was making my rounds and saw you weren’t in your rack.  I thought I’d better find you.  Are you okay?”

I nodded. “I’m just scared, Helen.”

Helen looked at me with concern. “About tomorrow?”

I took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah. Tomorrow. We land on the Gahjin world tomorrow. It and Ishkar are the same place. What if this has been a trap all along?”

Helen stroked my hair. “What would be the point? And this princess has been helping us defeat the Gahjin all the way here.”

I nodded. “And then we have the fact that the whole mission rests with me. Me. I’m why everyone is on this ship. I’m why people have died. Just in that last attack when the hull was breached on turret three. That whole gun crew was vented into space. They all died because of me.”

Helen hugged me. “They all knew what the dangers were, Tyler. Everyone on this ship volunteered.”

I grunted a laugh. “Except me. I didn’t volunteer. I was the last one on the ship. I got here by accident. I was drawn to the ship before it launched.”

Continuing to hug me, Helen said, “She led you here. You had to come. There’d be no mission without you. They were having trouble getting the engines running… and then you showed up.  She was waiting for you.”

I looked over at her. “You really think so?”

Helen smiled encouragingly at me. “What else could it mean?”

I looked at the floor. “It’s still going to be dangerous there. We could all die.”

Helen touched my hair. “You’ll be surrounded by soldiers and I’m sure that Lieutenant Anderson would give his life for you.”

I snorted. “Blake has been protecting me my whole life it seems.”

Helen looked surprised. “You’ve known him?”

I nodded. “We grew up together. Seems he was always protecting me from bullies or some such.”

“And you two never dated that whole time?” asked Helen.

I laughed. “No. We were just friends is all.” Everyone thinks I’ve always been a girl.

Helen shook her head. “I think he’s loved you this whole time, but couldn’t find a way to say so. But you really need to get to bed, girl.”  She kissed me on the cheek.

I nodded and glanced up at the observation window. I turned to say good-night to Helen but she was gone.  That totally unnerved me.  Did I imagine all that?

I got up to return to my rack.  I looked in at Helen’s rack and she was asleep. I felt a shiver down my spine. And then a thought occurred to me. Did the princess choose this hallucination as a way to talk to me?  We were very close to her home world after all.

I climbed up into my rack. Exhausted, but still very much shaken, I fell almost instantly to sleep.

#

Part 9

We dropped out of the sub-ether fairly close to our destination: planet Gahjin/Ishkar. It was an ugly, oceanless world, dry and reddish looking much like what the Earth is becoming under Gahjin bombardment.

I started shaking looking down on the planet from the ship’s bridge. This was zero hour. The fate of all humanity was resting on my shoulders. And believe me, I felt every ounce.

Admiral Yamato walked up to me. “Are you alright, ensign?”

I smiled weakly at him. Blake stepped up to put his arm around my shoulders. “I’m just really nervous, admiral. Everyone is looking at me. Expecting me to do something. Admiral, I have no idea what I’m supposed to do!  I don’t understand why I’m here!”

Blake pulled me close to him. “You’re the oracle. Through you, the princess will tell us how to rid ourselves of our Gahjin problem.”

I continued to shake. “What if she’s lying to us?  What if she’s worse than the Gahjin? They’re on the same planet after all. What if I become the most evil thing in the galaxy?”

Blake kissed my forehead. “Tyler, there’s not an evil bone in your body.”

Captain Jennings said, “Sir. Their ground defenses are powering up their weapon systems.”

At that moment, it seemed almost fifty fighters, the most they’ve ever thrown at us at one time, dropped out of sub-ether with about half at the stern and half at the bow. They immediately launched their salvo of missiles.

Grim-faced, Admiral Yamato said, “Let the auto defenses, what’s left of them engage the small attack vessels. Rotate the ship so the main turrets can point to the surface. Use short bursts s so there’s no re-charge delay and start taking them out.”

Blake returned to the control console. He announced, “First targets are locked. Commence firing.”

Energy blasts from the turrets started hitting the surface creating a peppering of explosions.

The ship rocked from hits from the smaller missiles. A few missiles from the ground defenses made their way up and smashed into the ship. Multiple hits shredded turret one. The Texas rocked from the Flex cannon in the turret exploding.

Captain Jennings shouted, “Evacuate bow levels four through six. We have a bulkhead breach! Evacuate!”

Turrets two and four began hitting their targets on the surface.  Massive explosions rose into the sky along with dirt and smoke.

A damaged Gahjin ship smashed into the side of the bridge pushing all of us against our restraints.  Cracks started forming in the forward view window.

Blake shouted, “Closing emergency shutters!” A half second before the shutter sealed, one of the glass panes shattered explosively out into space. Alarm klaxons were sounding all over the ship.

Looking at the RADAR on my comm. panel, I shouted, “Oh shit! Admiral! The ship we’ve been worrying about just dropped out of sub-ether. Battlecruiser class. Twelve guns, all energy weapons, no large missiles detected!”

Admiral Yamato shouted, “Pilot! Set main guns to auto tracking. Take evasive action. Do not let that ship target lock us!”

Captain Jennings announced, “Fighters launched to engage surface defenses.”

More calmly than I expected, Blake said as he punched buttons. “Aye, sir. Guns on computer targeting.” The remaining turrets spun to face the large Gahjin ship. “Flex guns charged to one hundred ninety percent.”

Looking grim, Admiral Yamato set his jaw and said, “Set Flex Cannons to fire at two hundred and eighty percent. Full thrust on the Flex engine. We never stop moving.”

Suddenly alarmed, I shouted, “That charge is now only spread across four guns! The overload will blow the ship apart!”

He didn’t even glance at me. “Noted, ensign,”

Blake said, “Switching jump coil to short jump fast charging.”

Captain Jennings said calmly, “Firing of the Gahjin ship detected in twenty seconds.”

The Gahjin battlecruiser fired, but we were no longer at that location. We jumped to a location twenty nautical miles behind our previous position. We were now rocketing our way directly at the Gahjin battlecruiser.

Wiping sweat from his eyes, Blake announced, “Flex cannons at two hundred thirty-five percent.”  The ship rocked as the Gahin fighters followed us and launched another salvo.

Captain Jennings looked at her monitor screen. “Sheilds failing. At twenty-five percent. Energy is being drained by the Flex cannon.

Through gritted teeth, I growled, “Hold together you piece of shit!”

Blake glanced over at me just as he punched another short jump just seconds before the Gahjin battlecruiser fired. “Is that the princess talking?”  An energy beam from the battlecruiser struck a glancing blow amidships.

Shaking from stress, I muttered, “No. That was me.”

Maybe it wasn’t stress.  The whole ship was shuddering. Panels started falling apart and lights were winking out. A high pitched whine came from deep within the bowels of the ship.

Blake shouted, “Flex cannons at two hundred eighty percent!”

The admiral shouted, “Bring the ship about so both turrets have a clear shot!”

Blake nodded, “Aye, sir. Ten seconds before firing.”

Captain Jennings shook her head. “Gahjin ship eight seconds from firing. Turrets two and four going critical.”

I banged my fist on the comm. panel and shouted, “Hold together!”

I could see the light from the Gahjin ship as it fired moments before the Texas fired. And then the damnest thing happened. Almost every panel on the bridge blew out, the ship rolled back and the barrels of the big guns vaporized.

We lost all control of the Texas. I watched in awe as our over-charged beams of energy braided with the incoming beams and grew in strength. The energy from the Gahjin guns were reversed and fed back into the battlecruiser. The ship disintegrated in a blinding explosion.

After a few moments, the ship’s power starting coming back on-line. This time we hadn’t used a sudden switch of power from the Flex engine, so that power remained intact.

We all just sat there a moment trying to catch our breath. The only sound on the bridge was the whistle of air escaping from a small breach in the forward view window, even with the shutters closed.

Admiral Yamato pointed towards the front font of the bridge. “Lieutenant. Fix that.”

Blake climbed up to the small breach and applied some silica gel goo and it stopped.

Admiral Yamato blinked a few times and looked about the bridge. “Status.”

Captain Jennings smiled when she announced, “Surface defenses are shutting down, admiral.”

Admiral Yamato scratched is chin. “I hope it’s not just a ploy for us to get closer. The moment a defense site starts powering back up, light it up. Have remaining fighters secure the LZ.”

Admiral Yamato pointed at Blake and me. “Time for you to report to the hanger deck.” He looked at me. “I know you won’t let humanity down. Everyone on Earth is depending on you.” No pressure!  He shook both our hands. “God speed.”

As we walked towards the hanger deck, with Blake holding my hand, the 1MC announced, “Landing party report to the hanger deck.”

I was so nervous the closer we got to the hanger deck. I wanted to throw up. I stopped and collapsed to my knees.

“I can’t do this, Blake. Don’t make me go down there.” I started to cry.

Blake knelt next to me. “You have to go. All of humanity is counting on you.”

I glared at him. “Do you really think that fucking helps?”

Blake squeezed my hand. “I can’t tell you what the princess was thinking, but I’m sure she wouldn’t have selected you to be her oracle if you weren’t up for the task.”

I frowned. “What if I was the only candidate for being an oracle? I’m guessing oracles don’t exactly grow on trees.”

Blake stood up and reached his hand down to me. “If you don’t go, all this will have been for nothing. If you don’t get on that transport, you’ll regret it. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but soon and for the rest of your life.”

I scowled at Blake for a moment, then reached up and caught his hand. He pulled me to my feet.

Blake grinned. “Let’s go kick some Gahjin butt.”

#

The transport had set down softly at the designated coordinates. In front of us stood what was obviously a temple of some kind, but not resembling any earth cultures. The door to the temple was open. All of us were wearing environment suits as the atmosphere on the planet was heavy with methane.

Blake, me and twenty soldiers, including the one fighter pilot who lost a leg, slowly entered the building, weapons ready. Light spilled in through the open doorway and through openings along the ceiling. The path inside the temple led to a wide doorway, with steps leading down to a dark interior.

Blake took a deep breath. “Tyler, get in the center of the group. I’ll take point.”

I dutifully moved to the center of the soldiers. The one legged man joined Blake at point as we all slowly descended the wide stone staircase. A few hundred steps later, we were back on a flat surface. After almost twenty minutes of walking, we could see a bluish glow in front of us.

We passed through a small choke hole of an entrance that would be perfect for an ambush, into a gigantic cavern covered in blue and green glowing crystals. In the center of the cavern was a single, large blue crystal pulsating with an internal light. It was mounted on a raised dais. As we approached the crystal, I felt a calmness come over me.

The man with one leg got up next to the crystal and examined it, looking for obvious booby traps.  Finally he said, “Let the girl come up to the crystal.”

Under my breath I muttered, “I have a name, you know.” I stepped up on the dais and touched the crystal. “She is here. The princess is here.”

#

“They have entered the Hall of Crystals, my emperor.”

Zykitz, the emperor Gahjin looked around at the thirty or so others gathered in an ante chamber just outside the Hall of Crystals. “Excellent. On my signal, we rush into the hall. Target only the girl. Don’t waste time with the other hoomans just yet. When the girl is dead, the princess will have failed and we can continue our mission of conquest. Just make sure you have your nose gear on as I’m sure the princess has flooded the Hall with oxygen.”

“Yes my emperor,” said the others in unison.

Zykitz nodded with satisfaction. “Remember. Rush through the middle of the hoomans. They can’t attack us without hitting their own.”  He paused a moment. “Let’s do this!”

Silently, so as not to alert the humans to their presence, the Gahjin warriors poured through the small entrance into the chamber. The humans were taken completely by surprise! Glory to our emperor!

One Gahjin pointed and shouted, “There’s the girl! Standing next to the princess crystal. Kill her!” No sooner had he said the words than he was taken down by a human.

#

As we entered the large chamber, a strange notion entered my head. I reached up and unlatched my helmet and removed it.

Looking horrified, Blake shouted, “Tyler! What the hell are you doing! Put that helmet back on!”

I set my helmet down on the floor and shook my head. “The princess has made the air breathable for us.  It’s safe to remove our helmets.”

The others looked to Blake, unsure if I was crazy and trying to get them all killed or I was correct.  Blake looked at me. I was showing no signs of distress.  He frowned, and unsnapped his helmet and held it.  He took a few sniffs

He looked around at all the others and nodded. “It’s okay. The air’s okay.”  The others in our group slowly removed their helmets as well.

I turned to Blake. “She’ll speak through me and help us, but we must first free her…”

There were shouts, both from us and from the Gahjins pouring into the chamber. They pointed at me and shouted. Blasts from their energy pistols, zinged all around me and ricocheting of the princess’ crystal and others nearby.

Blake shouted, “Protect the girl!” The men started to form a circle around me. Reports from our weapons discharging and the zings of energy weapons filled the air.

I watched in horror as a group of Gahjins pushed their way through our ranks. One was the Gahjin who had caged me in the steel box. The Gahjins in front of him shoved the men out of the way and he raised his pistol at my head. Blake ran up and decked the Gahjin just as he fired. Instead of my head, his weapon discharged at close range into my gut.  I screamed and fell next to the crystal.

My voice breathy, I cried out in pain, “Blake! Help me.” There was a big, ugly throbbing hole in my gut. There was no way to stop the bleeding.

In a matter of moments, most of the Gahjins lay dead. The rest were disarmed and held at by. The Gahjin emperor stood almost over me and laughed.  What a ghastly sound that was.

Torn between killing the Gahjin emperor and helping me, Blake knelt beside me and bent down so he could hear me.

In a breathy whisper, I gasped, “Shoot the crystal. Free the princess.  Shoot the crystal.”  I was starting to black out. I didn’t want to die. In my head was a soothing female voice that repeated the order to shoot the crystal.

Blake looked around confused. “Shoot the crystal?  With what? I saw dozens of shots from the Gahjin weapons hit the crystal and nothing happened.”  He was on the verge of tears himself as he frantically thought in frustration how to save me.

With my last strength I touched Blake’s hand that still held his own pistol. “Shoot the crystal.”

Blake looked down at his hand where I touched him. He looked at the gun he was holding. He suddenly jumped up. “The Gahjins shot the crystal with energy weapons! We have projectile weapons! Men, shoot the fucking crystal!”

Several shots rang out before the crystal exploded in a blinding blue-white light, pushing everyone down to the cavern floor.

In my mind, I heard the voice say, “Thank you.”

I was suddenly lifted from the floor and floated. My clothes dissolved from my skin. My hair whipped around like bright blue flame. I felt a power pulse through me. I felt I could do anything. I was drawing power from all the crystals surrounding me. I laughed. The power was intoxicating. I felt… I felt… like a goddess!

I shouted, “At last I’m free!”  The Gahjin emperor dropped to his knees before me. My eyes flashed with anger as I looked at him. “You, my brother, must pay for your despicable crimes.  You have stolen almost five hundred billion lives and for what?”

In my mind, I said quietly, “Your brother? You’re one of them?

The princess nodded. “I am of the Gahjin race.”

“But you’re a beautiful human woman,” I said as I stared at the form of the princess in my mind.

She just smiled at me. “No Tyler. You are a beautiful woman. I am using your form to present myself.”

“Princess! I beg you!” cried the Gahjin emperor. I could understand him. “Please have mercy! We are family after all.”

My nostrils flaring and eyes flashing, I stepped up to the Gahjin Emperor who had now fallen prone in front of me. “Mercy? You slaughtered all that opposed your nightmarish scheme of galactic conquest and locked me in that crystal! You murdered the populations of dozens of worlds, most of which didn’t have any means to defend themselves.

"Only on earth did I find an oracle and a planet with the capability to wage war against you, my brother. No. No mercy for you. You and those that followed you to commit such a heinous crime against all these planets, have forfeited your right to exist.”

My eyes blazed with fury as my body glowed in an intense blue-white light. The Gahjin emperor screamed as he and the remaining warriors also glowed brightly and then faded into oblivion.

“And now it is time for me to go as well. Thank you Tyler for freeing me and letting me use your body to exact punishment for this horrible wrong.” The glow from the princess started to fade.

“Princess! Please don’t go! You promised to help us!”  I pleaded.

The princess smiled. “I have transferred to your computers aboard your vessel all the instructions on how to build the devices that will allow you to replenish your planet’s oceans and lakes by using the crystals in the cavern. Don’t let the size of the crystals fool you. And I have left other knowledge you will find useful.”

She stepped up to me and kissed my forehead. “I have given you a gift. And now I must join the others. Thanks again, sweet Tyler.”  She faded before my eyes.

I felt like I was at the bottom of a deep well. A spot of light began to form in front of me. I became aware I was lying down and I heard muffled voices around me.

“The girl is coming around, lieutenant.”

Sighing, I muttered under my breath, “I have a name, dammit.”

“Tyler.” I heard Blake’s voice, far away. “Tyler. Can you hear me?”

I tried to open my eyes and saw a big blurry face staring at me. “It’s me baby,” said the blurry face. I felt him take my hand. “Thank God you’re alive.”

A voice next to me said, “Her wound is gone.”

Blake asked, “Can you sit up?”

I tried. I couldn’t make any muscle move. I breathed, “No.”

I heard Blake shout, “We need a gurney over here for the girl that just fuckin’ saved the whole goddamned human race. And can we get something to cover her?”

Shocked, I whispered to Blake, “I’m naked aren’t I? I remember my clothes coming off. What do we do? Everyone knows now.”

Blake grinned. “Yes. Everyone knows.” I gave him a confused look. He bent down and whispered in my ear, “I love you.”  He then kissed me.

#

Part 10

My head spun as I tried to pull myself into full consciousness.

I felt different. I mean really different. As they set the gurney I was on down onto the transport’s deck, Blake removed my helmet. It had been stuffed with my hair as I had suddenly grown quite a bit of hair. I finally managed to sit up. The weight shift on my chest was very noticeable. I gritted my teeth as beneath the blanket that covered me, I felt my hair fall to the middle of my back. I slid my fingers to my crotch.  Oh my God!

Blake, who hadn’t left my side for a moment quickly knelt next to me. “Are you okay?”

As I sat up, the blanket covering me slipped down exposing firm, round, perky breasts. I leaned in close to Blake and whispered in his ear. “I’m a woman!” I wasn’t freaked out. I wasn’t upset. I didn’t feel panic. It just seemed natural now for me to be a girl in every way.

Blake smiled as he brushed some of my hair from my face. “Yes. You are a woman. You haven’t noticed becoming more of a girl over the past few weeks? Your encounter with the princess must have pushed you the rest of the way.” He looked at me a moment and smiled. “You’re beautiful, Tyler. Truly beautiful.”

I felt my arms. The skin was soft. What muscle I had was gone. My fingers were long and slender and my nails were long and shaped. I discovered my vagina. I grinned. I’ll have to explore that more in private.

I sighed. “I guess things can’t go back the way they were.”

Blake bent down and kissed me. “I’m glad.”

A wave of nausea came over me as I felt the transport lift off from the planet.

#

I had the blanket wrapped around me as we stepped off the transport. The 1MC barked, “Lieutenant Anderson and Ensign McAdams report to the bridge immediately.”

As we approached the bridge elevator, Blake looked over at me. “You know, I’m having a hard time remembering you as a boy. When I sift through my memories, I only see you as a girl. Isn’t that weird?”

I frowned. “I was a boy when I woke up this morning.”

The elevator door opened and we stepped out into the bridge.  All the crew currently on the bridge turned to face us. They all saluted and then all of them, including Admiral Yamato, knelt down on one knee and bowed their heads.

“Hey guys,” I said, confused by their actions.

Without looking up, the admiral said, “Princess. We humbly thank you for bringing this war to an end and saving our precious planet Earth.”

Looking confused, I said, “I’m not the princess, sir.”

Blake glanced over at me. “You look like her.”

I frowned. “No. She looked like me.”

Admiral Yamato looked up at me. “You embody the princess. You saved the Earth and its people. We can never repay you for you have done.”

I nudged Blake. “Does ‘princess’ out rank ‘ensign’?”

He nodded. “I think so.”

I smirked, “I think I got a promotion!”

Blake laughed. He whispered to me, “You never earned that rank anyway. You’re a stowaway.”

I grinned at Blake. “I prefer to think of myself as an honored guest.”  I looked at everyone kneeling to me. “Admiral, sir and everyone. Please stand. This is embarrassing.”

Smiling, the admiral stood up along with everyone else and shook his head. He reached out and shook my hand. “Excellent work, ensign. Outstanding!”

I turned to Blake. “What just happened here?”

Blake shrugged. “I guess there’s a tiny bit of the princess still in you.”

I frowned.  “I wish I could harness the power of the crystals like she could.”

I looked at Blake and discovered something else had changed.  I had to stand on my tip-toes to kiss him. The blanket slipped from my grasp to the floor and I stood naked before everyone as Blake bent his head down and kissed me.

#

We were celebrating. It was a global holiday. It was really hard to believe five years have already passed since our triumphant return from the Gahjin home world. Last year, Blake and I served one more year before being allowed to retire from military service.

I watched Blake play catch with a few other former crew members while steaks sizzled on the grill. In the distance I saw some clouds building into a storm cell. We need the rain, but I hoped it would hold off until our lunch was over. The sky was a dark blue and the grass of our back yard thick and green. The man who lost his leg rescuing me was here and had his new prosthetic leg. You couldn’t tell he wasn’t born with it. Some day I’ll remember his name.

“Mommy. Can I have another water?”

I smiled at little Jimmy, my three year old. “Sure thing, big guy.” I reached into the ice chest and retrieved a cold bottle of water.  I looked over at our daughter in her bouncy chair. I laughed watching my oldest son trying to play catch with his father and friends.

The wives and girlfriends of the men at our party were either relaxing, tending the grills or swimming in our pool.  I smiled to myself. After the Earth becoming almost waterless, I couldn’t believe we had a swimming pool in our yard.

The princess said she left me with a gift. When she entered my body, her presence was so strong, that when she left, not only was the wound from where I was shot healed, but I was left completely female.

I smiled when I remembered Blake proposing to me on the bridge during our journey back to earth. We had to pretend he had a ring. Just before re-entering our solar system, Admiral Yamato officiated our wedding.  Before we reached earth, the admiral had officiated twenty more weddings.

I also reflected at the cost of our journey. Eleven hundred crewmembers began the trip. Only eight hundred and seventy-five returned. Five men died protecting me in the Crystal Hall. The first few months that we were back, I was haunted by their ghosts. But, over time and with Blake’s love, I finally came to peace with myself.

Later today, though we had all seen it before, we were going to watch the movie they had made of our adventure. They picked a stunningly beautiful actress to play me and a ruggedly handsome actor to play Blake. There was no mention that I was once a boy. At first I was going to say something about that during the interviews, but as I was six months pregnant at the time, I didn’t think anyone would believe me.

Fortunately, fame is fleeting. I rarely get pointed at and proclaimed “that girl that saved all of humanity!” For a while it made me mad, and I’d yell back, “I have a name, dammit!” Blake suggested I stop making a federal case out of it, so I finally just accepted it.

The earth is beautiful again, with the lakes, rivers and oceans filling back in. The forests are coming back along with wildlife. The crystal technology is just amazing.

I closed my eyes. Wherever you are, princess, thank you for your gift. To me and to the earth. I looked at my family, playing on a restored planet. Finally, I was truly happy.

The End

###


Special Bonus Story

Pretty Soldier Suit

By Erin Halfelven

Abel Crawford looked down at himself. He had legs again, and his right arm ended in a perfectly functional hand, not a claw deformed by the blast that had nearly snuffed out his life. His wounds had led to a lengthy but unsatisfying recovery until they qualified him for entry into the Pretty Soldier Project, the PSP.

The discovery of the Alien Artifact, aka The Suitcase from the Stars, had been a miracle for many wounded vets and active military. Amputations, scars, and disabilities disappeared once a “suit” from the Artifact had been put on, replaced by smooth skin and whole limbs.

The fact that all of the former victims, regardless of age or gender, now looked like 9-year-old girls was — inconvenient? The Suitcase contained an AI that seemed convinced that it could produce other sorts of suits but no one had been able to get anything that didn’t look like Magical Girl costumes straight out of anime from it.

War was Hell, they said, and Abel Crawford’s ruined body was witness. But the suit could give a new life and even a new personality. No one forgot who they had been, but things were different with a younger, healthy, whole body.

Abby giggled. She couldn’t help herself. The impulse to giggle when confused, embarrassed or amused seemed to come with the suit, along with a generally optimistic and cheerful outlook. It did sometimes result in problems with people who still thought in terms of military discipline when dealing with the Pretty Soldiers.

Colonel Charles “Chick” Sanders looked over his glasses at Abby. “What’s funny, Ensign Crawford?” he asked from behind his desk in the Combined Bureau of Augmentation Enlistment Initiation and Operative Utilization.

“Nothing, sir,” Abby replied in the standard issue PSP near-lisp treble. Giggle. She felt herself blushing.

“Now you have four hours to decide if you want to join the PSP, Ensign Crawford,” Col. Sanders went on, ignoring the giggles. “At the end of that time, you can remove the suit and go back to being your old self at your old rank of Master Sergeant with full medical pension and retirement.” He frowned. “Or you can stay in the suit past the decision window and become an Operative of the Project.”

“Uh-huh,” the little girl agreed. “Can I go outside and, uh, try out flying, now?”

The colonel seemed to nod without visibly changing expression or appearing to move his head. Was that really a nod? Abby wondered. That was definitely a nod! she decided.

Quick as the lightning bolts on the shoulders of her new white, gold and sky blue uniform, Abby was out the open window of the office and into the quad, flying for only the second time since she had put on the suit.

She paused for a moment, hovering above the jacaranda bushes, her short skirt, ruffled panties and pigtails touched by the wind of her passage. There were three—no, four!—more Pretty Soldiers in sight. The girl in the purple skirt, flying high over the Operations Center would probably be Lieutenant Janie (neé James) McGrew, leader of Squadron Four which would be Abby’s new unit if she accepted her suit.

The other three girls, in green, pink and yellow skirts, would probably be the other members of the squad—Cassie (Carmody) Wilson, Babsy (Robert) Gordon, and Deetie (Dieter) Fulk. Abby squealed in sheer excitement.

“New girl is It!” screamed Babsy in the green skirt, pointing.

Abby grinned and nodded vigorously in acceptance. “All right you guys, here I come!” And she shot up into the sky to join her new comrades in a lively game of Tag.

“No fair, she’s got lightnings, she’s twice as fast a flyer as me!” protested Deetie in her yellow jumper just before imagining a Bright Shield in Abby’s path, forcing her into a zig-zag detour around it.

All the girls giggled as Abby re-doubled her pursuit of Deetie only to change direction at the last moment and tag the pink wearing Cassie right on her rump.

Was she going to accept her commission, the suit and the powers and responsibilities that went with it? Abby wondered as she cried, “Safety! Safety First-to-ten!” counting off her ten seconds of immunity from being tagged while flying as fast and far as she could from Cassie who was already counting quickly.

“One! Two! Three! Four! 5! 6! 7! 9! 10! Tagback!” shouted Cassie.

“You missed eight!” squealed Abby, triumphantly. “No tagbacks!” The whole squad exploded into gleeful merriment as the chase resumed.

Col. Chick Sanders moved to his window and watched the girls at play. He was fairly certain that Abby Crawford would be the newest member of Squadron Four in a little over three hours. No one mentioned the girl she would be replacing, Angie (Andros) Kostopolis, vaporized stopping a Bogie battlecruiser from attacking Cleveland.

He sighed. He glanced at his own empty sleeve. He’d had his chance to take a suit and turned it down. But a game of flying tag looked like a lot of fun.

He went back to his desk; there was paperwork to complete. Let the girls play. Tomorrow there would still be a war to be fought—and won.

The Bogies from Betelgeuse would never conquer Earth as long there were Pretty Soldiers to defend the planet!

The End
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Prometheans
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The Nuclear Nude

By Lanie Lee

Barris Newcombe had always wanted to be a superhero. Except when he considered being a supervillain, instead. The problem was, just how does one acquire superpowers?

When he was a young teenager, Barris had subscribed to all the fan magazines, trying to get a clue as to just how one could become a super-being. Just like several million other fans.

Supergroups like the Volunteers, the Society of Protectors, the Allied Overfolk, The Pride of Manhattan or the Blue Galaxy never seemed to advertise for members. Sure, there were ads like "Develop Your Psychic Powers" and "Super Flame Powers in Just Seven Days." These always turned out to be scams; send in $39.95 for a book on butane flame-throwers. Yeah right.

Barris still blushed when he remembered the money he had spent on the Herbal Secret Formula for New Powers of the Mind that turned out to be mustard seed, according to the exposé done on 20/20. He had wondered at the time why practicing his psychic energy building had made his burps smell like corn dogs.

But this ad looked different.

Just like always, Barris immediately forgot the warnings often printed in the better fanzines. Warnings by heroes like Mandragonne, Spiderboy, Starfall and The Lark; there is no surefire method for becoming a superhero.

If you aren't born with powers or haven't the brains to invent something to give yourself an edge against a supervillain, you just have to hope you are fortunate enough to live through some freak accident that ought to have killed you, but instead you end up with the ability to turn daisies purple or something. Yeah, right.

Still....

The ad said, "Be All That You Might Be." And a phone number. And it wasn't a 900 number. Was that a cool ad or not? Simple.

After a lot of hassle, here he was. A deserted warehouse in a city near where he lived, a volunteer guinea pig for a man who could only be described as a mad scientist. Barris shivered with fear and anticipation.

"There's a good chance that this will kill you, Mr. Newcombe," said the man who called himself the Destinator. "Or cripple you, or leave you a mindless gibbering hulk. Or something worse."

"You can't talk me out of this, Destinator," said Barris, enjoying the opportunity to exhibit a little bravado. Then, "What could possibly be worse?"

"Who knows?" The Destinator shrugged. "I've done this experiment seven times before."

"And one of those guys has become The Man Called Sudden?"

"Sure, sure, that's what I said, ain't it? The bastard has been after me ever since, too. Teleported in on me in the bathroom once, ungrateful.... But remember, one of the others is that lump of semi-sentient lead over there." The grayish, manlike form of Leadbelly shifted a little and moved forward, unsure if its presence was being commanded. "Get back, you idiot," the Destinator ordered. Leadbelly subsided.

Barris gulped. "I understand."

Destinator stared at his volunteer.

Barris was 32, a little balding, a little short, and a little overweight. Really, not a very prepossessing sight. But the man had quit his job as a tax accountant, followed the Destinator's complex shifting instructions and arrived at this warehouse unaccompanied by the media or any law-enforcement organization, meta-human or otherwise. And he wasn't married, had no children or living parents or, indeed, any relatives closer than a few 2nd or 3rd cousins.

He was perfect.

Barris licked his lips again. They were getting dry. "Now, you say I don't really have to DO anything?"

The Destinator shook his head and turned back to the dials of his control panel. "Just stand there. On the Disk of Destiny," he knew the name was corny, but these fanboys lived on corn. "I need a living sentient subject for the experiment. Let's just hope you stay that way."

Barris licked his lips out of sheer nervousness. "What exactly are you going to do to me?" he asked.

The Destinator sighed. "What do you know about transfinite probability matrices?"

"Um. Nothing."

The Destinator smiled. "I'm going to turn your probability vector ninety degrees from the plane of existence. Then turn it back."

"And that will give me superpowers?"

A shrug. "It might."

"Okay." Barris braced himself; he wasn't a complete fool. Likely he was going to die horribly. But maybe it would be quick instead of being buried alive in one of the Big Six accounting firms and slowly strangled in audits and meetings.

The Destinator closed the switch.

Barris flinched. Time turned sideways, spread out in front of him like an Escher staircase. The incidents of his previous life moved away from him like the steps and risers of a non-Euclidean escalator. Everything he had ever seen, felt or heard; thought, hoped or smelt, happened again; all at once.

Naturally, he screamed. He also tried to turn and run and leap from a precipice and hurl himself into the inferno and every other possible panicky inexpedient method of escape from the pain of being himself; now, then, and forever in a frozen moment.

Time had become distance and distance, rotation and rotation, probability and probability, noise and noise, thought... and other even stranger, semantically null transformations happened over and over and over.

Then, the Destinator opened the switch.

Barris stood there trembling for a moment. The mad scientist stared up at him. "I don't believe it," the Destinator muttered.

"W-What?" stammered Barris. "Am I gross? Am I ugly? Deformed?" Having said those things, the hope almost materialized that it would be true, that the machine had retrieved from Elsewhere some tragic figure like The Cybernaut, half human, half machine. Or Purple Jesus, 25 feet of glowing violet menace. Or...

"No," said the Destinator, puncturing Barris's dreams of martyred heroism or tortured villainy. "You look just the same as you did before." He sounded disappointed.

Not half as much as his volunteer. Barris looked down at hands that were just hands. He felt of his face that was just a face. He raised a foot that was just a foot and lowered it again. He tried to summon flames or ice, force fields or flying tigers. He tried to transform into a giant, or a microbe, a rhino or a pterodactyl.

Nothing happened. He couldn't teleport or solve quantum mechanical equations in his head. He couldn't sing loud enough to shatter glass or run fast enough to deliver pizza without using a car.

"Damnit." He wanted to cry. He waved weakly at the Destinator. "Do it again."

The mad scientist snorted. "You've got to be kidding. We've blown power transformers and busbars over half the city. We have to get out of here before some meddling metahuman can find us. Leadbelly! Start breaking this equipment up."

The figure of Leadbelly, looking like some partially melted monstrously large toy soldier stumbled about the room, wrecking the gleaming copper tubes, the shining glass cylinders, the wonderfully, wacky, art nouveau, Tesla-esque, tableau.

"You'd better get out of here, too, Barris," the Destinator warned. "Innocent bystanders don't fare so well when the boltlobbers start firing. We'll meet soon, and I'll debrief you about your experience and maybe we can try again later."

Eyes burning, heartbroken, Barris ran.

#

Hours later, he stumbled back into the lobby of the little motel where he had spent the previous night. He was broke, and he'd forgotten where he had parked the car, or else it had been stolen. But he was paid up for another night here at The Lariat Motor Lodge, so he'd walked the twenty-six blocks from the abandoned warehouse. He didn't know what he would do tomorrow. It didn't really matter anymore, he supposed.

"May I help you?" the clerk asked. It was the same clerk from last night.

"I-I've mislaid my key. Room 213."

The clerk looked doubtful. "Do you have any ID?"

Barris shook his head. The Destinator had insisted that Barris carry no ID with him to the rendezvous; all of that had been in the car and was, consequently, now missing. "You checked me in last night. Don't you remember? Just before midnight?" Barris had left nothing in the room, but he had paid in advance, and he needed a place to spend the night.

The clerk thumbed through the register. "What's your name?" he asked.

"Barris Newcombe." He recited his driver's license number and the plate number of his car. The clerk squinted at him and said something peculiar but handed the key over.

Gratefully, Barris stumbled up the stairs to the fourteen-foot by twelve-foot refuge.

The motel room seemed especially barren and friendless, with none of the comforts of home. Worse, it was the nearest thing to home Barris had left; he had abandoned it all in his pursuit of the impossible dream. Home, job, the hope of any sort of normal life.

All his friends were people like himself, acquaintances really, people he had met at conventions held for superhero fans. He hadn't had a real friend since the fifth grade when Calvin Hamilton had defended him from the bullies that had tagged him with that embarrassing nickname.

He collapsed across the concrete-like bed with a stifled sob.

Barris Newcombe had the misfortune to have both a first and last name that lent themselves readily to puns. Of the two, he preferred Nukem to Bareass. When the video game came out, he had enjoyed a brief feeling of popularity with the new, but temporary nickname of Duke. The video faded from popularity, and Barris discovered his new nickname faded, too.

What would he do now? No job, no car, no home, no money, no friends. It went without saying, no girlfriend. In fact, Barris had never had a girlfriend for many obvious and profound reasons. But especially, no superpowers. It just wasn't fair. He had done everything he could to get superpowers; he, more than a lot of these two-bit crooks and tin-god superheroes, deserved superpowers.

He sighed. Well, at least he had another night of comfort before he took up his new career of sleeping under bridges. And a nice hot shower would feel good. He moved toward the bathroom, shedding clothes as he went, his dumpy, balding, aging form emerging from its polyester and cotton cocoon.

It must have started happening as soon as he dropped the last piece of clothing. Reaching into the shower stall, he realized that his hand looked different. More slender and the arm above it also, thinner and more--well--graceful. He stared, turning the hand and bringing it in close to his slightly near-sighted eyes.

The nails grew long and well-shaped even as he watched, and a rosy tint seemed to form in the very substance of the nail itself. Rose that deepened to red, a red as ripe and delicious as any cherry that ever bloomed in springtime. He brushed something back from his face then he realized it was hair. Long blonde, curly hair. Growing from his own head. He backed away from the shower and quickly turned to see himself in the mirror.

She looked back at him in wonder as her face melded and changed. Lumpy nose becoming cutely retrousse. Eyebrows arching perfectly with hints of lavender shadow on the lids. Beestung lips ripening into a perfect cupid's bow and as red as the nails. She opened her mouth and made a mewling sound that might have been a whispered "Omigod!" that turned into a lilting squeak of astonishment.

The change hadn't finished. The male chest had already changed some, no hair, and little adolescent cookie breasts. Quickly the breasts expanded, now little cherry pop-tarts, seconds later apricots, peaches, apples, pears, oranges, grapefruit, cantaloupes! The feeling of expansion exploded across Barris' psyche like ack-ack in a John Wayne movie.

"Stop!" Barris squealed. The breasts stopped growing, just a little short of unbelievable. Just as if they had been listening. He looked down at himself, down the valley between the melon-sized tits and caught a glimpse of something even more alarming happening.

Barris made a grab for his disappearing manhood, but the balls and penis shrank away from his grasp, folding up inside him. It felt incredible — it felt exactly as if he had just fucked himself.

Herself. Shuddering with the climax, she checked it out with her hands. Yup, the right pronouns were now definitely female. Moaning, she rubbed her hands all over her now satiny smooth body, incidentally distributing the juices she had found in her pussy across her domed tummy, her swelling breasts, her widening thighs.

She dropped one hand back to her wet little box and, with the other rubbed and pinched her breasts and nipples. It felt so good she wondered if she would ever be able to stop. Another rippling, shuddering, galvanic orgasm wracked her body, and she cried out before staggering backward and collapsing on the bed.

"Oh, shit!" she breathed. Maybe I'd better just lie here for a while, she decided. It was hard to keep her hands off herself; she felt so, so sensitized. Obviously, the Destinator's equipment had had an effect after all. Just a delayed one. "I've turned into a woman!" she said out loud. "A beautiful woman," she added.

Wonderingly, she touched her face, her lips, her hair, her breasts, her pussy, that little button at the top of the slit, whoo! Then she did hardly any thinking at all for a while as she explored the pleasures of her new body.

Later, she slept. And when she woke up, she masturbated again. After all, Barris had never had the opportunity to explore a female body before; everything was very new to him. Her.

After her fifth or sixth orgasm since waking up, Barris realized something. "I'm hungry," she said aloud. Her new voice sounded so cute and sexy. Higher-pitched than his old one, with a lilting cadence and a hint of a childish lisp. Barris had no idea why she should sound like, like, like such a sexy, air-headed bimbo. But she did.

"I kinda like it," she said out loud and kicked her feet in the air and giggled. Then she lay for a while and played with herself again until once more she felt the pangs of hunger. "I'm really hungry, now." She tried a pout, sat up and looked at herself in the mirror. Then stood up for a better look.

Tousled blonde hair curled past her waist, a brilliant sunshine yellow with highlights of gold and red and sparkling silver. Her eyes were blue-green, with long dark lashes under perfectly arched brows and delicate shades of lavender and rose and teal on her eyelids. Her cupid's bow lips were crimson and scarlet and red and looked delicately swollen as if they had just been bruised by a kiss.

Her finger and toenails matched, a red like a firetruck. Her skin was pale, not icy though, but a warm, delicate rose pink.

The breasts seemed huge because her waist and shoulders were so narrow. Barris broke off looking at herself at that point and decided she'd better take a shower before she succumbed to self-abuse again.

"I've got a superpower!" she trilled. Well, she had always said she'd give anything to become a superhero. The loss of her manhood didn't seem so bad at the moment. "Like I wasn't using it much anyway," she giggled.

She had a lot of fun in the shower, playing with herself some more. "Darnit, I am just so sexy!" she complained. But she didn't really mind.

She dried herself off in front of the mirror, watching herself as much as she could. "I'm gorgeous!" Barris had never given much thought to such an outcome of his search for superpowers but what the hey!

She fluffed at her hair; it seemed to dry quickly, but she knew she would need a comb for the mass of curls. Or did she? Her fingers seemed to be doing a more than adequate job. Maybe one of her powers was always looking well-groomed? The shower had not disturbed her makeup if she was wearing makeup. And she had no hair on her anywhere but her head. Somehow, she didn't think she was going to have to shave her legs or wax her bikini line.

Right about then, the weirdness got to her a little. She had been transformed from a dumpy little accountant to a ravishing beauty, a Marilyn Monroe look-alike, sort of. But with better tits and... and....

This was a superpower?

"I'm still hungry," she decided. "But what am I going to wear?" She certainly had nothing appropriate for the coquettish little tart she had become. The new Barris looked as if she would buy her clothes at Frederick's of Hollywood or some such place. She giggled and squirmed a little. It was a little embarrassing to contemplate wearing women's clothes let alone walking into a store and actually buying some.

Nervously, she picked up her old shirt wondering if it would fit over the new breasts. She decided to try it on. When she slipped her arm through the sleeve she felt the change beginning.

It wasn't near as pleasant going back the other way. In fact, having her tits smashed flat, and her clitoris stretched out of her body until it became a penis was a hellish experience.

Barris almost passed out from the pain and slipped his arm back out of the shirt. Instantly, the change reversed again, and breasts bloomed, and the penis shrank; the sensation was pleasant but less intense than the first transformation. "What the heck," said Barris in her lisping soprano.

She put the shirt back on and felt herself change painfully back into a man. "What the hell," he muttered.

A little experimentation proved it. If she attempted to wear any of his clothes, she became him. "Damn," he said finally, after putting his own shirt back on for the umpteenth time. "I'm hungry, and I'm still broke. And my superpower seems to be to turn into a bimbo when I'm naked." Maybe if he had some women's clothes to dress herself in, she wouldn't turn into a guy.

"Or maybe," he said, slipping the shirt off again. "Maybe I've got other powers when I'm the babe." The sensation of changing into her was almost worth the pain of changing into him.

She looked at herself in the mirror again. She was aware now that she was several inches shorter in her female self and she looked too slender and cute to fight her way out of a secretary pool but maybe she had hidden abilities. "Here goes nothing!" she said, hoping that she was wrong.

She gestured at the walls. No force bolts pierced the tacky paintings. She leapt into the air and tried to zoom away. She didn't seem able to fly. She stared at things, but nothing froze or burned or anything. "Gosh," she swore. "I guess I'm just useless."

Pouting, she flung herself across the bed. "What use are superpowers if you can't fly or break things?" She turned on her back and contemplated playing with herself again. That was certainly fun. "But I'm too upset," she decided. "It just makes me so mad, I could explode."

That was it; that was her superpower. She realized it just as she exploded. The problem was, how do you use such a power where all you can do is get naked and blow up?

The end of the motel went up in a respectable-sized fireball, incinerating the room Barris had been in. Also the room below, fortunately empty, along with singeing a beat-up old Chevy pickup and a nearly new Toyota Camry. Several terrorist organizations would have been quite happy to claim the explosion as one of theirs, and a few might have tried to do so if the destruction of the Lariat Motel in Wilcox, Arizona had ever made the international news.

###

If you want to read more stories from the Prometheans universe, look for "Prometheans," available now from DopplerPress on Kindle.
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https://www.amazon.com/Prometheans-Joyce-Melton-ebook/dp/B00Y1Y3JHW/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=prometheans&qid=1559516729&s=digital-text&sr=1-1


Other great books available from Janglewood Imprints

Accidents happen. But when they involve super secret labs experimenting with alien technology battlesuits they can get pretty exciting, with highly unpredictable results.

Suited for Adventure, by Catherine Linda Michel
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https://www.amazon.com/Suited-Adventure-Catherine-Linda-Michel-ebook/dp/B07MMSQDP7/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2BHE8Y6A94PC1&keywords=ebook+suited+for+adventure&qid=1693250267&s=digital-text&sprefix=ebook+suited+for+adventur%2Cdigital-text%2C148&sr=1-1

"Join the Alliance" they said, "visit strange new worlds and meet alien races". I could handle that, I was smart enough... maybe too smart.

And then the Ergons boarded us and everything changed.

Valor, by Melanie Brown
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https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0B67DN9JL

The Switcher steals bodies, swapping souls and creating chaos wherever he goes. A middle-age man becomes a young girl, a mother becomes her own child, a misogynist becomes a woman. Victims get a new life, willy-nilly, but new identity papers, new jobs, new homes, even new families? A new gender? It isn’t going to be easy.

Switcher, by Melanie Brown
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https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CCMJZSLP

Craig is one of Earth's bio-engineered soldiers in a war against an alien invasion. Unfortunately, when he uses his powers, he turns female. Now Halcyon has to deal with invaders and with Craig's girlfriend's preference for his female self! On top of that, Earth is losing the war.... There must be another way to deal with the conflict or the world will run out of holidays—forever!

The Last Holidays, by Grover Young
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https://www.amazon.com/Last-Holidays-Grover-Young-ebook/dp/B01N4SXF74

Featuring the canon works of Maggie Finson, Bek D. Corbin, and E. E. Nalley, plus a bonus non-canon short story by Melanie E., this is the definitive collection! Succubus powers of seduction? Check! Pitched battles between Demons and Angels? Check! Evil wizards and powerful dragons? Check check! Sexy, slightly raunchy romps with the lights on--or off! Yup.

The Big Book of Heaven and Hell, Various Authors
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https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CM2VHS2P

Want more? Check out DopplerPress' entire library on Amazon:

https://www.amazon.com/s?rh=p_30%3Adopplerpress

And be sure to search for other great releases from AlephTwo!

Want exclusive previews of upcoming books, exclusive art and short stories, or just to support future book releases from Doppler? Support us on Patreon! Search Patreon for "Erin Halfelven at BigCloset", and join today!
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