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Part 1 – The Spy Game

There was a blindingly bright light and what felt like a million pin pricks along with a wave of nausea. God I hate being reconstituted.  Everybody hates being reconstituted. The dehydration system, commonly referred to as a “sander” on Alliance Navy vessels because you’re reduced to a few pounds of silica gel and distilled water, is a great resource saver for deep space operations. Years could go by between getting sanded and reconstituted, but you experience both events as almost simultaneous.

It’s hard to believe the war with the Ergon Union was still going on even after ten years. It’s mostly been border skirmishes, but in the last few years, the Ergon Union has taken to raiding frontier worlds claimed by the Alliance and taking them. Intelligence has confirmed their fleet is increasing. A few frontier worlds have started negotiating with the Ergon Union as they fear the Alliance won’t protect them and they have no way to fight a war on their own.

I stood in the sanding chamber for a few moments to get over the nausea.  I rubbed my eyes before opening them. The last thing I remember before being sanded was being forced into the sanding chamber at gun point by a large man in an Alliance marine uniform and a young girl. I had picked them up after answering a priority distress signal from a supposedly disabled commercial transport. That should have made me suspicious as my vessel was stationed well outside any commercial lanes.

“Please exit the chamber, miss,” said a gruff male voice. It wasn’t the same voice as the man who had forced me into the sander. And why did he say ‘miss’?

I opened my eyes to see three Alliance marines, weapons ready, standing in the cramped command deck of my vessel the Svirepyy. A tech was standing behind them. What the hell? As I started to reach for the button to open the sander’s door, long strands of light brown hair fell across my eyes. What the hell?  I looked down saw naked breasts.  What the hell??

Two of the marines snapped their weapons up to aim as the third one said, “Step out of the chamber, miss. Slowly.”

How the hell am I female? And what’s with these marines? I’m in the great big middle of interstellar nowhere, monitoring the movement of the Ergon fleet a little beyond the edges of the frontier. When it comes to deep space, it would be harder to get any more deep than I had been.

As the door slid open, I said, “I’m coming out. As you can see, I’m not armed. What are you doing on my ship?”

All three marines grinned and the one who had spoken to me chuckled. “Your ship, miss? Who are you and why are you on an Alliance vessel?”

The two marines holding weapons on me were staring intently at me. Specifically my tits. I started to feel extremely uncomfortable.  The speaker noticed and said, “Stop staring at the girl. She’s what? Fifteen or sixteen? Even if she’s a hostile actor, she still deserves respect.”

Noticing his rank, I said, “Sergeant, I can’t explain why I appear to be a girl. I am Capt. Wainright of the Alliance Deep Space Force. I’m the commander of this vessel.” That got another chuckle out of the marines training their weapons on me.

This was completely insane. How could I possibly be a girl? Sometimes there’s a glitch or someone’s stupid idea of a prank that will reconstitute you using the Lola Protocol, which is illegal, but somehow manages to be present on every sander equipped Alliance vessel. The Lola Protocol, developed for espionage, is mostly used for entertainment for very bored crews on deep space missions as the victim takes the form of an outrageously sexy and wicked prostitute from Seka-5 who’s probably been dead for over a hundred years.

I was alone, so unless it was by these marines, there was no prank. But Lola is a blonde, vacuous bimbo. In my current form, I have light brown hair and hopefully not a bimbo. I’m going to need all my wits about me.

The sergeant laughed. “Sorry, miss. I mean no disrespect, but you are hardly a captain in the ADSF. We’re not going to resolve this here. Please come with us to security.”

“Security? What vessel are you attached to?” I asked. The last time I looked, my ship and I were in a remote area of deep space and no other Alliance vessel anywhere near us.

“This vessel is docked with the Neustrashimyy. Now climb up the ladder, miss. Don’t make us use force. Oh, and the rest of our security team is waiting top-side, so don’t get any funny ideas.”

The sergeant then spoke into a communicator. “We’re coming up. Please have a blanket to cover the girl. We don’t need to be giving the men a peep show.”

As I reached the top of the ladder, two men reached down and pulled me out of the hatch. One handed me a blanket which I gratefully took and wrapped around myself. I blinked in the bright light and looked around. My ship wasn’t merely docked. It was inside the hold of a much larger vessel. There appeared to be a work crew that had been doing maintenance work on my ship. They were all just standing around at the moment.

As I glanced around, I could see four other vessels of varying sizes docked inside the hold of the larger ship. Occasional flashes of bright light indicated they were being worked on as well.

One of the marines held the blanket as another pulled my arms behind my back and I felt handcuffs roughly placed on my wrists. I’m a naked girl on an Alliance naval vessel. What did they expect me to do? The blanket was draped over my shoulders.

The sergeant turned to one of the work crew and said, “You may resume your duties. Sweep the ship for explosives and wipe the computer.  What’s left of it, anyway. She was the only profile still in the system.”

“Aye, sergeant,” said the workman. “I’m really surprised this bucket even made it back to Alliance space.”

I frowned and said, “Don’t call my Svirepyy a bucket!”

The three marines escorting me all laughed.

*          *          *

I was allowed to put on a gray jumpsuit in a small room under the watchful eyes of two very stern looking female marines armed with high energy pulse rifles guaranteed to fry your insides in less than a second. They focused on my tits as well but other than telling me to put my hands behind my back so they could re-cuff me, not a word was spoken. And they could have just scanned me, but they chose to do a gruff, manual cavity search of both my ass and vagina. I can’t believe I just said ‘my vagina’.

After just standing around for several minutes, I was eventually escorted to a large, empty and featureless room with a single chair, bolted to the floor in the middle of the empty room. One wall was decorated with a large window of one-way glass. I was forced down on the chair and then security chained me to the floor, so tightly it was impossible for me to stand or even wiggle.

I just sat there and stared at the glass. I wondered how many crack security personnel were seated in front of the other side of the glass making notes about me.  But more than likely, the only person there was probably some poor corporal assigned to watch me while he ate his cheeseburger for lunch.

The reflection of me in the glass was of the girl that had been on the “disabled” commercial ship with the guy dressed as an Alliance marine. How in hell did I become her?

I sat there for a long time in silence.  I knew they were just trying to intimidate me and scare me by the long silent wait. I had played this game before from the other side of the glass. I just shrugged and took a nap.

I was shocked back to being awake by a loud air horn. Speakers mounted inside the walls and ceiling so you couldn’t focus on the location boomed a voice that said, “State your name.”

I narrowed my eyes at the window and said, “Captain James Wainright, Alliance Deep Space Force JXY164590. Currently in command of the deep space probe Svirepyy.” I guessed I probably wasn’t actually still in command of the Svirepyy since it’s in dry dock, aside from me being chained to the floor.

The voice boomed, “Again. State your name.”

I scowled at the window. “I did! Ask me a thousand times and I’ll give you the same damned answer.”

Switching gears, the voice asked, “Why were you on that vessel?”

Frowning, I answered, “I was assigned to it.”

Sounding irritated, the voice asked, “Why were you in the dehydration system?”

I laughed. This guy was a paper pusher. Nobody in the Deep Space Force calls a sander a dehydration system. Angrily I shouted, “Did any of you fuckers bother to check the ship’s logs?”

The voice calmly said, “Are you suggesting you don’t remember discharging a weapon into the control console so it would trigger a disabled vessel alert?”

Surprised, I said, “I didn’t do that. The last thing I remember was being forced into the sander at gun point by a man I didn’t know and this teen girl. I picked them up from a disabled commercial vessel.”

Still calm, the voice said, “The problem with your story is that there is no commercial traffic in the region the probe ship was in. Is that why you destroyed the ship’s computer so your story couldn’t be verified? Look, girl. Let’s cut the nonsense. We traced your DNA to being from Alliance space. What is your name and what is your mission? Are you working for the Ergon Union?”

I paused for a few moments. Trying to penetrate the darkness behind the glass, I said, “I have a better idea. I’ve told you all I know. If I’m not Captain Wainright, then where is he?”

The voice said, “That’s classified and not relevant. Again, what is your name?”

Surprised, I said, “Not relevant? Wainright has been captain of the Svirepyy for the past ten subjective years while on deep space operations. How did I get in the sander?  Have you asked whoever the captain is that question?”

There was an extended pause. Finally the voice announced, “No further questions at this time.”

A door opened and four marines entered. I was unchained from the floor and then escorted out of the large room.  I was taken to a smaller cell. At least they removed the hand cuffs.

*          *          *

After the interrogation room, I was brought to a smaller room with a table and several chairs on one side and a single chair on the other. There was a single light source that was positioned to shine directly into my eyes. I was handcuffed again and chained to the chair. Two marines stood guard at the only entrance. Even if I was an Ergon spy, what did they expect me to do? For what seemed around fifteen minutes, me and the two guards were the room’s only occupants.

Finally, there was a buzzer and the door opened and three officers entered the room and sat down across from me. All of them had removed their rank and name tags. I tugged on my chain. “Excuse me for not standing.” None of them said a word or even looked at me. One of them set a notebook computer on the table and turned it on.

The officer with the computer looked up at me. “For the record, please state your name.”

I sighed in frustration. “For the billionth time, I’m Captain James Wainright of the Alliance Deep Space Force. Anything else?”

The officer then asked, “Did you have a favorite toy as a child?”

Wow. I hadn’t thought of that in over a decade. It was one of the security questions I was asked when given my commission. Embarrassed, I said, “It was ah… a little stuffed bear.”

Stonefaced, the officer asked, “And what was the name of this bear?”

I smiled at the long ago memory of that little bear. “Rusty.  His name was Rusty.” I wondered whatever happened to Rusty?

The three officers whispered to each other and I couldn’t hear what they said.  There was a lot of nodding.

The officer looked up and said, “One final question.” He paused a moment, then continued, “What was the color of this bear?”

I laughed, thinking it was a silly question to be asked by these three grim men. I was again embarrassed to answer. I hadn’t thought of that little bear in years and now in my mind’s eye I could see it clearly. The three men stared intently at me waiting for my answer. “Pink.”

The three officers looked back and forth at each other. One of the officers stood up and looked at me. In a serious tone he said, “We have a problem.”

Another of the officers who hadn’t addressed me yet pointed at the two marines. “Remove the girl’s restraints.” One of the guards unchained me and removed the handcuffs.  I rubbed my wrists.

The officer who stood shook his head and uttered, “Shit.”

Looking nervously at the three officers, I asked, “What’s going on?”

The officer using the notebook computer studied me for a moment. He turned to the officer who was standing. “Assessment, Admiral?”

The admiral frowned and lowered a handheld device he had been looking at. He said, “As crazy as it sounds, there is a ninety-seven percent chance this girl is actually Captain Wainright and a ninety-eight percent chance our other Captain is a plant.”

I grinned and said, “I agree. But how did you arrive at that conclusion? I’ve been trying to tell you this all along.”

The admiral shrugged. “Yesterday we asked Captain Wainright the same questions as part of a security review. Up until the last question, no hesitation. It was like he was prepared and not having to draw from deep memory.  Even you had to pause to remember. But the final question he got wrong.  His pause was longer and the experts decided he had guessed. Your answer was authoritative.”

I sat up straighter. “Now that we have established my identity, what’s the next move?”

The guy at the computer said, “We need to identify who you… the girl… is. The girl’s DNA is definitely Alliance.  We don’t have records on all Alliance civilians.  Any idea how you became her?”

I shrugged. “I have no idea. The last thing I remember was being forced into the sander at gunpoint and then being reconstituted at gunpoint as this girl.”

The admiral frowned, still leaning against the wall. “This doesn’t make sense. The security protocols should prevent your profile from being exchanged with another person. Using something like the Lola Protocol is different as it just overlays a real person. The techs verified that you were an actual profile, not a protocol. We need to involve a few sander experts.”

The officer at the computer said, “How is the girl even here? The ship’s console and the sander memory was destroyed. That’s what triggered the disabled vessel alert. Whoever shot up the console knew exactly where to shoot. The profile of Captain Wainright was conveniently, the only intact memory in the system.”

There was a long pause from the three officers. The third one who had rarely spoken so far suddenly looked thoughtful. “That’s not completely true.” He shuffled through some notes in front of him. “The console was destroyed sometime after Captain Wainright was sanded. The system didn’t have a chance to later perform maintenance on itself. That and one other area of memory was untouched. The techs discovered an active profile in the sander’s buffer memory. This is normally cleared after the sander is cycled.”

The admiral stepped forward from the wall. “So the girl isn’t supposed to be here. Under normal operation, that buffer memory would have been cleared. Whoever did this, made a mistake in disabling the computer before it could reset the sander.”

The officer at the computer tapped a pen against his lips and said, “That still doesn’t really explain her.” He pointed at me. “How could she have Captain Wainright’s mental image?”  A sander stores an imprint of your mental status and your physical makeup holographically as a profile in the computer’s memory while it stores your mass as silica gel and distilled water. The system is designed to prevent more than one active profile per person. It makes a quick, sub-ether check with the computers at Alliance Headquarters. This leaves an audit trail.

The quiet officer knitted his brow, “It should be possible to track.  The Alliance datacenter does show the sander on the Svirepyy was used several times recently.”  He studied the papers in front of him. “And there’s an anomaly. What appears to be a phantom, unverified profile. Whoever did this was trying to cover his tracks. We only found evidence of this phantom profile after a lot of digging into the sander’s metadata after the girl asked how she got into the sander in the first place.”

Annoyed, I said, “I’m sitting right here. You don’t have to refer to me as ‘the girl’.”

The admiral looked down at me. “Little girl, please don’t interrupt.” He then turned to address the other two officers. “I believe we have moved beyond the scope of this interview. We need to schedule a hearing with our heads of security. I believe we have a serious breach. One we could not have foreseen.”

The quiet officer pointed at me. “And the girl?”

The admiral nodded. “We’ll need her. She’s our key witness.”

Scowling I growled, “Can you please stop addressing me as ‘the girl’ and address me properly as Captain Wainright?”

The admiral shook his head. “No. We already have one Captain Wainright, who at the moment is suspected as being an Ergon spy. And you’re not an Alliance commissioned officer. You’re far too young to be in the Alliance and definitely too young to be a commissioned officer.”

I stood up and almost shouted, “How can you say that? Just a few minutes ago you verified I was the actual Captain Wainright! I demand my rank be restored!”

The admiral looked sternly at me. “Not another word about this, little girl. Even if we could, we couldn’t make you a captain of anything. We have to make sure nothing alerts Captain Wainright that he might be compromised. Which is exactly what making a fifteen year old girl a captain would do.”

The admiral looked around the room at the other two officers and the marines. “This interview is now concluded. Marines, please take our young guest to the secure VIP room and make sure she stays there until further notice.”

One of the marines stepped forward. “Aye, sir.” He touched my arm. “Let’s go miss.”

I just sat there with my arms folded, scowling at the admiral.

The marine casually said, “Miss, you can either walk or I can stun you and carry you.”

The admiral smiled slightly. I sighed and stood up. “Let’s go, marine.”

The other marine approached me with handcuffs. The admiral waved his hand and said, “Restraints won’t be necessary. Our guest will be the perfect little lady and not cause trouble, will she?”

I frowned at the admiral. “I will not cause any trouble, sir.”  I had no desire to being restrained. No point in running away. I had nowhere to go. At least I was going to a VIP room. While not exactly a hotel suite, it’s a definite improvement over a holding cell.

Walking a few corridors and a short elevator ride brought us to the secure room. One of the marines unlocked the door and opened it. He directed I step inside.

I stepped into the doorway and turned to address the marine. “How do I order room service?”

The marine just looked at me. “Something will be sent up from the officer’s mess shortly.”  He closed the door.

**          *          *

After a knock, the door to my quarters opened to admit a female officer of the Alliance Space Defense Force. She looked to be in her late thirties, quite attractive and gave off the distinct attitude she doesn’t take shit from anyone. From her insignia I saw she was a lieutenant. I stood up when she entered.

She allowed herself to smile as she said, “As you were, ensign.”

I thought this game the Alliance navy was playing was stupid, but I had no say. I wasn’t a commissioned officer any longer in the ASDF. But I had been placed in the Junior Cadet forces which were what middle school students join if they want to a faster route to officer training school upon graduation without having to go through college like regular officer candidates. I was given what I assumed was a random name of Dora Walters and was given the lowest rank of ensign.

I frowned. “May I ask for the reason for the lieutenant’s visit?”

I could tell she resented this duty assignment. She said, “I am Lieutenant Barnes. I’ve been assigned as your counsel. I’m to get you presentable for a hearing in two hours.”  She looked me up and down. “You did receive a dress uniform, did you not?”

I nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” I was currently dressed in a light gray t-shirt and dark blue dungarees that a teen girl would wear.

She studied my face a moment. “Were you not also supplied with make-up?”

I nodded again. “I did. I just left it in the box.”

She frowned at me. “Get the uniform and unpack the make-up. You’re going to need it.  While you’re doing that, I need to make some notes.”

I asked, “What is the hearing about, lieutenant?”

Looking annoyed that I asked a question instead of instantly obeying her, she answered, “The subject is classified at the moment. You should feel privileged, ensign. Only those with the highest security clearances are attending.”

I was pissed at the thought that she was going to make me to wear the dress uniform, which consists of a light blue blouse, a dark blue ribbon in place of a tie, and a dark blue skirt along with black, patent leather shoes with a one inch heel as well as make-up. By the Alliance’s own rules, I’m not an officer nor a member of the ASDF.

Just what could the hearing be about? From their psych evals, they’re pretty sure that mentally, I’m who I say I am. I’ve been the victim… er subject of endless physical exams. While they can’t absolutely prove I’m who I say I am, they can’t prove I’m not.

Lt. Barnes entered my bed room and saw the clothes that I had laid out. She said, “Don’t forget your bra and panties. Now go take a shower.”

I pulled a towel from the cabinet. “Lieutenant, why bother with a bra and especially the make-up? Seems kind of pointless.”

The Lt frowned at me. “Anyone under my command will present a professional appearance at any official review. You claim you’re an officer in the ASDF. So look and act like one.”

“I didn’t have to wear a bra and make-up then,” I protested.

She folded her arms and glared at me. I sighed.  “I’ll just take a quick shower.”

At first I felt embarrassed at being naked in front of the lieutenant, but as we’re all just girls here, I quickly got over it.  She helped me with the bra and proper way to wear the uniform. I sighed at the ensign insignia on my epilates and the lack of any service ribbons. She also did my nails using the nail color allowed to ASDF female officers and brushed my hair out. Since my girl’s body had pierced ears, she also allowed me to wear stud earrings made into the ASDF logo.

Lt. Barnes nodded and smiled at me when she had finished getting me ready. “Very nice, ensign. Now let’s go. We don’t have much time.”

I looked into the mirror and was surprised that I was actually quite pretty. I hadn’t spent much time looking at my new self. I avoided playing with myself as well. I was confident that after all is said and done, I’ll step out of the sander before long as my old self.

As instructed, I picked up the black leather purse and hung the strap over my shoulder. The hat that I probably won’t have the opportunity to wear since it’s not allowed indoors, I kept in the purse.  When I asked about it, I was surprised that the stuff a female was required to wear was created by an all female commission on uniforms.

When we entered the conference room, I was almost blinded by all the brass on display. The next lowest rank below admiral in the room was Lt. Barnes. I felt really small being a lowly ensign in the Jr. Cadets.

After the formalities of getting the meeting started, the fleet admiral pointed to an officer on the front row. “Admiral Connor, please report.”

As he stood, I recognized him as the asshole… I mean officer who interviewed me. He straightened the jacket of his uniform and cleared his throat. “Thank you Admiral. I’ll get quickly to the point. After interviewing the girl, my staff and I came to the preliminary conclusion that we have an Ergon spy masquerading as Captain Wainright. It was inconclusive as it was based solely on interview questions.

“Initial testing of the girl’s blood and tissue samples showed that she was not of Ergon origin. Of course, she could still be an Ergon agent. Further deep scans and tests revealed a surprising and deeply disturbing discovery. The girl is of Alliance origin with a margin of error too small to be statistically relevant. However, a further, deeper scan found something extraordinary.”

Admiral Connor walked over to stand next to me. “We weren’t sure if the search would bear fruit, but we found out who this girl was. She is Dora Watson. She was taken from her family’s farm on NIKO-4 during an Ergon raid when she was twelve. And here is the surprise.”

He turned from me and continued, “We’ve all heard rumors of an Ergon medical discovery and have actually encountered examples a few times.” He pointed to me again and said, “The girl is one hundred percent Alliance DNA. However, her brain is Ergon DNA and is the brain of a male. We’re not sure how the transfer was made from the girl to Captain Wainright using a sander, but we’re confident Captain Wainright is actually an Ergon spy!”

The room erupted in everyone talking at once.  The fleet admiral pounded his gavel several times before order was restored.  He said to Connor, “Are you suggesting that the Ergon Union put the brain of one of their people into the head of that girl and then used that… that monster to spring a trap on Captain Wainright?”

I wasn’t sure how to take it that I had a male brain inside my head. I mean, I’ve always had a male brain inside my head, but it was with a male body. Now that I have a female body, I suddenly felt itchy inside my head knowing the brain wasn’t part of me. Thinking of it made my head hurt.

Connor said, “That is correct, admiral. We haven’t figured out how it was done, but an Ergon spy is now masquerading as Captain Wainright in his own body.”

The fleet admiral leaned over across the table where the other high ranking admirals were seated. “Does anyone know the current whereabouts of Captain Wainright?”

I started to raise my hand, but Lt. Barnes nudged me and hissed, “Put that hand down, ensign!”

I put my hand down and just looked sheepish.

Connor said, “Aye, sir. He is currently here on the home world getting data center training.”

The fleet admiral grimaced. “Well, that’s certainly a bad idea! Order the immediate arrest of Captain Wainright! Deadly force authorized.”

I jumped up and shouted, “Don’t kill him!”

Lt. Barnes tugged on my arm. “Stand down, ensign!”

Eyes flashing, I turned to the lieutenant and shouted, “He must not die! Do you not understand? Once the system is notified someone has died, and since he’s on homeworld that will be instantly, the profile is deleted for security purposes. If he dies, I get deleted!”

The fleet admiral pounded his gavel. “Order! Order!” He pointed his gavel towards me. “I’m sorry, but we cannot put the Alliance at risk over a profile.” He thought I couldn’t hear him as he turned to the person to one side of him. “I knew it was a bad idea to bring that child to this meeting.”

“I’m not a child!” I yelled.

Lt. Barnes grabbed my hand. “Come, ensign. We need to go.”

I started to cry. “They need to take him alive!”

Lt. Barnes angrily pulled me from the room and we walked quickly down the hall to my VIP room.

When she shut the door, Lt. Barnes shouted, “What are you thinking? You embarrassed the hell out of me!”

“Embarrassed? Embarrassed!?” I shouted. “Don’t you get it? If they kill him, I can’t go back to being Captain Wainright! My profile will be deleted!” I started crying hysterically.

Lt. Barnes slapped me with an open palm across my face. “You stupid little girl! We were going to tell you privately after Wainright was exposed. For security purposes, Wainright must die. We couldn’t restore you to Wainright’s profile. We don’t know how they swapped you in the first place.”

I collapsed to the floor. “You can’t kill him! You can’t! I can’t stay a girl! What’s going to happen to me? If you kill him, then the Ergon Union will just come after me!”

Lt. Barnes sat down hard in one of the chairs.  She looked away from me. “You don’t exist. As far as the Ergon Union knows, the girl’s profile was destroyed with the ship’s computer. You’ll be relocated to one of the inner worlds.”

I opened my mouth to say something. She held up her hand with a wry smile. “And spare me any complaining about being stuck as a female.”  She chuckled. “Welcome to the club.”

*          *          *

I stood in line to board a transport vessel destined to one of the inner worlds. I was with a man and a woman in their early forties. They also had an eighteen year old son who kept leering at me. They had agreed to adopt me in exchange of the government looking the other way at some petty malfeasance like smuggling essential oils to frontier worlds. So we were all being relocated. They seemed otherwise okay.  At least they didn’t go around blowing up planets for a hobby.

The woman – I’ll call her Mom – held my hand and looked over at me. “Are you excited, Kathy?” Yes, I had gotten another name change. I couldn’t use a name already known to the Ergon Union.

I nodded. I wasn’t excited, but I didn’t want to let her know. I looked pretty much like any other teen girl waiting for the transport. My hair was green with white stripes, blue lipstick, orange nails and dressed in a metallic micro-mini dress and high heel sandals.

Some movement caught my eye and I turned to see Lt. Barnes walking past one of the barriers.  She walked up to Mom and said, “Mrs. Faulkenberg, I need to talk to your daughter a moment. In private.”

Looking worried, Mom asked, “Did she do something wrong? Those earrings aren’t stolen, are they?”

Lt. Barnes smiled at Mom. “I have no idea.  I just need to visit with your daughter for a minute.”

Mom looked over at me. “Okay. Just don’t keep her too long. We have a transport to catch.”

The lieutenant smiled again. “That won’t be a problem.” She looked at me and said, “Follow me for a minute.”

As we stepped away, I asked, “Am I in trouble?”

Lt. Barnes laughed. “No, of course not.” She grinned at me. “Nice hair.”

When we had stepped far enough away from anyone, Lt. Barnes said, “We have some information we thought you might want.”

Looking hopeful, I asked, “You found a way to restore me as my old self?” It seems that when the imposter using my body was cornered, he put the business end of a microwave pistol to his head and fried his brain. My profile was instantaneously erased. The only known back up of my profile had been on my ship with a destroyed computer.

Lt. Barnes sighed. “No. That’s not going to happen, girl. Just deal with it. No. What I wanted to tell you is that we finally found that private transport that was used to hijack your deep space probe. The sole occupant was who we believe was the one that figured out how to swap two profiles.”

“Did you ask him how he did it? Can I be put as me into someone else?” I asked earnestly.

Lt. Barnes shook her head. “He had a hole in his head from a microwave pistol. It was his own, but we suspect Ergon forces did the deed. This closes the open end on your story. The man was an Alliance tech officer who turned traitor to the Ergon Union. Just thought you’d want to know before you go off on your teen girl journey.”  She laughed as she reached over and fluffed up my hair.

I frowned. “I really don’t like dressing like this, but you guys told me I should try to fit in.  So here I am.”

Lt. Barnes grinned. “Don’t worry.  You’ll grow out of it.  By the way, did you steal those earrings?”

I gave her a wry grin. “No. I used the ASDF credit card you gave me for emergencies.”

Lt. Barnes frowned at me. “Since when are earrings an emergency?”

My eyes widened as I said sincerely, “They were about to go off the sale price!”

Lt. Barnes shook her head. “Don’t abuse that card, girl, or we’ll have to take it away from you.”

I grinned. “I’ll be good.”

Smiling, Lt. Barnes ruffled my hair again. “Take care of yourself, girl. You need to get back to your parents. We’ll stay in touch.”

I gave her a salute. “Aye, lieutenant.”  I turned and ran to my new parents. I turned and looked behind me, but Lt. Barnes was gone.  I sighed and stepped next to Mom.

Mom looked at me with a grin. A voice over the comm. system announced boarding for our vessel was beginning. “Well, Kathy. Are you ready for a new adventure?”

I took a deep breath. “As ready as I’ll ever be!”

*          *          *


Part 2 - Spies Like Us

We waited about three hours before finally getting on what appeared to be a converted military jump ship to ferry us up to the transport ship currently in orbit around the Alliance home world. It’s a temporary commercial lane orbit used for transferring passengers either on or off a transport.  The space above the home world is very busy as one might expect. There were several of these “jump” ships running to board passengers onto the commercial transport, but they only held twenty passengers. So it takes a while.

As a converted jump ship, the vessel had no passenger windows, but they did provide a service where you could use your personal communication device to view one of the several external cameras. I watched our approach to the transport ship. From what I could tell, it was a converted Pallada class cruiser originally with a crew of five hundred. The weapons systems have all been de-commissioned.  I think this commercial vessel could carry three hundred passengers with one hundred crew. The vessel was a lot bigger than I thought it was!

Of course, a lot of the vessel’s size was due to its massive jump coil. In its original configuration, the vessel probably could reach our destination in two or maybe three jumps taking about a day.  But our schedule had us arriving in about three weeks.  Because it’s hauling civilians, the vessel has to make very small jumps. Plus we’ll be hitting tourist spots like the double-spiral nebula. And I think we pick up a few more passengers at King’s Heart. But hey, the vessel has a huge shopping mall, two swimming pools, a zero G sports arena and other activities.

Mom squeezed my hand. “It won’t be long now, Kathy. We’re about to dock.” She gently touched my hair and smiled. “We all get to start over.”

I smiled and nodded to her. I smiled because Mom doesn’t know the half of it. Not that long ago, I was not only a captain in command of my own vessel in the Alliance Deep Space Defense Force but a man as well. As far as she knows, I’m a fifteen year old female orphan that she and her husband just adopted. My new family was being relocated to one of the newer settled worlds, BFET-3 of the interior so their criminal records could get expunged, and I tag along to protect me from the Ergon Union. My cover story was that my dad was in the ASDF and was killed in hostile action. My mom died in an industrial accident so I was put up for adoption. The ASDF has about fifty cover stories they recycle and mix and match.

The concept that I’m a hybrid person still bothers me. Not only do I have to learn how to be a teen girl and participate in stupid fads like my shock of green hair and blue lipstick; but also the creepy fact that my body is from a now dead teen farm girl who was from a frontier world, with the brain of a now dead male Ergon marine inside it. And then all that overlaid with me. I know it’s my imagination, but my brain itches.

Even though I’m no longer a service member in the Alliance Space Defense Force, the Alliance navy still keeps me on a leash of sorts.  At my new physical age of fifteen, I can’t join the Alliance Navy, or any branch of military.  Once we’re on our new world and I’m established in a local school, I can join the Alliance Junior Cadets, which isn’t even a para-military group. But it does set things up to join as an officer when I can join. The jury is still out on if I want to ever go back.  I don’t miss the “sanders” at all.

The Alliance even has a task for me during the three week voyage to my new home. Apparently there’s a boy around my age who is returning to his home, which happens to be on the same world I’m headed for. He’s the son of some corporate big wig returning for a three month break from the school he was sent to on the Alliance home world.

They just want me to keep an eye on him as he’s traveling alone. He should otherwise be safe as he’s traveling under Alliance protection on a vessel under Alliance registry with Alliance marines as security. All passengers and crew have been screened as they would anyway. My commanding officer, Lt. Barnes, if you can call her that, appended an amusing note to her instructions. I am ordered – ordered mind you – to just keep an eye on him, not date him as he currently has no romantic attachments. I laughed when I read that. No worries there.

Although… I have to say I’ve been concerned at the mental changes I’ve been going through since becoming a girl. I’ve become more emotional as evidenced by my outburst in the formal hearing pertaining to an Ergon spy who had hijacked my body and was learning all our deep, dark secrets of our data warehousing. I cried when they killed him. Not for the Ergon slime but because his death triggered the deletion of my profile. Not just emotions, but to my chagrin, I’m noticing boys.  I guess it’s natural since I am now a girl. I just didn’t expect to like boys so soon.

Anyway, the boy’s name is Chasen (seriously) and unless he stays in his room, there will be plenty of opportunities to keep an eye on him. The commercial vessel we’re on, the Nosferatu has a whole deck devoted to shopping, arcades, movie theaters, dancing and other social activities. I suspect most of us younger people will spend the bulk of our trip on that deck.  Lt. Barnes sent me a picture of Chasen to my device so I can identify him. Since I’m a girl now, I’m not letting it bother me – much – to notice how cute he is.

The pilot fired the thrusters to slow down our approach to the Nosferatu and to align the airlocks. A grinding sound and a thunk through the bulkhead told us that our former jump ship had finally connected to the larger vessel.

The pilot said, “Ladies and gentlemen, please gather any small personal items you brought on board such as bags, cases or small children. Have a safe and enjoyable rest of your voyage and thank you for flying with Cosmos Space Liners.” The tag line for the commercial fleet was “Traveling by Star Stuff”.

Mom took my hand and we followed Dad through the airlock portal. My brother Fred followed behind us. We had to duck down passing through the airlock. The whistle of air inside the lock bothered me a bit so we walked quickly. The airlock on the side of the larger vessel was just as cramped. Finally, it all opened up to a larger area with tables set up so we could get processed and formally admitted to the vessel.

Dad got us checked in and following the map he was given, called back to us, “Okay. Come along guys. We go down this corridor to the lifts and then down three decks to our room.” 

The hallway was fairly crowded with everyone going single file to the lifts. I’m sure the lifts were retro-fitted after the vessel went into commercial service.  All Navy vessels I’ve been in with multiple decks just had zero-G tubes that were shielded from the inertial dampening system. To me, especially as a kid, the zero-G tubes would be a lot more fun to use, but the liner service has to deal with un-trained civilians who would probably lose their lunch inside the tube.

Dad chuckled when he stopped and pointed. “Here we are. Home sweet home for the next few weeks. Reminds me of when I worked on a Beryllium ore transport.”

Our room seemed more like an indention in the corridor wall rather than a proper room.  To be fair, it was a bit more spacious after you slide the hatch open.  Inside were four racks with a partition between each set of two racks.  Dad and Fred got one side, Mom and I got the other. Above and below each rack were bins we could use. The head was down the corridor where each toilet had privacy curtains. And two showers. I was impressed. This was the Holiday Inn compared to most Navy vessels.

Since all of our clothes and other belongings were stowed in a zero-G hold with no atmosphere, each room was equipped with a clothes dispenser, much like a typical Navy uniform dispenser found on most military vessels. For a small charge, you could get a set of new, clean clothes every day.  You have to toss them down the disposal as they can’t be laundered.

Fred squealed, “I got dibs on the top bed!”  He scrambled up the ladder and promptly whacked his head on the low hanging conduits and pipes. “What the hell?”

Dad chuckled, “No argument from me.” He sat down on the lower rack.

Mom looked at the racks on our side of the small room. She asked as she looked at me, “Honey, do you mind taking the upper bed?”  She pushed down on the rack to check its firmness.

I looked up at it. I’ve slept in racks like it before. But that was usually after working so hard that I’d fall asleep immediately, even on the floor. I almost wished we had a sander.  Almost.

Dad patted his rack a few times and said, “Why don’t you kids go check out the activity deck?  Your mother and I will join you in a few minutes.”

Fred didn’t even wait for me. He turned and ran down the corridor. Well, as crowded as the corridor was he couldn’t exactly run.  I just shrugged and started down the corridor to the lifts.

The activity deck was four decks up.  I was curious about the one deck that required a keycard to select. It was probably something to do with operations, but I liked to think it was a combat deck that was still functional. 

When I stepped out onto the activity deck, I looked, but couldn’t see Fred anywhere. If I had to guess, he probably headed straight for the 3-D arcade. Which actually sounded like fun.  I walked in that direction. As I got closer, I couldn’t help but notice a crowd building around a virtual reality game.

More than half the group watching was made up of girls. They were watching four boys in VR suits battling giant monsters. There was a wrap-around screen behind them showing the players and the environment they were in. I walked up with the girls and craned my neck to try to get a better look.

A girl with purple hair and neon earrings who was watching intently, turned briefly to look at me as I stood next to her.  She grinned and said, “Nice hair. I love that green.”

I smiled at her. “Thanks. Yours too. Very purply.”  She smiled and returned to looking at the game. I looked around. I was the only girl with green hair.  There were a lot of blue and red and one that was gold. The girl next to me was the only one with purple.

Along the top of the screen showing the action, were the pictures of the boys faces. I immediately recognized one.  Out loud I said, “Chasen!”

The purple girl turned to me with a surprised look. “You know him?”

I need to be more careful. I said, “I know of him. Is he your boyfriend or something?” Unless my intel was wrong, I knew she wasn’t.

Purple hair laughed without humor. “I wish!”

I nodded. “He’s a cutie for sure.”

Purple hair grinned. “And smart! I heard the Alliance High Command has already recruited him for their science section and he’s not even graduated yet.”

Still watching the action, I commented, “You seem to know a lot about him.”

Looking a bit embarrassed, she looked over at me. “Yeah. I admit I have a crush on him.”

I applauded along with everyone else watching as another monster was vanquished. To purple hair, I said, “I just recently learned about him. His father has something to do with the defense industry? My name is Kathy, by the way.” We managed to work ourselves closer to the gaming stage where the four boys were standing.

Purple hair grinned at me. “There was a program I saw a few weeks ago about up and coming teens to watch. I really don’t care that his parents are wealthy. Chasen is smart and he’s going to make his own mark.”

I grimaced as one of the other players bit the dust. A red X was placed over his picture on the screen, I turned to Purple Hair. I grinned, “It helps that he’s incredibly cute.”

Purple hair laughed. “That too!  My name is Lynn. Nice to meet you, Kathy.”

I smiled at Lynn. “Nice to meet you too, Lynn. Maybe we can hang out together. I’ll go nuts if I have to be with my brother the whole time. Are you here with family?”

Keeping her eyes on the screen, Lynn shook her head. “Nah. For reasons I can’t go into, I’m being sent to live with some of my family on BFET-3. I’m not really looking forward to it.”

I frowned slightly. “Sorry to hear that. Hopefully things will work out.”

Lynn looked at me with sad eyes. “Hopefully.” She suddenly perked up looking at the big screen. “Oh look! They killed the last monster!”

Applause erupted from the audience as the last monster gasped his last breath. The background screen changed to the game operator’s logo and the four boys playing took off their VR suits… mostly just plastic looking shirts they pulled over their normal clothes.  Chasen and another boy were laughing and high-fiving each other. They appeared to be friends.  The crowd started to disperse.

The one boy slapped Chasen on the back and shouted, “Great game, dude! Next time it’s gonna be one-on-one so I can kick your ass!”

Chasen punched the other in the shoulder and laughed, “In your dreams, Moki!”

As they came down the ramp, Moki looked directly at me. And then he smiled. He tapped Chasen on the arm and started walking towards Lynn and me.

Lynn suddenly lowered her head and squealed in a whisper, “Oh no! They’re coming towards us. We need to leave!”

I held her arm. “Lynn! This could be your chance to meet Chasen! Wow. He’s even more gorgeous in person.” His friend Moki was just as cute.

Sounding nervous, Lynn said, “No. Let’s go.”

“Too late,” I smiled as the two boys walked up to us.

Moki pointed at my head. “I love your hair. I’ve never seen a green like that before!”

I found myself smiling stupidly at Moki. I was suddenly gooey inside. I said, “Thanks. That was some great playing.”

Chasen was grinning broadly at Lynn. “Your hair is great too, if you don’t mind me being so forward. Purple is my all time favorite color.”

Lynn smiled shyly away. “Thank you.” Something told me that she already knew that.

Grinning, Moki put his hand on Chasen’s shoulder. “Hey. My name is Moki. Actually, it’s Montclair but I hate that name.” He then pointed at Chasen. “And this pathetic pile of monster bait is Chasen.” Looking deep into my eyes, he asked, “Can I ask your name?”

I hesitated a moment. For a second I completely forgot what my name was. I finally composed myself and said, “I’m Kathy. My friend here is Lynn.”

Smiling, Moki said, “Nice to meet you girls. Hey, now that we’re all good friends, what do you say about going to get a Gargle Blaster? My treat.”  We all laughed. All drinks and food are complimentary aboard the ship. The drink he suggested is a very tasty concoction of your favorite soft drink blended with ice cream.

Lynn looked at her feet. She said, “I don’t know, guys…” Her voice trailed away.

Chasen smiled earnestly at her. “Please, miss? We’re all stuck on this tub for the next three weeks.  It’ll be a lot nicer trip with friends.”

I grinned at Moki. “I’m game. Come on, Lynn.”

Lynn looked up and smiled shyly. “Okay. Let’s go.”

Moki surprised me by taking my hand and started to lead me towards the concession stand. My emotions were all over the place. I wasn’t sure how I felt about a boy holding my hand. This was definitely a new experience for me. I also wasn’t sure how I felt about a boy thinking I needed to be led somewhere. I decided to just enjoy the attention.

Moki ordered for himself and me, while Chasen ordered for both him and Lynn.  We then found an empty table for four and sat down.

Chasen pointed at Lynn and then me. He asked, “So. Are you two together?”

Lynn smiled shyly and shook her head. I said, “No. We met while watching you two play that game.”

Moki asked as he looked at me, “Both of you headed to BFET-3?”

Lynn quietly said, “Yes.”

I laughed. “Yeah. Not like there’s a whole lot on the way there.”

Moki chuckled. “That’s true. Chas and I are both attending the advanced academy on Home world.”

I wrinkled my brow. “Isn’t that a university? You guys aren’t much older than I am.”

Chasen gave an embarrassed smile. “Not to brag, but both of us graduated school early.”

I glanced over at Lynn.  She was looking intently at Chasen, taking in every word he said.

I looked at Moki and asked, “Do you live on BFET-3 too?”

Shaking his head, Moki said, “Oh no. Chas let me tag along with him for the break.  Both my parents are currently deployed in deep space. I have no idea what they’re doing. It’s all ‘hush-hush’.”

I nodded. “I heard that’s a rough assignment.” I thought, why are you saying that out loud? Those missions are highly classified. “Must be terribly lonely.”

Moki shrugged. “It could be. But they spend most of the time in the sander.”

“What’s a sander?” I asked, knowing full well what one is.

Moki said, “Well, it’s like…” He glanced over at Chasen and suddenly looked sheepish. “I probably shouldn’t be talking about this shit, should I ?”

Frowning, Chasen said, “Nope. You shouldn’t.”

I spent the rest of the day with Moki; having lunch and playing a different 3-D game. He was quite the talking machine. Though not taking the same curriculum, he and Chasen met a couple of years ago at the academy and became close friends. Both expect to be sucked up into the Alliance Navy with Chasen working on advanced weaponry and Moki developing advanced ship designs.

Considering how Chasen is already on the verge of several breakthroughs as just a student, I’m shocked there’s not more security around him.  But he’s surrounded by security for the vessel and everyone got cleared for travel from the ASDF, so he should be fairly secure. I just hope they’re not just depending on me. He’s not just brilliant, but he seems like a pretty decent kid as well.  Same for his friend Moki. Have I mentioned just how cute Moki is?

“Where have you been all day?” asked Mom when I returned to our cabin. “Fred came back all bored a few hours ago.”

I smiled as I said, “Oh, I met a boy.”

Dad looked up from the device he was reading. “A boy?”

I laughed. “Yes. A boy. They’re on this ship too, you know.”

Mom looked over at Dad. “I guess I need to give her the talk.”

I rolled my eyes. “Mom. We’re just hanging out. It’s no big deal.”

Fred shook his head. “Mom. I saw the boy she was with. You should give her the talk.”

I scowled at Fred. “Mind you own business.”

Fred laughed.

*          *          *

After lying in my rack for what seemed forever, everyone finally seemed to have fallen asleep. Still in just my nightie, I swung my legs out of bed and stepped on the ladder. Every creak of the metal ladder seemed to resound loudly as I descended.  Fortunately, it was short drop. I really wished my nightie had pockets so I wouldn’t have to carry my communication device.

I chuckled to myself when the door to our room slid almost silently open.  I’d be willing to bet the track on that door never opened that quietly when this vessel was in service to the Navy.

I looked up and down the hallway to make sure it was void of people. I scurried down to the observation pod for our deck. It was the designated sleep cycle for our deck. If I had to guess, I’m sure the activity deck and several others were bristling with people. The ship never fully sleeps.

The pod was dark and empty, which was perfect for what I needed. We were apparently between jumps as a brilliant star field was visible through the large windows of the pod. I activated the sub-ether comm link on my device and pushed the buttons to link up with Lt. Barnes. I turned on scramble so no one on the vessel could listen in. The Ergon can’t even detect sub-ether transmissions. I had no idea what time it was at her location. I had been instructed not to worry about that.

As Lt. Barnes opened the connection, I heard a yawn.  Sounding not quite awake, she said, “Ensign. Status.” She says that just to torque me. Not only was I stripped of my command, but I’m not even a real ensign as I’m too young to even be in the ASDF. I’m only an ensign in the Junior Cadet program.

Staring into the void through the observation window, I said, “Haze gray and underway.” To be honest, I never knew when the vessel finally left orbit and started towards its first jump vector. The inertial dampening kept everything smooth. If we had been in combat mode, we would have all felt it and alarms would have sounded.

Lt. Barnes said, “Good. Glad you got underway safely. There was some concern that the Ergon would try to intercept because of the VIP.”

I frowned at the device. “Thanks for letting me know.”

I heard Lt. Barnes chuckle. “We didn’t want to you worry your pretty little head, ensign. Have you managed to visually verify the VIP?”

Grinning, I replied, “Yes. I had lunch with him.”

Sounding annoyed, Lt. Barnes exclaimed, “You what?! You were specifically instructed not to engage him romantically. I knew we’d have trouble as soon as your hormones started kicking in.”

Laughing, I said, “Cool your jets, lieutenant. I’m not dating the VIP.”

Lt. Barnes sighed. “That’s a relief.”

I said, “I’m dating his best friend.”  Okay, it’s a stretch. We spent practically the whole day together, but I’m not really sure if that constitutes dating. But I wanted to give the lieutenant a tweak.

There was a long pause for a moment. Then Lt. Barnes said, “I’m not sure if that’s any better. Okay, stay sharp. Don’t get underfoot, but keep a close watch on him. I’ll want a sitrep tomorrow. Maybe a little earlier next time.”

I chuckled. “Aye, lieutenant.” I disconnected.  I stared out the window for a few minutes before returning to my rack.

*          *          *

To tell you the truth, I really didn’t expect anyone but me to show up. But all four of us met as planned at the arcade. I was the last to show. Lynn was already fawning over Chasen. Moki surprised me by leaning over and giving me a kiss on the cheek. Not only was him doing that a surprise, it was a shock because I’d never been kissed by a guy before. It was just on the cheek, but still.

Chasen sighed. “Finally! You’re here. We might have to wait for a bit, but I’d like all four of us to play a sim together.”

Looking worried, Lynn said, “I don’t know. That’s kinda scary.”

Chasen put his arm around Lynn’s shoulders. I thought she was going to melt on the spot. Smiling he said, “Oh, we won’t pick the same sim Moki and I played yesterday. But don’t worry. We’ll be there with you.”

Grinning, I said, “Sounds like a blast.”

Moki put his arm around my shoulders. “I knew you’d go for it. You have that air about you of an Alliance Marine.”

Chasen laughed, “At least she doesn’t have the odor of an Alliance marine!” We all laughed. Should I be offended? I mentally shrugged. Nobody appreciates the military until they need it.

I like Moki and I enjoy his company. But I have to say it amused me to watch Lynn. She’s totally star-struck being next to Chasen. She wasn’t kidding when she said she had a crush on him.

We only had to wait half an hour to get in. Chasen and Moki suited up quickly. Lynn and I needed some help by the staff. I was expecting the sim to be fun. I just didn’t like the idea that everything was displayed on a big screen. Instead of giant monsters, Chasen picked a sim where we explored an ancient castle populated by skeletons and other undead monsters. More than once I embarrassed myself by screaming. I had to admit though; it was a lot of fun.

As we exited the sim, Moki put his arm around my shoulders again. He said, “You did alright. You know.  For a girl and all.”

Chasen laughed. “Are you going to let him get away with that?”

Laughing, I said, “No” as I disengaged Moki’s arm and punched him in the shoulder.

We spent the day eating and goofing off, going to the zero-G room and even went to one of the swimming pools. Neither Lynn nor myself was brave enough to wear a two-piece bathing suit. It was strange enough as it was being a girl and all. And despite being geeks, Chasen and Moki were surprisingly and can I say delightfully buff?

By the end of the day, we were all very tired. The crowning jewel of the day was Mom chasing Dad and Fred out of our room so she could give the “the talk” about boys.

*          *          *

The next two days went much like the day before.  Things were starting to get dull. We’d done just about everything you could do as a passenger. We even got a tour of the engine room, seeing the jump coil and everything. That’s mostly forbidden to non-ASDF personnel.  But because of his VIP status, Chasen asked to see it and was granted permission. We got to tag along, which I’m pretty sure stretched the conditions of the company’s contract with the ASDF.

Being assigned to a Naval vessel, you’re always around a jump coil.  But you rarely stand next to one. The one on the Nosferatu was, in a word, humongous. There was a low frequency hum constantly buzzing through the coil room. The coil is always on, even when not making a jump. Being in proximity to the coil, made all our hairs stand on end. Chasen and Moki laughed a bit too hard at seeing the hair on my and Lynn’s heads standing on end. I wish they’d given us the caps the engineers use when in the coil room. But it seems the crew takes a perverse pleasure in seeing passengers react to their own hair sticking up.

It was slightly warmer by the coil. Even when I was in the Navy, I wondered just how healthy it was to stand next to a device that could fold a magnetic field as strong as a planet. I tried not to think about it.

After the tour, we were all sitting at a table near the concession stand trying to figure out something to do.  Moki had had an odd expression the whole time after we met up this morning. Finally, he slapped the palm of his hand on the table.

“Guys. I got an idea for something to do, but it kinda breaks the rules.” He looked over at me and grinned.

Chasen leaned forward. “Whatcha got in mind, Moki?”

Moki shrugged. “Okay. It might not be earth shattering, but it is forbidden and there is a hint of danger.”

Chasen stood up. “Lead the way.”

Pointing with his head, Moki said, “It’s this way. Walk over towards the bulkhead like we’re going to the observation pod.” We followed him into a narrow companionway. He stopped about midway to the observation pod. There was a small hatch set into the wall.

Moki caught the edges of the latch with his fingers and tugged. The hatch opened. “The locking mechanism is actually broken. It just takes a little pressure.”

Lynn looked into the open hatchway. “It’s dark in there.  You want us to go in there?”

Moki nodded. “Sure.  It’s not dark once you go through. There’re all kinds of cool stuff down there. Don’t forget this used to be a Navy war vessel.”

“Moki, I don’t think it’s safe to go in there,” I said trying to be the fifteen year old adult in the room. “No telling what’s down there.”

“Are you guys chicken?” asked Moki. “Come on. Nobody will know we’re there. It’ll be our secret base.”

Chasen took Lynn’s hand. “Come on, babe. Let’s check it out.”

Lynn shook her head. “I don’t know…”

Chasen kept pulling. “Watch your head.”

Moki pointed at the hole. “Ladies first.”

I looked through the hatchway. “We could get into some serious trouble here if we’re caught. This part of the ship is still Naval property.”

Moki chuckled. “I doubt we’ll seriously get into trouble. Besides. What can they do?  Toss us out into space?”

I grunted as I bent over slightly to pass through the hatchway. “If they charged us with endangering all the lives on this vessel, then yes, they could.”

Moki said, “I’m sure we’ll be fine. Go on through.”

I frowned as I ducked and passed through the hatchway. It annoyed me that I was doing something I knew I shouldn’t just because a boy wanted me to. I don’t even really like boys.  Much.

After we got inside the darkened passage and my eyes adjusted, it appeared we were in some kind of engineering section of the ship that was no longer in use. Small yellow lights lined the walls close to the floor. Pipes, hoses and boxes with unknown functions lined the walls. There were multiple halls branching out. And with the exception of the constant hum of the ship, there was no sound.  It was kind of eerie. Oddly, nothing was coated with dust as you might expect.

I watched Chasen and Lynn disappear around a turn, Lynn was holding his hand.

I followed Moki down to another hallway that opened up into a large room. “What do you think?” he asked as he found a piece of equipment to sit on. “This place is huge. I don’t think anyone else knows about it.”

I looked about and said, “Yeah. I’m sure this whole section covers the width of the vessel. I mean, it’s a whole deck.” I also noticed some discarded cups and candy wrappers and lying discarded behind some machine were a pair of panties.  “I don’t think this place is all that secret.”

From a distance I could vaguely hear Lynn giggling. And then she sounded a bit muffled. Moki had found a bench and patted the space next to him. “Sit down. I don’t think you and I have had a private moment to talk since we’ve met.”

I chuckled as I sat next to him. “That’s true. You and Chas seem to be welded together.”

Moki looked at his clasped hands. “Yeah. Don’t bring out the small violins, but Chas and I, despite our great looks, big brains and limitless humility and charm, don’t really have a lot of friends, so we stick close to each other. We’ve known each other since middle school.”

“Friends are important,” I nodded. “Until we all met, I really didn’t have any friends. I’m adopted, so I’m not even really friends with my own family yet. And then add that we’re relocating.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” started Moki. “But the government is relocating a lot of families to BFET-3 and even EMPSB-5. They’re not backwater planets; just not a lot of people on them yet.”

I shrugged. “I’m a good little soldier. I go where I’m sent.”

Moki looked at me curiously. “You’re not old enough to be in any of the services, but it seems you’ve had prior service.”

I smiled weakly. “My dad was in the ASDF and was killed in hostile action on the frontier. So for a while, I was a Navy brat.” I really hated lying like that, but what choice do I have?

Moki reached up and stroked my hair. “Once you get settled on your new world, I’m sure things will get better. As beautiful as you are, you’ll be beating the guys off with a stick. I’m serious.”

I can’t believe he just said I was beautiful. During all my existence, nobody has ever once said I was beautiful. I shook my head.

“Well, I don’t know about being beautiful,” I said quietly, looking at my feet. “I don’t think boys will be interested in someone like me.”

We just sat there in the semi-darkness for an extended moment, neither of us speaking. Moki then placed two fingers under my chin and gently turned my face towards his. “Kathy, you are most definitely a beautiful girl.” He bent his face down and parted his lips. I closed my eyes and suddenly, his lips softly caressed mine.

I turned to face him and placed a hand on his shoulder. He leaned into his kiss and I felt a tingle shoot down my spine. We kissed a little harder. His tongue slipped past my lips and I sucked on it as we kissed. I moaned softly. This was incredible! At this moment, I officially liked boys.

We wrapped our arms around each other’s necks and kissed deeply and passionately. Kissing was never this good before, not like I had much experience in that. I should have stopped him, but I let Moki fondle my breasts. Desire was overtaking my senses.

And then I froze.

Breathing hard, Moki looked at me curiously. “What’s wrong, babe?”

“Shhh!” I hissed. “Do you hear that?”

There were definite footsteps echoing through the corridors. Muffled from distance were the voices of two men.  I could tell from the sound they were approaching.

Moki whispered, “Crap! They’re coming this way. Quick, hide over there.”

Just as we ducked behind some equipment, a light was shone into the area we were in.

One voice said, “What are we looking for? I didn’t hear the call.”

A second voice said, “Kids. It seems every trip, kids – teenagers – find their way down in one of the abandoned areas.”

First voice asked, “Do you know how many?”

Second voice, “Report was of two boys and two girls.”

First voice asked, “Why would teenagers want to come down to this dark, creepy place?”

Second voice grunted a laugh. “Joe, weren’t you ever young?”

As the voices trailed away, Moki whispered, “Let’s try to circle back that way.”  He pointed behind us.

We hurried through the narrow corridors being careful not to knock anything over. We came to an open area with a large control panel set into the wall and a large cylinder.

Moki stopped and glanced around in the darkness. “Now this is weird. What could this be?”  He removed his device from his pocket and used its light. He gasped when his light hit the cylinder.

I knew exactly what it was, but didn’t say anything.

Excited, Moki said, “Look at this! It’s a dehydration system. I didn’t think vessels this size had them!”

Sure enough, it was a sander.  Actually, most naval vessels have them for emergencies, but rarely use them.  Just not enough capacity for a large crew. I touched the chamber door. Playing dumb, I asked, “What is it used for?”

Moki checked out the equipment closely. “It’s a way to, get this, digitize people. Stores them in the computer to reduce resource use.  Don’t ask me how it works.”

Knowing the answer was ‘no’, I asked, “You mean they’d digitize the whole crew in this thing?”

Moki shook his head. “Not enough memory capacity. I think ten is the max.” He pointed his light at the console. “I wonder if anyone is stored in the computer?”  He laughed. “Probably not.  Anyway, let’s get out of here!”

He took my hand and we headed off into the darkened corridors.

*          *          *

Moki and I were sitting at our usual table when we saw Chasen and Lynn walking towards us. Lynn was grinning ear-to-ear and practically hanging on Chasen who had his arm around her waist.

Waving, Chasen said, “Greetings and felicitations fellow conspirators.”

As the two took a seat with us, Moki grinned, “I take it you guys were caught?  You’ve been gone a while.”

Chasen nodded and let out a loud sigh.  “Oh yeah. We were hauled off to the security office where they read the riot act to us and then… and then! We got a lecture by none other than the ship’s captain himself. I had no idea our lives hung by such a thin thread.”

I chuckled. “You can’t be too careful.”

Lynn frowned. “I think the lecture was far worse than anything we could have done.”

Moki laughed. “I can believe it.”

Chasen looked up at something behind us. He pointed at the electronic sign above the concession stand.  “Hey. Did any of you know about that?”

We all turned to look at what it said. It was informing everyone we were two nights away from the big dance to be held on the deck above us. It was semi-formal which I guessed meant I would have to wear a dress if Moki took me to it.

Moki exclaimed, “All right! What do you say, Kathy? Want to catch some of my hot moves?”

I laughed. “Sounds great. Do I just watch you or do I get to dance?”

Moki shrugged. “I might let you dance too.”

Chasen tapped Lynn’s arm. “What do you think, Lynn? Would you like to go dancing?”

Lynn suddenly stopped smiling. She shook her head and said meekly. “I don’t know how to dance.”

Chasen laughed. “That’s okay. Neither do I.”

Trying to sound helpful, I said, “Come on, Lynn. None of us are dancers. It’s just something fun to do.”

Lynn looked shyly up and smiled weakly. “Okay. I’ll go.”

*          *          *

The next day was pretty quiet. The guys just wanted to play some 3-D games. Lynn thought they were too scary so she just watched along with the audience. Mom wanted me to do some things with her anyway. I felt bad since I basically was ignoring my new family.

It was still half an hour before I needed to call Lt. Barnes for my daily update and I was already in the observation pod. I was shocked when my device signaled. It was an emergency signal. I hit the answer button.

An upset sounding Lt. Barnes spoke as soon as the connection opened. “Ensign!  How close are you to the lifts?”

Not sure of the emergency, I said, “Just across from them in the observation pod.”

Sounding excited, Lt. Barnes said, “Take the lift down one level and use the hatch to enter that deck.”

“That hatch is locked…” I started to say.

“It isn’t now!” She almost shouted. “Hurry down there. We’re picking up an Ergon communication on that deck not far from your position. If you hurry, you might catch them!”  Ergon communications are heavily encrypted, but they don’t have sub-ether, so we can detect when they use it.

“On my way!” I clicked off the connection and ran to the lifts. It was quiet hours so the lift appeared right away.  I took it down a level and just as the lieutenant said, the hatch was unlocked. As quietly and quickly as I could, I opened the hatch. I heard a muffled voice not far away from me. I rushed to it. I had no idea what I was going to do. I had no weapon on me. I saw a tool lying on a table and I picked it up as I passed.

Just before I rounded the last corner, I heard a voice say, “Aye sir. Understood.” and then I heard a girl crying.  A girl?

There was a girl sitting with her legs pulled up, and her arms crossed over her knees and she was crying into her arms.

“Lynn?”

She started with a gasp and looked up horrified at seeing me. “K… Kathy! What are you doing here?”

Frowning, I said, “I might ask you the same question!” I pointed at the device in her hand. “What is that?”

She hid the device behind her back. “What’s what?”

Scowling, I shouted, “Cut the crap, Lynn! We just detected an Ergon signal and you’re holding an Ergon communicator! Are you an Ergon spy?”

Lynn nodded and began crying again. “And an assassin. Or would be. I can’t do it now.”

I should have called for a security team to come to arrest or just kill her. If the situation was reversed, an Ergon agent would show no mercy. But this was somehow different. Lynn and I were friends… girlfriends!

I tried to fight back tears in my own emotional distress. “So it was all a lie?” Like I’m one to talk.

Again Lynn nodded. “Yes. It was just a story to get in close to my target. I’m not even a real girl.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “Not a real girl?”

Lynn wiped a tear away and said, “Since apparently you’re an Alliance agent, I’m sure you’ve heard rumors about the Ergon Union putting their own men’s brains into other bodies? I was a marine in the Ergon military. The girl? Who knows. I was sent to kill Chasen before he could finish his new weapons system design.”

I was horrified. I had befriended this monster and helped him get close to Chasen! I would have helped with his murder!  I was furious and raised the tool I was holding to bash in the skull of this Ergon dog. But then it dawned on me that I’m technically one of these monsters myself. In a way, we’re both victims of an evil technology.

Lynn watched me raise the tool. “I should tell you this since I consider us to be friends. If you strike me down, you will die too. Immediately.”

Still holding the tool raised, I asked, “What are you talking about? You’re in no position to make threats.”

Lynn looked to the floor. “That call you detected. It was from my superior. The final phase of my mission has been activated. Only they don’t know I have no intention of following through with it. I’m dead either way.”

I stepped closer, still brandishing the heavy tool. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

Lynn suddenly looked very grim. “There’s a bomb inside me. They just activated it. It’s a proximity bomb. I just have to get close to my target and it detonates automatically. If you kill me, the bomb detonates. If you destroy my communication device, the bomb detonates. When my superior learns that I failed to get close to Chasen, he will detonate the bomb hoping to kill anyone. No matter what, it still means I’m dead.”

I shouted, “Bullshit! No way could you get on board with a bomb, even if it’s hidden inside you!”

Lynn started crying again. “It’s biological. It’s undetectable until it’s activated. You need to put me in a room where I can’t hurt anyone. I’m not going to try to complete my mission. I just can’t! Even if you hadn’t caught me, I wouldn’t do it! I would die before harming Chas!”

She paused a moment before looking at me with utter anguish. She began crying with deeper sobs. “I hate the people who did this to me! I hate the people who imposed this suicide mission on me. I believed in it at first. But as I learned more about Chas so I could figure out how to get close to him… like dying my hair purple… the more I learned about him and apparently as I became more female in my thinking, my feelings toward him changed. It went from merely thinking how cute he was to having deep feelings towards him. I can’t kill him Kathy. I’m in love with him! I love him… Her voice trailed off into blubbering sobs.

“And they kill you if you don’t?” I asked.

She nodded. “I had hoped they had decided not to. I wanted to stay with Chasen as long as I could. But now I can’t. Now that you know I’m a spy, I would ask for asylum, but what’s the point?”

I stepped closer to Lynn and dropped the tool. Since she had violated my trust once, I had no real reason to believe she was being sincere or even telling the truth about having such a bomb inside her, but I felt compelled to try to help her survive.

“The ship’s surgeon is still an ASDF doctor,” I said. “I’ve heard he’s very skilled. He might be able to remove the bomb.”

Lynn shook her head. “They designed that trap well.  Any attempt to remove it will set it off. They told me all this in case I got cold feet and had second thoughts about the mission. A lot of Ergon spies defect to the Alliance once they experience how good life is here compared to the Ergon Union.”

“I can call my lieutenant to see what we can do. But I can tell you she’s going to want assurance that you are sincere about defecting,” I said earnestly. “She can check with a lot of experts to see if they can help.”

Sniffling, Lynn said. “I am sincere. I can’t harm Chasen. I doubt she can help. If I haven’t taken out the target by nine tonight ship time, they detonate the bomb anyway. What would you want from me as assurance?”

I shrugged. “Any intel you can give us that can be verified. And not some piddly shit. Real, solid actionable intel.”

Lynn nodded. “I can give you this. My superior is in the dispatch office in Alliance HQ.  He knows all your movements and reports them back to the Union.  At least a half dozen operatives with him are like me.  Brains swapped in the bodies of actual Alliance personnel. There are others in the data center as well. And there’s an agent on this vessel as an observer.”

Holy shit! No wonder we’re not winning the war. They know everything we do. A mole has been suspected, but nothing like this.

“That’s certainly actionable intel,” I said. “If we take this guy out, does that stop the nine o’clock explosion?”

Lynn shook her head. “No. Nothing can stop it. Please. You’re just wasting time. Toss me out the airlock or something. I don’t want to harm anyone and I’m dead no matter what. I’m tired of this war. I don’t want to kill anymore. And I don’t want to hurt Chas.”

“Let me make a call. You won’t try to run?” I asked as I started to move away from her.

“Where am I going to go?” she asked with a shrug.

I stepped away and pulled my device out and called Lt. Barnes. When the connection was established, she said, “Report, Ensign. What’s the situation?”

I then told her about Lynn and her plot to assassinate Chasen and how she wants to defect and about the bomb.

When I had finished, Lt. Barnes said, “This is difficult. We always want to honor defection requests, but I don’t know about this bomb business. Everyone on your deck should still be asleep there.  Isolate the girl where you are. Don’t let her get away. I’ll get back with you in an hour, hopefully with some ideas on the best way to proceed.  Oh, and good work, ensign. That’s good information about the Ergon spies.”  She disconnected.

I walked back to where I had left Lynn.  She was sitting quietly and looking miserable.  She looked up as I approached.

“She’s going to see what she can do,” I told Lynn. “And she’s going to check out the information you gave us.  She’ll call me back in an hour. So we wait.”

Lynn nodded.  She was silent for several minutes. Looking at the floor, she said, “You know Kathy. I’m envious of you. No, really. I just recently became a girl. And even more recently came to fully accept being a girl. But you. You got to grow up as a girl. You’ve been one your whole life. I’m very envious of that.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her I’m the same as she is. Well, kind of. Like her, inside my head is a male, Ergon brain. Well, the Alliance wouldn’t like me blabbing that to an Ergon spy anyway.

I said, “Growing up as a girl isn’t all rainbows and lollipops.”

Lynn smiled slightly. “I know. But all those experiences that I never had. I’m sure Moki wasn’t the first boy you’ve ever kissed. But Chasen was my first kiss and probably the only boy I’ll be with. I was in heaven. And knowing that I would soon be dead, I let him take my virginity.”

Holy shit!  I said to Lynn, “Holy shit, girl! Maybe you should take being a girl a bit slower.” I couldn’t tell her that Moki was my first kiss as well.

Lynn frowned. “I can’t go slower. I’ll be dead by tonight. And Chasen will be safe. From me at least.”

I frowned at Lynn. “Don’t write yourself off so soon. Let’s see if we can come up with a solution.”

Very seriously, Lynn said, “I’m staring down eternity right now. Unless you find a way to get rid of this bomb, I won’t live past today. I have a lot to answer for.  Kathy, if when you get older, you decide to join the Alliance military, my hope is that you are not called upon to kill.  That is a stain on your soul that you can never wash off.”

We just sat and stared into space for a long time. Lynn had even managed to stop crying.  Finally, my device signaled an incoming call. I walked a short distance from Lynn before I answered.

“Any good news, Lt. Barnes?” I asked when I picked up the call.

Lt. Barnes answered, “Well, yes and no. We think we’ve managed to identify a few of the infiltrators. It’s not a completely reliable test, but we can do a scan from a distance and those with brain transplants register slightly different from normal. We’re not going to move on any lest they detonate that bomb early. And as far as removing that bomb? It looks really bad for her. It appears that we have encountered that kind of bio-bomb a few times.  Twice there was an attempt to extract the bomb. We lost both defectors and both surgical teams in the process. We don’t try to remove the bombs anymore.  We’re going to have to isolate her and let the bomb go off.  I’m sorry Kathy.”

I hung my head. “Thank you, Lt. Barnes.”  I disconnected.

As I walked back towards Lynn, she said, “You don’t have to say it.  I can tell by your expression there’s no way to save me.”

I started to tear up. “I’m really sorry, Lynn. I really am. Your info is helping us identify some of those that infiltrated our HQ. I don’t know how we can repay you for that.”

Lynn sighed. “I didn’t think there would be any redemption for me. I’ve killed too many. It was foolish to think I could start my life over.”

I had a sudden idea. “Hey. We have a few cryo-tubes. Maybe we can put you on ice until we can figure something out?”

“Don’t bother,” said Lynn gloomily. “It’s been tried. The bomb doesn’t sleep.”

I slapped my palms together and exclaimed, “I can’t believe this.  We have all this technology and there’s nothing we can do. If only…” I paused a moment while an idea came into my head. “If only… Lynn! I have an idea. Follow me!”

Lynn got up and started running with me through the darkened passageways. I wasn’t exactly sure where I was going. Just a general idea. We ran past an open area and I suddenly stopped.

“I think we just went past it.”  I retraced our steps a few feet and there it was. “The sander!” I shouted.  We walked up to it. I touched the chamber’s glass surface to make sure it was real.

Lynn looked confused. “What is this?”

I grinned. “This is the Ergon’s most sought out Alliance technology. It’s the dehydration system. We call it a sander.”

Lynn studied the sander in the darkness. “Ah yes. There is much interest in this device in the Union. But what good does it do me?”

Grinning, I said, “I don’t know why I didn’t think of this before. When you are digitized, the sander identifies anomalies. It can either remove them itself or at least alert us that something is there and may require manually editing of your profile. While you’re inside the sander, you’re just a computer file. The bomb can’t go off.”

Lynn was now smiling. “That’s wonderful! Let’s do it. But I have to ask, how does a fifteen year old girl know all this?”

I just gave Lynn a wry smile. “I have secrets too.  Let’s get you into this.  First we have to start it up.” I started pressing buttons on the console, but nothing happened. The console seemed to have no power.

I took out my device and called Lt. Barnes.

When she answered, she said, “Do we have anything new, ensign?  What’s up?”

I quickly filled in Lt. Barnes with my idea to use the sander to digitize Lynn, isolate the bomb in her system, remove it and then restore Lynn. But the problem was a lack of power at the console.

Lt. Barnes said, “Let me contact the vessel. I’m sure they have all power for that deck shut down.”  She was silent for several minutes.

Suddenly, the panel lights lit up, the room lights came on and I heard the sander starting to power up.

Lt. Barnes came back on. “Do you have power?”

“That we do, lieutenant!” I exclaimed. “Thank you.  I’ll let you know when you can start arresting people.”  We disconnected.

Lynn asked, “Okay, how do I get in?”

I thought for a moment. “The sander will take about five minutes to power up completely after being shut down. That gives us time to get you a change of clothes before we dehydrate you.”

She looked at me curiously. “Why?”

I laughed. “You’ll find out.”

We went back up the lift and down the hall to my room. Everyone was still asleep. We quickly got a package of new clothes out of the dispenser for Lynn and hurried back to the sander.

When we got back, everything seemed to be ready to go.  I pressed the button to open the chamber door.

“Now, just step into this cylinder, and I’ll close it and start the sanding process. You’ll see a blindingly bright light and you’ll feel sick for a moment. Nobody likes the process, but it is a bit intimidating for the first time user. Okay. Get in.”

Lynn hesitated before stepping into the chamber. “I’m scared, Kathy. What if I don’t come back? What if this is a trick to kill the Ergon spy?”

I said, “Lynn. We’re girlfriends. And you’ve asked for asylum and given us valuable information. I can’t say exactly when you’ll be reconstituted. It all depends on how hard it is to get that damn bomb out of you.  You trust me, right?”

She nodded. “Yes. Let’s do it.”  She stepped gingerly into the chamber. I pressed the button to close the chamber door. In a flash and stench of ozone, she was gone.

*          *          *

“Okay, lieutenant. I have her profile loaded into the anomaly scanner,” I said into my device. “Are you sure I’m doing this right?”

Lt. Barnes said calmly, “I think you’re fine, ensign. The computer can manage it. If she had had a previous loaded profile without the bomb, it would do it automatically.”

The sander’s manual checking system gave me an address in the file of a potential anomaly. I dialed up that location and gasped at what I saw.

“Holy shit Lt. Barnes,” I exclaimed. “No wonder these suckers are hard to surgically remove. It’s embedded in her internal organs.”

As if she says such things every day, Lt. Barnes said, “Set the discriminator filter to remove anything non-human. Just make sure it doesn’t leave a hole in an artery or something important.”

After entering in my filter, which as Lt. Barnes said, would happen automatically with a previous profile, and hit the Enter key. A second later, the anomaly or in Lynn’s case, the bomb disappeared from her profile.

“It’s gone!” I shouted. “Life check shows no tissue damage.”

Lt. Barnes sounded relieved. “Save the profile. You’re now ready to reconstitute her.”

I noticed another small anomaly and thought to myself “that’s odd.” But the sander didn’t flag it as dangerous so I ignored it.

I hit the save button and watched the sander replace her profile. A little extra bit of silica gel was dispensed into the canister. I hesitated a moment before starting the reconstitution process. I sure hope the computer was right and the bomb was gone.  Even with the computer and Lt. Barnes’ help, it had taken over three hours to complete the operation manually.

I took a deep breath and pressed the reconstitute button. There was a brilliant flash in the chamber and a naked Lynn appeared inside.  She looked confused.  As the chamber door slid open she blinked in the light and asked, “Is there a problem?  Nothing happened.”

I smiled. “There’s no perception of time passing while you’re inside the sander.  Actually three hours or more have passed. You could have been in there for years and not noticed.”

She shook her head. “I feel nauseous. And I’m naked.”

I laughed. “That’s why we brought extra clothes. I walked up to Lynn and hugged her. “It’s gone, Lynn. The bomb is gone!”

With a grin, Lynn let loose with a loud yelp. “I’m free! Oh, thank you Kathy!” She suddenly looked grim. “We have to test it.  If my communicator is destroyed, the bomb will be set off. Let me get in a safe location and then you smash the communicator.”

“What if the bomb isn’t completely gone? I’m confident it is, but still…” my voice trailed off.

“We have to know for sure. Otherwise I’m dead anyway.” She handed me her communicator.

She pointed at a small storage room. “I’ll get in there. Smash that thing. If I’m not blown to bits, you know the bomb is gone.”

I held the communicator. “I hate this idea.”

Lynn nodded. “Me too. But we have to be sure.”

After she closed the solid door to the store room, I counted to ten and then brought the same heavy tool down on the communicator that I had threatened Lynn with earlier that morning.  The device shattered in a hundred pieces.  I didn’t hear an explosion.

I opened the store room door and looked inside. “Are you still alive?”

Lynn laughed. “Yes. Yes I am. I’m finally free.”

I called Lt. Barnes. “Lieutenant, Lynn is back and bomb free.”

Lt. Barnes said, “Great news, ensign. Give her Ergon communicator to Nosferatu’s captain so we can hand it over to intelligence later.”

I looked at the smashed pieces on the floor. “I… I uh, kind of destroyed it.”

Lynn said, “Sorry. My bad.”

Lt. Barnes sighed. “We could have got some intel from that. Anyway, we’re starting our raid on the infiltrators now.  I’ll contact you later.”  She disconnected.

I turned to Lynn with a grin. “We’ve got dresses to buy, girl.”

Lynn’s smile was a mile wide. “The dance!”

I shut down the sander, told Lt. Barnes to shut down power on that deck and then we ran giggling like teen girls out of the area.

*         *         *

We spent the early part of the afternoon pouring over the ship’s clothes catalog looking for that perfect dress for the dance. I’ve never seen Lynn so excited as she looked over dress after dress. We both selected what were basically short prom dresses. I picked a deep blue and Lynn picked a very girly pink. We had them delivered to my room’s dispenser.

And then we started looking for shoes. I have to say I was overwhelmed by the seemingly endless variety of shoes to select from. The first pair of shoes Lynn picked, while very feminine looking had heels way too high. After I told her that she wouldn’t be able to walk in them, much less dance. She finally selected a high heel sandal that I still thought was a bit too much for an amateur in heels, but after practicing, it looked like she was born with them. But then I selected pumps with the same size heel.

We then spent the remainder of the afternoon in the salon getting our hair, make-up and nails done. I wished I had done this earlier in my life as a girl.  I really enjoyed getting fussed over and especially having someone else do my make-up.

After the salon, we went back to my room to get dressed. Mom helped us get into our dresses. She was happy to be doing mother/daughter stuff. The guys were going to pick us up at my room. I call it my room, but it’s where my new family is staying.

Lynn was getting really nervous as we were waiting for Chasen and Moki to show up.

I smiled at her. “Just relax. You’re gorgeous. He’s going to just love you.”

Suddenly looking worried, she asked, “Are you sure it’s gone?”

I grinned. “I’m as sure as anything.”

Lynn touched her hair. “Should I have kept this purple?”

“It’s his favorite color, remember?” I said with a laugh. “It’s what attracted him to you in the first place.” Looking at Lynn all made up and beautiful, and wearing a pretty, feminine dress, I found it hard to believe that not long ago, she was a male, Ergon marine, a hardened, ruthless killer sent to assassinate the man she now loves. It was crazy.

Lynn froze. There was a knock on the door. “They’re here!”

I slid the door open and there stood Chasen and Moki. Both held a small bouquet of flowers.

“Come on in, guys!” I said to them. “It’s a bit crowded in here.”

Chasen just stood in the door way for a moment, staring at Lynn, a strange expression on his face.

Chasen said with awe in his voice, “Lynn. You look incredible! You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen!”  Lynn’s cheeks turned bright red.

Looking shyly at the floor, Lynn said, “Thank you! And you’re very handsome tonight!”

Chasen grinned. “Thanks. And don’t forget Moki. He actually took a shower.”

Moki laughed and raised a hand. “Guilty!”

I smiled. “You’re very handsome Moki.”

Moki’s expression changed to a serious one. “And you are gorgeous. Stunning.”

I felt myself blush. This was a defining moment for me. Here I was standing in a beautiful dress with perfect make-up and a boy just called me gorgeous. That took a few heartbeats to process. I wouldn’t go back to being James Wainright if they made me fleet admiral.

“Thank you!” I smiled at Moki. “I took a shower too.”

Moki laughed. “Then we’re a set! We might as well get married now.” I laughed nervously. He was joking, right?

Moki gave me his arm to hold on to and Chasen did the same for Lynn as we walked down the hallway to the lifts.

Lynn hugged Chasen closely and I winced slightly. But there was no explosion. Thank God. I know we tested it, but I was still nervous.  Lt. Barnes had told me after we had gotten out of the salon that over a dozen Ergon operatives in Alliance personnel’s bodies had been arrested or killed.  It was the biggest security breach in the history of the ASDF. Everyone was now going to be required to have a brain scan.

I was surprised when we finally got to the dance. There were a lot of people already here. It was fun to see everyone dressed up as most of the time everyone is casual in the extreme. Well, not to the point of being naked.

There was an actual live band playing actual real instruments. Real musicians are a rare sight except on major worlds. They were playing a slow, romantic song when we walked in.

Chasen took Lynn’s hand and kissed her fingers. “May I have this dance, miss?”

Lynn’s smile was so wide I thought she’d explode… okay, bad metaphor. She said, “Yes, of course kind sir.”

Chasen held her close as they danced. Lynn was practically glowing. She was with her man.

Moki extended his hand towards me. “Wanna dance?”

I took his hand. “I thought you’d never ask.”

As he held my hand and placed his other hand on my waist and we started to dance, I looked deep into Moki’s eyes. I have to admit I never dreamt I’d be dancing with a cute boy and wearing a dress. Not long ago I was in command of a deep space probe on the edges of the Alliance frontier. I wondered what other unexpected things were in store for me? So far, it’s been really crazy.

We all danced for several songs.  I think everyone and not just me was starting to get tired.  Chasen called over to Moki and me. “Hey, you guys feel like a Gargle Blaster?”

Moki nodded. “You bet. This round’s on Kathy.”

I laughed. Moki said that almost every time we headed towards the snack bar. I asked, “How long are you going to keep making that lame joke?”

Moki grinned at me. “Until you stop laughing at it.”

I saw a sudden movement in the corner of my eye. At the same time, I saw Lynn spin around and shout “No!” Terror was in her eyes. Just as she leaped into the air, I heard the hum of a microwave pistol and she crumpled to the floor.

Wild eyed, I turned to see someone dressed as staff getting a pistol knocked from his hand and someone else tackled him.

Chasen cried out, “Lynn! Lynn!”

There was a blistering wound on her chest and shoulder and a burn mark on her dress and she was crying out in pain. I tried to rush to her, but Moki held me back. Yells were going out for security and for medical help.

I looked over at the guy who shot Lynn and he had a determined expression. He shouted, “Stupid girl!”

As I yelled out, “Get away from him! He’s got a bomb!” the man detonated with a dull explosion throwing blood, bones and flesh for several feet around him. With the distraction, I managed to break Moki’s grasp of my arm and rushed to Lynn’s side. Her breathing was shallow and labored.

Chasen was crying. He held her hand as he bent down to kiss her. He said, “I love you, Lynn.”

Lynn smiled in spite of her obvious pain.  She looked over at me and still smiled. To me she said, “I’m happy.”  Her smile then faded as her body went limp.

Chasen held her in his arms as he shouted, “No! You can’t die!”

A paramedic rushed to Lynn’s side and took a quick look. He shook his head. To no one in particular, he said, “Microwave wounds are nasty. Nobody could survive a wound like this.”  Microwave weapons boil your insides.

Shaking, Moki looked at Chasen who was still holding Lynn in his arms. “Did you see that? She jumped between the shooter and you, Chasen. She saved your life, man.”

Crying harder than I ever have, I said, “She’s a hero.” The Alliance High Command assured me later that it would never be publically known Lynn was an Ergon spy and assassin. I never got to tell her about the small anomaly I found. I will take it to my grave the knowledge she was pregnant. Knowing that, would destroy Chasen.

Moki took my hand and pulled me away from the grizzly scene.

I suddenly pulled my hand free from Moki’s grasp as an idea popped into my head. Panicked, I shouted, “I can save her! I can bring her back!” I ran towards the lifts. There were shouts all around us.

Moki hesitated and then ran after me. “Where are you going?” he shouted after me.

Gulping air, I called back, “The sander!” It was a crazy idea. But it’s something the ASDF uses as a backup if you’re killed during a deep space operation, or if you’re top brass. A backup profile is stored in the archive on Home World. I frowned. I’m a girl because my profile was destroyed after the spy that hijacked my body was killed.

The lift wouldn’t stop on the deck the sander was on. That deck is off limits. Frustrated, I called Lt. Barnes on my device. After several agonizing seconds, she picked up.

Sounding groggy, Lt. Barnes snarled, “This better be important, ensign.”

“Lieutenant, please! I need your help. Lynn has been killed. I need to get to the deck with the sander! Please call the ship! Hurry!” I almost screamed into the device.

“Ensign, slow down,” Lt. Barnes said calmly. “Now who’s been killed? What’s going on?”

I took a deep breath and then told Lt. Barnes all the details leading up to Lynn’s death.

When I finished, Lt. Barnes asked, “I really am very sorry to hear about the girl’s death. Her info led to a lot of arrests. But why do you need access to the ship’s sander?”

Moki joined me on the lift. He tried to grab my arm. I pushed him away. “Kathy, what the hell…?” I held up a finger, indicating that he should wait.”

Trying to be calm, I said, “I want to use the sander to bring her back. Just like you would have done for me if something had happened during a deep space op.”

Lt. Barnes sighed heavily. “Ensign, I understand you desire to help your friend, but it’s just not possible.”

I growled, “Why? Because she was an assassin?”

Moki suddenly looked confused. “Assassin?”

“Ensign… Kathy. Your heart is in the right place, but you’re not thinking clearly,” said the lieutenant calmly. “Your profile is… or rather was, backed up on Home World in case your vessel was destroyed. The girl won’t have a back up. She’s not part of the ASDF.”

Moki slapped a hand against a bulkhead. “What is going on? Who’s an assassin?”

Scowling, I harshly said, “Moki. Go check on Chasen. He needs you right now.”

Moki hesitated, “Babe…”

I made a shooing motion. “Go. I’ll tell you later. Maybe.”

Moki hesitated again. He gave me a frown and nodded and then I was again alone.

Trying not to cry, I said, “You don’t think I don’t know that? But the sander, Lt. Barnes. The sander should still have a copy of her profile. I have to try.”

Speaking in a stern voice, Lt. Barnes said, “Ensign. She’s dead. Deal with it. We can’t resurrect everyone willy-nilly.”

I shouted angrily into the comm. device, “Dammit lieutenant! You owe her! How many Alliance lives did her intel save? You owe her.”

There was a long stretch of silence. Suddenly, the button for the deck I needed lit up. A rather frustrated and weary voice of Lt. Barnes came over my device. “You have exactly twenty minutes before the ship deactivates that deck again. Command is going to have my head for this.”

With a shout of joy, I punched the deck button. “Thank you so much, Lt. Barnes! Thank you, thank you.” I opened the hatch and slipped through the opening.

Lights all across the deck were flickering on. For a moment I was disoriented. There was strange sounds and low hums as various pieces of equipment began to power on. After a few moments, determined where I kicked off the high heels I was still wearing and ran as fast as I could towards the sander.

When I arrived at the sander, I saw that while the console had power, the sander was shut down cold. I flipped the safety catches and slapped the power button. The sander began to slowly hum back to life. I watched the status lights and mumbled, “Come on, come on!” to myself over and over.

Finally, all the status lights turned green and the console display indicated the system was ready. I sat in front of the console and began tapping the controls. I set my jaw in determination and muttered, “Please work…”

I sat there for several minutes staring at the sander’s status. Despair washed over me and I pounded the console in anger. “No!” I shouted. “No no no no…”

I fell back against the console seat and began to cry. I stared at the sander’s status for what seemed forever. No matter what I did, the message was the same. “NO PROFILES AVAILABLE” No protocols were available either.

In a quiet voice, I said, “This isn’t fair…” I folded my arms on the consoled and rested my head on my arms and cried. I’m such an idiot. I didn’t manually save Lynn’s profile. I just assumed it saved automatically. It does if you have an official ASDF profile. But when I shut down the sander, it cycled the memory, including the buffer memory on the sander itself. I never felt so defeated.

I shut down the sander and reported back to Lt. Barnes. She was sympathetic and reminded me that the Ergon assassin had ironically saved the life she was sent to take and may have helped shorten the war. I tried, but I took no solace from that.

And it seems that Lt. Barnes contacted Moki. I have no idea what she told him, but he never asked me what I knew about Lynn again.

*          *          *

The three of us, Chasen, Moki and me, were standing on the passenger loading platform for the mag-lev to the city of Small Valley. Chasen’s parents live there and it’s where the guys are taking their break from the university. If you can call it a break.  His parents’ house has a tech lab in their spacious back yard.

Moki held both my hands and was looking into my eyes. “Are you sure you don’t want to come stay with us? Chasen’s parents said they have an extra room and would love to have you stay.”

I looked over at the car where my parents and brother sat waiting for me to say good-bye. Due to the planet’s mostly pleasant weather, the passenger loading platform was outside. “I should probably spend some time with the people who adopted me. I practically ignored them on the whole trip.”

Moki frowned. “Does it matter? The government pays them to take care of you. You sure do get a lot of attention from the Alliance High Command for a squirt ensign in the Junior Cadets.”

I laughed. “Hey. I got a promotion! I’m now a lieutenant. But seriously, I should stay for now. I might come visit for a weekend.”

Moki grinned. “I hope you do.”

I pointed at Chasen who was moping around on the platform some distance from us. “What about him?  Is he going to be okay?”

Moki nodded. “Just give him some time. That was a hard hit for him. He’s never been in love before.”

I wrinkled my brow. “Bullshit. He’s a regular girl magnet.”

Moki shrugged. “Oh, he dates lots of girls. He’s just never been emotionally attached to one before. He and Lynn really clicked. He plans to give the Ergon Union hell.”

I sighed after looking over at Chasen again. “I hope he recovers soon. I know the Alliance is counting on his weapons development.”

Moki frowned. “There you go again. I think you’re more involved with the ASDF than you let on.”

I just grinned at him. “I’m your mystery woman.”

Moki chuckled. “Mystery or not… just don’t forget you’re my woman.”

I grinned at him as I looked up to him. He bent his head down and gave me a long, romantic kiss. I tingled down to my toes.

I sighed deeply. “And don’t you forget, I’m your woman!”

Moki grinned. “Never.”

Over the speakers came, “Final boarding call.”

Moki kissed me again. “I guess they’re about to leave without us. Call, okay?”

I waved as the mag-lev glided silently from the station.

As I watched the mag-lev fade into the distance, I wondered if I’d still be in love with Moki when he finally graduates. The ASDF advised me to not distract him or Chasen from their studies. Their work was that important to the Alliance. But it wasn’t an order…

And I’m not sure if I really want to sign up again for the Alliance Space Defense Force, this time as a woman. Lt. Barnes said they need experienced pilots. Just not fifteen year old ones.

Lynn was inducted posthumously into the Alliance Hall of Heroes. True to their word, there was no mention of her being an Ergon spy. The Hall of Heroes is for civilians who sacrificed for the cause.

I fought back a tear at Lynn’s memory. Forget her past. She was a sweet girl.

I could no longer see the mag-lev. I turned and walked towards my parents’ car.

*          *          *


Part 3 - I Spy

“Mommm! It’s just not fair!” whined my brother Fred. Pointing at me as I finished packing a suitcase, Fred continued, “Why does she get to go to the Academy? I mean, she’s not even your real daughter!”

“Hush! Don’t you dare say things like that about your sister!” scolded Mom. “And besides, unlike you, she worked her tail off for that scholarship!”

“Yeah! You loser!” I said in my best hateful little sister voice.

Mom turned to me. “You hush too!”

I had to chuckle. Fred really didn’t deserve to go to the Alliance Academy. He just skated through school and he’s stated many times he has no interest in joining the Alliance Space Defense Force. I didn’t have the heart to tell either Fred or Mom that I could have slept through my last year of school and still would have received the scholarship. For my contributions in the security of the Alliance, the Chief of Naval Operations guaranteed me a spot in the Officer Candidate School if I wanted it when I came of age. I didn’t even have to apply to be a pilot.

At first, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go myself. I had gotten used to being just a girl and hanging out with my friends and just doing girl stuff. While BFET-3 is a frontier planet, it’s not exactly backwater. There are plenty of fun and crazy things for a teen girl to do and get in trouble for.

But there were two main reasons I decided to go ahead and sign back up for the ASDF.  One was my new family.  Not that they’re bad people, for the most part. I’m not even bothered – much – about the few times they returned to their life of crime after agreeing to adopt me and get relocated. But I was getting tired of my brother’s antics. He’s a royal pest and Mom and Dad do little to control him. I have a curfew but he doesn’t. I had to do homework or I’d lose privileges, but not Fred. And not to forget Fred handing my bras to several of his friends to wear on their heads like hats and my panties over their pants and run around the yard exclaiming how they’re going to defeat the Ergon Union while waving plastic guns. Dad just laughed. Mom shook her head and I was humiliated.

Mom smiled at me. “I’m proud of my daughter! I bet she does something that saves the Alliance!” I couldn’t control my smirk. I already have saved the Alliance.  My reward was getting Fred as a brother. I sighed. Being the commander of a deep space probe seemed like a very distant memory and a different life.  Which I guess it was. It’s still bizarre that I wound up as a teen girl. With a male Ergon brain in my skull.

Fred laughed. “Five will get you ten credits that she’s pregnant in six months!” He pointed at me and asked, “How many boyfriends has she burned through this past school year?”

Mom shouted, “Fred! Don’t talk about your sister like that!”

I scowled at Fred. “And yet I’m not pregnant.”

I hate to admit it, but Fred is right about the boyfriends. The Alliance ordered Chasen and Moki to sever all relationships. They were being moved to an undisclosed location to go into deep research. It was felt, and I had to agree, that having a relationship imperiled their security should that loved one fall into Ergon hands. It was tough saying good-bye to Moki. And my post-Moki behavior was insane. I went into a profound boy-binge, having a new boyfriend every week if not more often.

Until I met Moki, you couldn’t pay me to hold a boy’s hand, much less kiss one. But Moki introduced me to the pleasures of being with boys and I haven’t looked back. The ASDF is keeping an eye on me. Well, not a real close eye as they only call me every couple of months. But they have asked me knock it off with all the boyfriends. And while I’ve done things I can’t talk to Mom about, I do keep a strict rule of no sex. Becoming a mom won’t keep me out of going to the Academy, but it will keep me from combat assignments. After that one cruiser was destroyed with three moms and one mom-to-be on board, the ASDF has been skittish about putting mothers into harm’s way.

I closed my suitcase and announced, “I’m ready to go, Mom.” One small suitcase may seem really small for a teen girl to travel with, but as the Academy requires everyone to wear a variant of the ASDF uniform, every room should have the same uniform dispensers found on military ships.

Mom started to tear up. “I hate to see you go, honey. But this is such a great opportunity for you.”  She gave me a huge bear hug.

Fred said, “I can have her room, right? You said I could.”

Mom frowned. “Let’s don’t talk about that right now.”

I folded my arms. “What about when I come home after I graduate?”

Fred exclaimed with a grin. “I checked. Most people who go off to attend the Academy never return home to live after graduation. They go straight into the ASDF.”

For once I had to agree with the little troll. I’m going through the advanced program, so it’s possible that in less than two years, I could be assigned as a junior officer aboard an Alliance vessel.

I laughed. “I’ll make sure I come back to visit often, just to annoy you, Fred.”

Fred scowled. “You probably will, too.”

Mom looked out the window. “Here’s your ride.”

A small Alliance helo was landing softly on our front lawn. This will take me directly to the space port which would be several hours away with surface transport.

I gave everyone a hug, including Fred and waved good-bye as I ran out the door to the waiting helo. I never looked back as I climbed into the helo and it lifted off.

*          *          *

The three week trip to the home world wasn’t quite the same as the trip from Home World to BFET-3.  The vessel was smaller and we made a lot of stops along the way to pick up and drop off passengers. The amusement deck was always busy with other young people my age. It seemed that most of the passengers were students bound for the Academy on Home World.

It felt weird to be heading back to the Academy. And this time as a girl. I wasn’t going to get let off easy at the Academy as I was in school. I just hoped I was over my spell of boy-craziness so I could concentrate on my classes. All cadets partied while in the Academy, but you were still expected to perform.

“Hey, you’re pretty good at this,” said an out-of-breath girl in the 3D game several of us passengers were playing. The game duplicated the last ditch stand of Alliance forces against the Organi hoard, a species of horrible, vicious creatures who paradoxically were advanced technologically who tried to subjugate a recent admission to the Alliance Protectorate. In the game, we won. In the actual event, the planet was over-run and the residents were devoured by the Organi.

I turned to the girl as we removed our virtual reality helmets. “Thanks. You’re a bad ass yourself.”

One of the boys who was taken out about midway in the game, turned to his friend as he walked past us scowled. “I think those girls cheated. I heard this game always goes easy on females.”

The girl standing next to me just shook her head. “Just keep believing that. If you want, I’ll take you on right now. One on one.”  She started to put her helmet back on.

The boys kept walking. “No thanks. I’m hungry.”

I laughed as I set my helmet back onto the rack. “Typical boys. My name is Kathy, by the way.”  I held my hand out towards the girl.

She grinned as she shook my hand and said, “Cheryl. Nice to meet you, Kathy. It’s so stupid in this day and age, boys still can’t accept women in combat.” Cheryl had her hair cut shoulder length and under her clothes, you could still detect her tight, powerful muscles. She was attractive, but nothing you’d call pretty.

I nodded as we exited the simulator. “Not many of us sign up for combat duty.”

Frowning, Cheryl said, “True. Sad, but true. Hey, I’m hungry too. Want to get some lunch?  I’ll buy.”

We both laughed. All meals on the passenger vessel were complimentary.

Chuckling, I turned to Cheryl and said, “You’re on!”

As we sat down at a table, I marveled at what I saw on my tray. “Wow. This is real steak.”

Cheryl grinned as she took a bite of hers. “Nothing but the best for cadets.” It was safe to assume anyone on the ship between eighteen and twenty-five was headed for the Academy.

As I cut into my steak, I asked, “So, what do you hope to do after you’re done with the classroom crap? With your skills, I don’t see you being an executive assistant.”

Cheryl frowned as she chewed. She shook her head. “Oh fuck no. I’ve signed up for marine service. First in the fight and all that shit. Spelunkers in particular.”

My eyes widened. “Are you serious? Marines are hardcore, but a spelunker? That’s suicide!”  The marine sub-division popularly known as spelunkers in dramas, specialize in infiltrating enemy locations, whether buildings, remote camps and even enemy vessels to either gather information or blow things up. Usually both.

Cheryl shrugged. “Somebody has to do it. I ranked high on the aptitude tests and because I’m female, I’m under less suspicion. What about you, Kathy? Every boy on this ship would want you. You’re drop dead gorgeous. But from the way you fought in that simulator, I can’t see you going domestic.”

I blushed when Cheryl said I was gorgeous. More than once I’ve wondered why am I returning to the ASDF.  Several boys from BFET-3, all cute and many different success tracks had asked me to marry them. All of them promised to provide a good life. Not in words but in deeds. The Chief of Naval Operations himself told me that I only needed to save the Alliance once and so there was no problem if I chose to sit out the rest of the war.

But I just couldn’t stay away.

I swallowed the piece of steak I had been chewing and said, “I’ve always wanted to be a pilot. Civilian pilot training is expensive.” True enough, but honestly, I could never picture me flying domestic vessels.

Cheryl chuckled. “I think you have skills, girl. Come to the marines with me. As a pilot, they’re likely to stick you on some deep space probe ship where you stay stored in the sander for years.” I can’t argue with that.

I shrugged. “You know the job is dangerous when you take it.”

Cheryl and I both laughed.

*          *          *

Cheryl and I became good friends over the next couple of weeks. Even Brian and Stan, the two boys we played against on the virtual Organi game joined us. Not surprisingly, the trip went by much better with a group of friends. And Stan was a good kisser.

We had two small jumps to make before we arrived in the busy space around the home world. Stan waved his arm at the large window of the observation pod. His other arm was holding me close as I snuggled into him on the observation couch. 

“Just look at that. I mean, it boggles the mind. All those stars and all those planets. It just… it just…” He looked over at me.

I grinned at him and said, “Boggles.”

He grinned back at me. “Exactly! Between us and the Ergon Union, we’re on what, less than five hundred worlds total. Out of all that?!” He waved his arm again for emphasis. “It’s crazy. What’s the point of this war? Aren’t there enough stars?”

Brian looked up from snogging Cheryl and said, “Ask the fucking Ergon. They started it.”

Stan grunted a laugh. “I bet they don’t even know.”

I thumped the back of Stan’s head. “Hey. My lips are getting cold.”

Stan looked down at me and grinned. “We can’t have that now, can we?” His lips were again pressing against mine as I closed my eyes to the endless vista stretched above us.

Stan held me closer. Looking back out the window, he asked, “What are the odds of any of us being assigned to the same vessel after we leave the Academy?”

Cheryl pulled her lips away from Brian and chuckled. “We have a marine, a pilot, a weapons specialist and a doctor. I think we have a full crew right now!”

Brian raised his carton of juice into the air. “Here, here!” We all laughed.

Suddenly, my communicator started buzzing. I started to reach into my jacket pocket to retrieve it.

Stan frowned at me. “You should have left that in your room. Just ignore it.”

I looked at who was calling and frowned myself. “Sorry, guys. I have to take this. It’s priority.”

As I stood up, Brian laughed, “It’s probably her boyfriend from back home.”

Stan looked at me with a worried expression. “Hey, is that true?”

I bent down and kissed him. “I’ll be right back.”  I turned and quickly entered the lift and took it down to the service deck where the typical passengers are not allowed.

I flicked the button to accept the call and sighed. “Lt. Barnes, you have excellent bad timing.” I sat down on a piece of equipment.

“That’s Captain Barnes to you, lieutenant.”

Into the device, I said, “Well congrats on the promotion. Haven’t heard from you in a while. I was hoping you’d forgotten about me.”

Capt. Barnes chuckled. “Not likely, lieutenant. Was this a bad time? Do I need to inform the Alliance High Command that they will have to wait while you’re with a boy?”

I frowned at the phone. “Why do you always assume I’m with a boy?”

Capt. Barnes laughed out loud. “When are you not with a boy? Anyway, you’re getting an assignment. Pay attention…”

Interrupting, I said in an exasperated voice, “Can’t I at least get to the Academy first?”

Sounding pissed, Capt. Barnes said, “Don’t interrupt me again lieutenant.”

I sighed. “I’m sorry, ma’am. By all means please do continue.”

Capt. Barnes said, “You’re about to be a junior ensign again.”

I said, “I’m sorry, captain. For reals this time. What kind of assignment?”

Captain Barnes took a deep breath. “We need you to change your field of study at the Academy. You can change back to piloting and navigation when the assignment is complete.”

I leaned back against a bulkhead. “Okay. What am I doing instead?”

Over the device, the voice of Capt. Barnes said, “There are two people of interest arriving at the academy, probably the day after you. They will look just like any other young person from an Alliance or affiliated world. But they are Ergon agents.”

I sat up and held the device closer to my ear. “Ergon agents? How can you be sure?”

Capt. Barnes sighed. “We’re not sure. At least with one. That’s where you come in. One, a male named Scott Henderson, we detected a brain scan mismatch as they boarded their transport. No doubt that there’s an Ergon brain inside that Alliance body. The other is a female named Clarissa Majors. She has a normal brain, but she’s been in and out of trouble most of her teen years. She’s arriving from a frontier world that has elements becoming hostile to the Alliance. We’re pretty certain the Ergon have turned her.

“We’ll forward a complete dossier for both suspects to your device. You are to engage both. Befriend them. We think they have a way to detect your brain mismatch as well. They should welcome you as an ally. So, first make contact and then try to get them to divulge their mission.  Then we’ll figure out our next move after that.”

I knitted my brows and asked, “No idea what they’re after?

Capt. Barnes chuckled. “If we could read minds, lieutenant, this war would have ended long ago.”

My device beeped as I chuckled. “Roger that. I just got the dossier.” I took a quick glance at the files. “Oh. Scott is cute.”

Capt. Barnes sighed. “Stay focused, lieutenant. Report back after you’ve made contact with the suspects.”

I closed the call and put my device back into my jacket pocket and headed back to my friends.

Stan frowned when I re-entered the observation pod. “You certainly took long enough.”

I laughed. “Can I help it if Alliance High Command takes their time with an assignment?” I felt safe in saying that because no one would believe me anyway.

Cheryl giggled. “I bet it was an old boyfriend.”

I smirked at Cheryl as I slid onto the couch next to Stan. “What do you mean, ‘old’?”

Stan sat up straighter and exclaimed, “Hey, is that true?”

I just smiled sweetly to Stan and asked, “Where were we?”  I turned his face towards mine and then I kissed him. He grinned as he returned the kiss. I slid my arm around his neck and we kissed for a long time.

*          *          *

I rolled over and felt around the bed for a moment. I sighed as I rested on one elbow. That son of a bitch. I couldn’t believe Stan would just skip out like that. It was our last night together and even though we’d not only be on the same planet together, we’d also be at the same academy; we both knew we’d probably never see each other again. So we slept together. I was careful. The last thing I need is a pregnancy. But we made love all night.

Even though he was gone, I smiled thinking of the intense pleasure I had experienced. Those days of being a male were far behind me now. Experiencing sex as a woman was incredible and even that doesn’t adequately describe it. If someone had told me that when I was a man, I never would have believed them.

I was hoping that Stan and I would get some more time together before we left the transport. But I guess he wanted to avoid any good-byes, so while I slept, he took an earlier shuttle down to the surface. I threw the covers back and set my feet on the deck. I checked my device. There were only two more shuttles down to the surface of Home World. I needed to hurry and get dressed so I could take the next shuttle. That means no time for make-up. Horrors! Facing a whole planet without make-up actually did bother me somewhat. My old male self would have laughed at me.

I hurried down the passageway to the showers. Even though this vessel was a converted military ship, they didn’t bother to add amenities like individual room showers. In space, bathing water is still an expensive commodity even though a lot of it is collected condensation off the electronics. Anyway, after a quick spray of warm water, followed by a spray of cold water then a blast of warm air from the shower cylinder, I was done with my shower.

I got quickly dressed into my Academy uniform that was freshly delivered while I was in the shower. I grabbed my bag of personal items that I had brought with me from home and hurried from my room to the upper decks. Crewmembers were now going from room to room getting slackers like me to vacate the rooms.

A crewmember said, “You need to hurry miss. This vessel has been ordered to clear this orbit as soon as possible.”

I nodded to him. “Which way to the shuttle deck?”

He smiled as he pointed in the general direction I was already headed. “Straight that way, miss. Welcome to Home World.”  I nodded and hurried on my way.

As you can well imagine, the space around Home World is pretty crowded. The orbit used by commercial vessels for loading and unloading passengers is premium space. Vessels are required to move passengers in or out quickly.

I was excited to be returning to Home World, especially the Academy. I haven’t been back here since I was fifteen and had to leave with my new adoptive family. The Academy was always an exciting experience. So much activity. Not just the classes, but clubs, restaurants, game rooms, theaters, you name it. And what seemed an almost endless parade of women cadets. I had to belay that thought. I’m now one of those women cadets. That kinda excited me too. The thought of having sex with men no longer scared me. Hey. You’re only young once. Well, in my case, twice.

A crewman checked my pass and said, “Upon arrival, go to Gate 12C and get on the moving sidewalk. It’ll take you directly to your check-in center.” I just nodded and took a seat.

The shuttle was just a modified jump ship. I felt sure I could fly it in a pinch. As the pilot started through his descent check-list, I thought about my adoptive parents and idiot brother. Mom was so proud of me for being accepted into the Academy. Honestly, I don’t think Dad cared one way or the other. And if there had been any way to detonate my room to keep that little pest Fred from taking it, I would have. I wondered what Moki was up to. The thought of Moki made me smile. Now that I’m eighteen we could… well, why bother to think about it. He’s up to his eyeballs these days designing new war vessels.

I couldn’t hear what the pilot was saying. But after a few moments we all became weightless as the inertial dampening was turned off. A moment later there was a vibration and a loud thunk and we were on our way to the surface of the planet. Since the shuttle is a converted military jump ship, there are no windows. Everyone wants a view of space from orbit. So most people use their devices to attach to some of the exterior cameras. I’d seen it before, so I just closed my eyes and tried to relax.

About thirty-five minutes later, the shuttle set down on its pad at the academy. For a place the size of the academy, you’d think there’d be a zillion landing pads. But there are only six and they are all grouped together. And they’re constantly busy. The reason I was told is that the shuttle has no idea where at the academy you need to go, so they put you down in a central area and local transport handles the rest. Of course, there are many transport vessels bringing new cadets to Home World.

As the hatchway opened, the pilot announced over the PA system “Thank you for flying ASD space-lines.” That line of course was a joke and I’m sure he’s tired of saying it. The Alliance Space Defense force operated the shuttles going to and from the surface.

There was a wall of counters for each gate into the distance in both directions. I looked up and frowned. I was at Gate 35M and I needed 12C. It was mass confusion with thousands of people hurrying in every direction.

One of the staff at the gate looked at me and said, “You look lost, miss. Can I help you?”  I told him what gate I was looking for. He just smiled and nodded knowingly. He said, “There’ll be a shuttle bus going to the twelve block in about ten minutes. Just wait here.”

I didn’t want to wait and asked, “Can I just walk there?”

The staff member smiled patiently at me. “You could walk there, miss. It would take several hours.”

I frowned. “I guess I’ll take the bus then.” The staff member nodded and gave me a thumbs up gesture.

I tried to look around at the throngs of people to see if I could spot anyone I knew. I hoped to spot Cheryl, but realistically, with all these people it was very unlikely.

The small shuttle buses came by fairly often and were well marked for their destination. It was just under ten minutes when a bus arrived with the destination of twelve. I flagged it down and took one of the seats. I was glad I didn’t attempt to walk. It took twenty minutes of riding. I stood in line at gate 12C for another fifteen minutes before showing my ID. I was handed a packet and told to get on the moving sidewalk that would take me to my dorm.  Oddly, my dorm complex was 12C.

When I finally arrived at my dorm room, I collapsed on my bed. I was exhausted. I had a small private room in a cluster of five rooms on the thirty-first floor. There was quite a view of other dorm complexes.

A minute after I entered my room, the view screen popped on and an attractive and pleasant young woman appeared. Smiling she said, “Welcome cadet to the Alliance Space Defense Academy. We hope your stay at the Academy will be both successful and rewarding. Have a great day, cadet!” The image of the smiling woman then faded.

I sat on the bed and sighed. I couldn’t believe I was here. A cadet again, back at the academy. And a woman.

*          *          *

“Sorry, I was asleep.”

Captain Barnes sighed. “You need to stay alert, Lieutenant. You’re not at the academy to party. You have an assignment. Are you alone?”

I looked over at the guy still asleep on my bed. I don’t even know his name. Just a guy I met at the dorm’s welcome party. I think we had sex, but I honestly don’t remember. The light was much too bright this morning.

I shook my head at my device. “I don’t think this guy is listening. What’s up?”

Coldly, Capt. Barnes asked, “You have a man in your room?”

I looked back over at the man in my bed. “He’s asleep.”

Growing ever more pissed, Capt. Barnes shouted over the device, “You have one minute to clear your room, lieutenant!”

I saluted my device. “Yes sir… er, ma’am” I had a terrible headache.

The guy in my bed was naked. I slapped his butt and he groaned. “Hey. You need to leave. Like  now!”

He rolled over and grinned stupidly at me. “Hey beautiful. Let’s pick up where we left off.” 

I tossed his clothes at him. I think it was his clothes. “Whatever your name is, you need to leave.”

He hopped around trying to pull his pants up. “I’ll call you later, right?”

I pointed towards the door. “Go. Now.”

He nodded and finally got out the door.

I picked up my device and said, “Okay. All the boys have left.”

There was a huff from the other end. Sounding annoyed, Capt. Barnes said, “I wish I could think you were joking. I think we need to have another discussion about discipline. Anyway lieutenant, we can’t take the chance of being overheard.”

I sat on my bed with my headache only getting worse. “Roger, captain. I’m awake and serious now.”

Capt. Barnes said, “Listen carefully, lieutenant. The two Ergon spies have arrived on Home World. They’re going to be placed in the same dormitory as you. As I said before, you need to befriend them. Try to be subtle about it.”

I leaned back in my chair. “Are they travelling together?”

Capt. Barnes said, “No. They arrived on separate transports.”

I nodded. “Gotcha. Any update on their plans?”

Capt. Barnes sighed. “Maybe. Intelligence suggests they might try to highjack a civilian transport at some point. The training they’re signing up for is suspicious. The girl is going into navigation systems and the boy is going in for pilot training.”

I chuckled. “Pilot? I like him already.”

The captain in a stern voice said, “Don’t forget the male is wearing the body of a dead Alliance officer. But for now, do keep your schedule for pilot training. It’ll give you a reason to get to know him.”

“Aye, captain,” I said with a sigh. “I’ll find out what they’re up to.”

“Good luck, lieutenant,” said Capt. Barnes before she clicked off.

I looked at the photographs included with the dossiers. I shook my head and grinned. Damn that Scott is cute. Should be easy to get to know him. Pilot classes are usually not that big. I studied the photo for several minutes. I grinned. This should be a piece of cake.

*          *          *

Wow. There were many more people than I thought. Yeah, thousands of young people register at the Academy every year. I just wasn’t expecting so many to be in my orientation class.  It was just two days since my last communication with Capt. Barnes. I managed to spot both Scott and Clarissa in the class. I’ll wait to contact when we’re in a class together.

I looked around in a vain hope of spotting Cheryl. She must be in a different building as she’ll be getting combat training. She’s probably at one of the bases for military training.  Well, all the Academy is military training. But she’s not only learning how to be stealthy, but also how to effectively kill people.

I’m sure it was no accident that Scott and I were placed in the same classroom training. He looked and acted perfectly normal, just as any new Alliance Academy student would be. I actually began to doubt that behind that absolutely gorgeous face was an evil Ergon Spy. And he was absolutely gorgeous. I got to sit across from him.

Though many years ago, I had already sat through these lectures, which amazingly hadn’t changed much in the almost two decades I’ve been in the ASDF. Two more days of orientation and then my classes start in earnest. So I didn’t pay too much attention to it. I tried to not look at Scott, but I couldn’t help but notice him doing something odd.

He was clever about it. Very subtle. It looked like a casual movement as he pointed his pen at everyone in the class. He grinned when he pointed it at me. When the two hours were mercifully complete, we all started to get up to leave. I had to stretch and I saw Scott hanging back. He exited the lecture hall just before I did.

I didn’t see Scott when I exited the room. There was a mob of people heading towards the elevators, but no Scott. I had no idea where he’d gone so quickly. Then suddenly, someone took a very firm grip on my arm. I heard Scott’s voice say, “We need to talk.”

I tried to tug my arm away from his strong grip. “Let go of me! I’ll scream!”

Scott chuckled. “I’ll expose you as an Ergon spy.”

Checking to make sure we were alone in the hallway, Scott took an object from his pocket and touched the latch of the door we were next to. I heard the lock click. He then pushed me into what appeared to be a janitor’s closet. He clicked his pen again and I saw a small point of green light on the side.

Scott sighed. “Clear. We’re safe here.”  He kept a grip on my arm.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I demanded very loudly. “Who are you?” I knew who he was, but I’m not supposed to.

He slapped his free hand over my mouth. He scowled at me and hissed. “Quiet, girl! Just listen a moment. I know who you are.” I continued to struggle against his grip. I tried to make a muffled cry.

He tightened his grip on my arm. “Quiet! Calm down. I know you’re an Ergon spy. We need to talk.” I relaxed my muscles a bit. His pen must have some kind of scanner. How the hell did it get through security? I wanted to laugh. Since the Alliance wanted us to meet, he probably could have brought in a mobile microwave cannon.

Scott started to relax his hand over my mouth. “I’m going to take my hand away. Don’t scream.” I nodded and he slowly pulled his hand away from my mouth, but he still kept his grip on my arm.

“What the hell is this?” I whispered. “Let go of me.”

Scott raised his index finger. “First things first. I have to be careful.” He took his pen out and apparently did a full scan on me. He let go of my arm.

“Who the hell are you and what is this about?” I asked as I stepped back from him.

He pulled out his device. “Give me your device ID so I can contact you later. I scanned this closet, but you can never be sure inside a building.” I gave him my ID.

He nodded as he pocketed his device. He looked straight at me and said, “I wasn’t aware of another Ergon operative in this area. We need to…”

There was a click at the door. Scott suddenly pulled his pants down, exposing his privates and he roughly grabbed my shoulders, and pulled me towards him. His lips suddenly pressed hard against mine.

“Damned kids!” shouted an aggravated voice. “How the hell did you get into this supply closet?”

Scott pushed me away and exclaimed, “She tried to rape me! She dragged me in here!”  He tried to pull his pants up.

The man scowled at us both. “Get the hell out of this store room before I call security.” The man shook his head looking at the latch. “Who the hell left this unlocked?”

Smirking, Scott grabbed my hand and pulled me out into the hallway and then led me down to the elevators. Breathless, he said, “I’ll call you later.” He jumped into the lift as the door opened and closed the door behind him, leaving me standing there with a silly expression on my face. I smiled. He had kissed me.

*          *          *

Several days went by. In fact, we completed the orientation part of our classroom instruction. We were then put in the classroom to learn the fundamentals of piloting vessels capable of sub-ether travel. Scott wasn’t in any of these classes with me or in the simulation room. Not even in navigation basics.

Capt. Barnes was happy I had made contact. She warned against any romantic relationships. But she was surprised that Scott had that scanning device that he’d used to find people like me with Ergon transplanted brains. The Alliance was working on such a device, but it certainly wasn’t pocket sized.

Two days after pilot training started, I got a call from Scott. It was getting a bit late in the evening. In fact, I was about to get ready for bed.

“Who is this?” I asked after I answered the call. “I don’t recognize your number.”

“Are you alone?”

Annoyed at the caller, I asked, “Depends. Who is this?”  I had a pretty good guess since I recognized the voice.

“It’s me. Scott,” he said. “We need to talk and I want you to meet the rest of my team. I think we could use you.”

“How? You have a team?” I asked Scott, trying to sound confused.

“We need to find a way to talk in person,” said Scott, earnestly. “I don’t know how secure this network is.”

After a pause, I said, “How about a luau? At the beach at the base of this dormitory?”

Sounding puzzled, Scott asked, “A loo what?”

I laughed. “Not a loowhat.  A luau. It’s an old Terran word for a party at a beach, I think.  It’d be perfect. It’s a real sandy beach, next to a real ocean, everyone is there to have fun so I don’t think there’s any snooping happening.”

Scott said, “Okay. We’ll have a loo ow.  When and where?”

“How about tomorrow night. There aren’t any classes the day after,” I said feeling a bit excited. “We won’t do any cooking. I don’t think we have enough people to roast a pig anyway so bring food and drink. We’ll just sit by the fire and discuss plans. To get there, just take the elevator to the first floor and follow the signs.”

“Sounds strange, but we’ll be there.”

*          *          *

I had gotten us a nice spot near the ocean. I had a fire going in the fire pit for ambiance even though we weren’t cooking. Not really much of a luau, but I thought it was better than another closet. Scott had called and said they were on their way.

I had a towel laid out and was stretched out on it as I watched the three of them approached. I had no information, not even a name, about the third guy. I stood up when they reached the fire pit.

I grinned at Scott. “Hey. Glad you guys could make it. Isn’t this great? Just smell that sea air.”

Scott smiled at me. “I agree. But let’s get down to business. I’ll introduce everyone to you. I’m Scott Henderson as I think you know from class. I’m like you, a hybrid. The female next to me is Clarissa Majors. She’s from an Alliance world, but she’s developed a lot to hate for the Alliance.  This ugly brute on the other side of me is Lance Sidney. Also a hybrid.” Lance, the ugly brute, laughed. “And guys, this is Kathy Faulkenberg.”

I smiled. “Good to meet everyone. Let’s sit so anyone looking will think we’re enjoying ourselves.”

After we got seated, Clarissa narrowed her eyes at me. “What makes you think we can trust her? Just having an Ergon brain doesn’t mean shit.”

Scott frowned at Clarissa and nodded towards me. “To her point, Kathy, can you tell us some about yourself. Who are you and why are you here? Do you have a mission? If not, why are you training to be an Alliance pilot?”

Capt. Barnes had briefed me on this and included some information in the dossiers she’d sent me.

I tried to get comfortable sitting on the sandy beach. “I don’t remember if I had a mission or not.” I pointed at my head. “Some of these brain transplants were just proof of concept. I was put inside this body when the girl was around fourteen or fifteen? I was abandoned on a farming planet. I had to endure the Alliance propaganda and go through it’s schools. I worked hard to get a scholarship. I have to be able to survive, so why not learn to be an Alliance pilot? I can then get any commercial piloting job I want after a short stint in the Navy.”

Lance groaned. “I’ve heard enough, Scott. This bitch is now comfortable with the Alliance. She just wants to have babies and fuck the Ergon Union. She’s a loose end. Just waste her.”  When did I mention babies?

Scott waved his hand. “Not just yet, Lance. Are you comfortable with the Alliance Kathy? You don’t care what happens to the Ergon Union?”

I scowled and threw a handful of sand at Lance. “Shit, man! Just fuck off. I despise the Alliance after what it did to my family. You remember about planet Driscoll? What those Alliance dogs did?”

Lance threw sand back at me. “What about it, bitch? Everyone in the Union has heard of Driscoll.”

“That was my home. My whole family lived there. My wife. My kid. Even my parents. Until the day I die, I’ll never forget little Leonid calling me while I was off-planet. He was scared out of his mind, telling me the whole world was shaking and then he was gone.”  I should get an acting award. I think I sounded pretty convincing.

The planet Driscoll was a stain on the Alliance history. A simple mistake that shook both the Alliance and the Ergon Union. The Ergon Union maintains to this day that Driscoll had no military value. There was a single military base on the planet. Our deep space RADAR scans proved they were manufacturing and stock piling enough toxic nerve agents to wipe out a fifth of Alliance populations.

So the Alliance decided to try out a new weapon, a large microwave cannon, on the planet.  The base was targeted along with some surrounding area with wide dispersion. A tech fat-fingered the weapon’s setting to be the narrowest dispersion that penetrated all the way to the planet’s core, super-heating it until the whole planet detonated killing three billion people.  Planet Driscoll became an Ergon rallying cry.

Tears flowing, I sobbed, “I despise the Alliance for what they did my little Leonid. Right afterwards, I volunteered for this experimental brain transfer program. I was ready to do espionage against the Alliance animals. But I was abandoned on a stupid Alliance farming planet as a young girl.” It’s acknowledged in administration circles, that the Ergons have a legitimate beef with us on that whole mess. We never used that weapon again. Well, not counting those other three planets.

Lance hung his head. “Hey, I’m sorry man. How could I know. Believe me, I know how rough it is. I had an uncle on Driscoll.” I even had myself believing me telling this lie.

Scott  nodded. “Yeah. That really sucks. How would you like a chance to get back at those Alliance dogs?”

I grinned. “You know I would.”

Scott leaned towards me. “Good. Now listen up. I’m going to include you on the team.  There’s a recreational planet called Heaven’s Bliss. No cities or industry. Just resorts sprinkled all over. We’re going to pay it a visit.” I’d heard of Heaven’s Bliss. I always wanted to go there. Chrystal blue lakes, snow topped mountains, rich, green forests and every inch breath taking beauty.

Excited, I asked, “Are we going to blow it up?”

Scott chuckled. “I like the way you think, Kathy. But not exactly. What we have planned is much worse.”

Shaking her head, Clarissa interrupted. “Nothing personal, Kathy. But really Scott. How can we use her? You’re the pilot. I’m the navigator and Lance will be our sander expert. We’re at risk of being detected with just the three of us.”

Scott smiled at me. “It’d be better if she was the pilot so I can run the operation without any distractions with the details.”

Clarissa rolled her eyes. “If she was a boy, I doubt we’d be having this conversation.”

Scott’s eyes flashed as he said, “Are you my mother? I swear. Every time I look at a girl you accuse me of wanting in her pants!”

Shaking her head, Clarissa said annoyed, “Just finish laying out our plan to her and pray she’s not a spy.”

Frowning, Scott said, “Unlike you, Kathy has an Ergon brain. You can’t fake that.”

Clarissa stood up and folded her arms. “Look, Scott. If you’re going to accuse me of disloyalty, then just say it. Or better yet, kill me.”

Scott scowled at her. “Just sit down and be quiet. Kathy, now here’s the deal. Hidden hundreds of meters below the surface of the planet is a massive weapons development facility. I won’t go into detail right now, but the weapons that are in development there are pretty damned scary. But even that isn’t the prize.  The primary developer is just a kid like us, but he’s a full blown fucking genius. He keeps his plans in his head. We had him targeted for assassination, but the stupid girl that was sent fell in love with him instead and managed to get herself killed.”

I wrinkled my brow and asked, “What’s his name?”

Scott shrugged. “I don’t know. What’s it matter?” He reached into the bag he had brought with him and pulled out a folder. In the folder were papers including a photo. He handed me the photo.

Oh my God! It was Chasen! I tried not to show any recognition. I said, “He’s cute. Are we going to kill him?”

Scott laughed. “Clarissa said the same thing. We’re not going to kill him if we don’t have to. We’re going to capture him along with the facility. It’s not heavily guarded despite its importance.  Too many guards would just attract attention. Our intention is to turn him to our side.”

Good luck with that, I thought after what Ergon had done to the woman he loved. I said, “I don’t see how this would work. That’s a remote planet, but it’s buried deep in Alliance space. Even if you took the facility, you’d never hold it.”

Scott laughed. “That’s the best part. We don’t have to hold it. We’re going to over-run the facility, get all the new weapon designs downloaded, take their lead developer willing or not and then rig their power core to overload which should blast the weapons facility all to hell and maybe take out half the planet. It will be a glorious day for the Ergon Union!”

I clapped and laughed. “That should definitely put a dent in the Alliance! It could set them back years!”

All three grinned at me. Lance exclaimed, “All hail the Ergon Union!”

Still laughing, I said, “This could change the tide of the war! Imagine. The four of us bringing defeat to those Alliance dogs! Justice for Driscoll!”

Lance, Scott and Clarissa all raised their fists and shouted, “Justice for Driscoll!”

Catching my breath, I turned to Scott and asked, “But how do we accomplish this? We can’t attack a planet, no matter how weak, with just the four of us.”

Scott leaned in towards me. “Obviously, it will take some planning to work out the details to implement, but the Ergon Ministry of Peace came up with the plan and have charged the three of us… well now four, with the mission to complete. And we’ll need the whole team.”

*          *          *

I sat on my bed after walking around my dorm room three times to scan for listening devices, and ran diagnostics twice on my device to make sure it was clean from any eavesdropping software. I scanned myself a couple of times for good measure. After meeting with the Ergon operatives, I felt I was crawling with spy devices.

“Report, lieutenant,” said Captain Barnes. “You said you had some important information for me.”

“Most definitely, captain. Scott and Clarissa are beyond doubt up to no good. I also think there needs to be a review of security procedures. Do you have anything on a Lance Sidney?”

There was a pause for several moments. Then Capt. Barnes said, “No security alerts. He appears to be a new Hydration System engineer student.”

“Well, you should run a check on him,” I said looking over my notes. “He has an Ergon brain. He’s part of the team Scott is putting together.”

Barnes sighed. “Some do slip through. So, what is your boyfriend Scott up to?”

I chuckled. “He’s not my boyfriend yet. Anyway, no specific details on how the operation will go down, but they have targeted Chasen to assassinate if they can’t turn him to the Ergon cause. They know about the weapons development lab on the recreational planet Heaven’s Bliss and that he’s there.”

“They know what?” exclaimed Capt. Barnes. “How? Both Chasen’s location and the lab have the highest security. How could they know?”

I shrugged uselessly at my device. “They have spies too. Not my job to fix it, but my own observation, captain is that the Academy leaks like a sieve.”

Sounding pissed, Capt. Barnes asked, “How do they plan to get there? I can’t imagine that all they want to do is snatch Chasen.”

“No. They also want to blow the planet up. Kind of a revenge for the Driscoll incident.”

Barnes grunted. “You mean what they’ve done since wasn’t revenge enough. Anyway, do you know how they’re going to pull this off?”

I said, “I don’t have all the details, they plan something like this…”

I then outlined Scott’s plan to Barnes. Without going into the how’s, we will board a commercial carrier that’s a decommissioned military vessel (large space vessels are expensive to build) that is heading to Heaven’s Bliss loaded with a smaller number of vacationers than normal. An Ergon agent working at the space port loads a box into the hold along with other supplies heading for Heaven’s Bliss.

The box contains sander memory cards that were stolen several years ago that are holding 30 Ergon marine prisoners of war after they had rioted and taken command of an Alliance troop transport. They were sanded after retaking the ship so they wouldn’t try again.

Once we arrive at the planet and the passengers have been unloaded, we take control of the vessel, I reconstitute the marines and ferry them down to the planet with a surprise attack on the weapons facility. We capture Chasen, the marines ransack the facility for any information and new hardware.

We then all return to the vessel, jump to a predetermined location to meet up with an Ergon vessel and everyone moves over to it. The commercial vessel is blasted to atoms and we all, including Chasen, return to Ergon space as glorious heroes of the Union.

“That’s an ambitious plan you have,” said Capt. Barnes when I had finished explaining it.

“The problem with it, is that it might work. I’ve checked several of the past personnel listings for flights leaving Port Lionshead bound for Heaven’s Bliss. Security is pretty lax so a small force could easily over run the bridge and take the vessel. It also seems that many of the security team go planet-side for R&R for a few days, leaving the ship largely unguarded.”

Capt. Barnes said, “Well, good work, lieutenant. You’ve exposed a spy we weren’t aware of and this plot, now that we’re aware of it, will be very easy to foil. We just arrest your team the moment that arrive on the commercial transport.”

I grinned at my device. “And then I get to become a pilot as my value as a spy will be pretty much destroyed. Right?” There was a long silence. “Right?”

Capt. Barnes slowly said, “Not so fast. Did your boyfriend mention the name of the vessel that will pick you up after you have secured Chasen?”

I frowned. “Knock it off, Captain. Sir. Um, ma’am. He’s not my boyfriend. He did mention two possible ships because of their speed and weaponry and they’re hiding at a mining planet. One is the Azov, dreadnaught class. The other they could use – which is iffy – is the Junga, a ship-of-the-line. Lance suggested storing the transport inside either of these ships so it could be brought back to the Ergon Union and the technology could be studied at their leisure. Especially if they manage to turn Chasen.”

Capt. Barnes paused for a moment, and then said, “You know Chasen, right? Do you think he could be turned?”

I grunted a laugh. “Not one fucking chance, captain. Chasen had no idea that Lynn, the girl he fell deeply in love with was like me, an Ergon male brain in an Alliance female body, and who had been sent to assassinate him. She died protecting him from another assassination attempt. His hate for the Ergon Union is the driving force behind the deadly weapons he’s developing. But Ergon doesn’t know that.”

Barnes said, “I remember. Okay, again, good work, lieutenant. I’ll take this information upstairs and try to work out a counter plan.  There’s what, another six weeks before you’re done with the Academy training?”

“Yes, captain,” I said. “But you’re not suggesting that Scott’s team execute their plan are you?”

Captain Barnes paused and then said, “Maybe. Carry on, lieutenant.” She disconnected.

**          *          *

I sat up with a start at the sound of banging on the door. I had to grab the sheets to keep my breasts from being exposed. Scott sat up, looking around confused. The banging continued. In a muffled voice, we heard Clarissa shout, “Scott! Open up! I know you’re in there with that bitch!”

Shaking his head, Scott groaned, “Oh what the hell…”  He grabbed his underwear from the floor and slipped it on. “Stop it! You’re going to wake the whole dorm!”

Scott cracked the door open. Clarissa shoved it the rest of the way open. She pointed at me and hissed, “I knew that slut would be here with you!”

I smiled at her and said quietly, “Jealous much?”

Clarissa scowled at me and then turned to Scott and said in a hushed tone I could barely hear, “Did you forget our little call to Colonel Chernov?”

Scott groaned as he slapped his forehead. “I forgot. Is he still waiting?”

Clarissa’s eyes flashed. “No. We’ll have to call him back.”

Scott sat on his bed. “Shut the door and call him.”

Clarissa shook her head. “Are you serious? I just scanned my room and it’s clean.” She scowled at me again and said, “No telling what listening devices… or diseases now infest this room.”

I stood up angrily, the sheets falling to the bed exposing my naked body. As Scott grabbed his pants, I said, “I can get dressed in a second.” I looked around trying to figure out where my underwear was.

Clarissa poked Scott in the chest. “Tell your whore to go back to her room.”

I spread my arms and exclaimed, “Just what the hell did I do to you?”

Clarissa glared up and down at me. She sneered, “Seriously?”

Accusingly, I asked, “Scott, are you and Clarissa in a relationship? That’s not what you said last night!”

Scott didn’t look at me as he slipped his shirt on. With a wave of a hand he muttered, “It’s complicated.”  He said to Clarissa, “Let’s go.”

I threw a shoe at him as they exited.  I sat down hard on the bed and shook my head. Have you lost your mind, I asked myself. I just wanted sex last night, not to fall in love with Scott. He’s the enemy. If he knew I was with the Alliance he’d kill me in a heartbeat.

But have I fallen in love with him? One night of lust doesn’t mean you’re in love, I told myself. It’s just that… damn he’s hot. That was the best sex and he didn’t even care that I used to be male. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I need to get my head on straight. If Capt. Barnes knew I had feelings for Scott, she’d pull me immediately off this mission.

I sighed. Maybe she should.

I shook my head and slowly got dressed

A few minutes after entering my room, my device indicated an incoming call. I frowned at myself for hoping it was Scott. I looked at the id on the device and saw it was Lance calling. I answered the call.

“Hey Kathy,” said Lance. “Any idea where Scott is? I can’t reach him.”

I sat in a chair and placed my device on a table. “He and Clarissa are on a call with the boss.” That reminds me, I need to inform Capt Barnes the name of the Ergon officer in charge of Scott’s team.

“Oh, yeah. I forgot about that call. I’m not on it anyway,” said Lance with a chuckle.

“Same here.”

“What I wanted to talk to you about is lunch. My classmates and I usually go together, but today, they wanted some off-campus place and I just don’t have time. I mean, it’s like an hour flight. Can you imagine?” ask Lance.

I said, “That’s crazy. What lunch is worth that? You can get just about everything right here.”

“Exactly,” agreed Lance. “But I hate eating by myself and Scott and Clarissa are tied up, would you like to come along with me to the cafeteria?”

Trying to sound offended, I said, “So I’m choice number three?”

Sounding embarrassed, Lance said, “That’s not what I meant to say. But yeah. You’re choice number three.”

I chuckled. “Is there a choice number four?”

Lance laughed. “Nope. That’s as low as I can go.”

I snorted. “What girl can turn down an invitation like that? I’ll meet you up there in about fifteen minutes.”

This was good for me. I was starting to get hungry. Lance is very cute and he’s not quite as tight-lipped as Scott when it comes to things he shouldn’t talk about. I changed my shirt and checked my make-up in the restroom mirror. I left my room and took an elevator up to the top floor where the cafeteria was located. There’s a stunning view of the city below.

When I got off the elevator, there was a large crowd, all noisily talking among themselves. I couldn’t see what all the commotion was about, so I pushed through the crowd.

A marine stopped me. “Sorry miss. We have to clear the area first. Nothing you need to be seeing anyway.”

I found his comment condescending. I asked, “What happened here?”

The marine shook his head. “Can you believe it? We detected an Ergon spy. Right here on campus. Apparently he was a student here.”

I frowned. “How could you be so certain?”

The marine grinned. “New technology. We can now detect when those Ergon bastards are using a swapped brain. Oh, here they come with him, miss. Please move back.”

A gurney with a body on it was rolled past me. I tried not to cry out when I saw Lance, lying dead with a microwave hole burned through his head. I was just talking to him. I couldn’t believe he was gone! Yes, he’s an enemy of the Alliance, but still. Did they have to kill him?

I’d lost my appetite and watched a medical team roll Lance’s body away.

*          *          *

There was a knock on my door just a few minutes after I had returned from the cafeteria. I opened the door to see Scott and Clarissa waiting outside.

Scott said, “Just came by to tell you… Hey, are you okay?”

I was crying… and it was genuine crying, but I also had to stay in character. I threw my arms around Scott and starting sobbing into his shoulder. “Lance is dead!”

Scott led me back inside my room and Clarissa shut the door. He asked, “Lance? Dead? What are you talking about?”

I dropped to my couch and continued to cry. “We had just talked. I was going to meet him for lunch… I…They killed him Scott! Those fucking Alliance bastards just blew a hole in his head just as I got there.”

Scott put his arms around me and drew me close, holding the back of my head as I cried into his shoulder. “How? How the hell did they know?”

I looked at Scott as I wiped my nose with a finger. “I… I talked to a marine as they were taking him out. They have a way… a way to detect an Ergon brain inside an Alliance body. They can detect us!” This did scare me. What if I had been with him? Would I now be dead as well? I know he was an enemy, but I still liked Lance. I’m not cut out for the spy business.

Scott held me close. “Well shit.”

Clarissa plopped onto my bed and cried, “What the hell do we do now? Any moment they can take us out.”

Scott pulled away from me and held his chin and looked thoughtful. “We need to communicate this to Colonel Chernov. I hope the Alliance hasn’t been able to penetrate our communications.”  He looked over at me. “Was Lance targeted?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so, but I can’t be sure. I got there too late.”

Scott grimaced. “That’s a good thing. You might have been taken out as well. Come on, Rissa. Let’s get back to your room to make a secure call to the boss. At least I hope it’s secure.” Scott gave me another hug. “We’ll let you know what he says.” They both left my room.

I just sat there and sniffled for several minutes. I then picked up my device and put in a call to Captain Barnes.

“Barnes,” said Capt. Barnes.

“Call off your dogs, captain!” I almost shouted into my device.

Momentarily confused, Capt. Barnes said, “Lieutenant? What are you talking about?”

I growled into the device, “Your hit squad. It killed one of my team before I could get any additional information. If I’d been a minute faster, they might have killed me.”

Barnes asked, “Hit squad?”

Still growling, I said, “Cut the crap, captain! I’m not the little space cadet you pretend I am. You know I’m talking about your Ergon brain detectors. They killed our sander expert and they could have killed me. I have an Ergon brain too, you know.”

Capt Barnes exclaimed, “Shit! They weren’t supposed to be out searching yet. I’ll recall that team. Are you sure your asset is dead?”

I grunted. “I saw him. It’s hard to live with a hole that big in your head.”

“I’m sorry, lieutenant,” said Captain Barnes. “Does this scrub their mission?”

I leaned back on my couch. “Scott is calling his boss, Colonel Chernov now to find out what to do next.”

“Chernov, eh?” asked Capt Barnes. “Expect the mission to continue. Chernov will sacrifice all of you to get what he wants.”

“Super,” I frowned.

Capt. Barnes sighed. “Sorry about the loss of your asset, lieutenant. I’ll tell the brain squad to stand down for now.  Keep me informed. Carry on.”  She disconnected.

*          *          *

I sat in the sand at the same spot where we had our luau a few weeks before. We needed to discuss how we go forward and we needed a secure location.  I watched Scott and Clarissa approach. I took a deep breath to avoid crying again. Lance was a bad guy who wanted to kill Chasen and anyone else in the Alliance. I don’t know why his death bothered me so much.

Scott and Clarissa stepped up to the fire pit and then sat, crossed legged next to it. I looked over at them. “Hey guys. What’s the word?”

Scott smiled at me as he ran his fingers through the sand, leaving little trails. “The word from the boss is that the show is still on.” He pointed at me. “You need to apply for additional training to learn how to use a sander. You’re taking over for Lance. And the Union needs to know as much as possible about the sander anyway.”

I nodded. “I suspected that would happen.” What they didn’t know is that I could use a sander blindfolded. “What do we do about that fucking brain scanner?”

Clarissa brushed some long strands of hair from her face and tilted her head to one side. “The word going around is that security jumped the gun with their new toy and they’re afraid they alerted Ergon to its existence. So they’re putting it away for a while. And a lot of people complained about seeing someone getting their brains shot out while they’re trying to eat.”

I grunted. “That’s good. I’ve been really worried lately.”

Scott nodded. “Yeah, me too.” He chuckled and said, “Of course, if they scanned Rissa’s head, they wouldn’t find anything.”

Clarissa frowned and pushed Scott away. “Ha ha. You’re funny.”

Scott started drawing in the sand with his finger. “Okay. Let’s get down to business. Here’s what the boss wants us to do. Kathy, like I said earlier, you’re taking on Lance’s duties. Three weeks from now, the Academy takes its semester break. The following week, flights to Heaven’s Bliss drop to almost nothing as classes at not just the Academy but across all schools resume.

“There’s only one commercial run that entire week. We’ll be on it. Prior to launch, an Ergon agent working at the loading docks, will load a crate onto the commercial vessel. This crate will contain sander circuit cards loaded with the profile of fifty Ergon Marines who the Alliance has illegally held in cold storage for five years. We were able to steal the crate back a couple of years ago after boarding an Alliance cruiser.

“Also to be loaded along with the crate will be enough silica gel and distilled water to bring back all fifty marines. Kathy, it’s crucial you learn to master the sander skills so you can know how to swap out the circuit cards and that other shit.

“Once we attain orbit around Heaven’s Bliss, we hide out on the closed deck that contains the sander. There’ll be only a skeleton crew left after almost everyone takes a transport to the surface. Kathy, that’s when you hydrate the marines. Since it’s a former Navy vessel that can still be called to action, on that same deck is a weapons locker so we can rearm the marines. Clarissa and I will lead them to kill the remaining crew and we take the vessel. We have to hit fast so they can’t send a distress call.

“Using the remaining transports, we shuttle our marines to the surface and assault the weapons’s facility. It’s lightly defended so we should take it easily. We nab their genius and we three along with our captor, return to the vessel leaving the marines to defend and destroy the weapons facility. They are expendable.

“We then rendezvous with the Ergon ship at the designated vector and we then return to the Ergon Union, victorious!

“Sound simple enough?” Scott asked after he finished laying out the plan.

Clarissa looked puzzled. “Why do we need to break into the Alliance weapons locker? Won’t our marines already be armed?”

Scott shook his head. “Two things. One, they are captured troops so they’ll have their weapons stripped from them and also from what little we know about the sanders, is that everyone is restored naked. What do you think, Kathy?”

I nodded. “Piece of cake, boss.” I said. “Can I make a suggestion?”

Scott looked quizzically at me. “Like what?”

“Instead of just killing the crew,” I suggested, “why not store them in the sander for interrogation later? Most of these crews are all former Navy and who knows what all they know.” The last thing I wanted on my conscience was the murder of Alliance civilians.

Nodding, Scott said, “I hadn’t thought of that. That’s a good idea.”

Clarissa frowned. “And if this scientist guy won’t come with us?”

Scott shrugged. “I don’t know why he wouldn’t. Scientists have no scruples. Give them a lab and funding and let them research and they’re happy.”

I sat up straighter in the sand. “If he won’t join us, we kill him.” With my hand, I pretended to shoot a pistol at Clarissa. I had to be the one to shoot Chasen because my pistol will be set to stun only. I grinned and shouted, “Remember Driscoll!”

*          *          *

I almost felt sorry for Scott. Almost. I wanted to tell him that his plan was weak and most likely to end in failure even if we weren’t taking counter measures to assure that it failed. The circuit cards in the crate had been replaced with freshly sanded Alliance marines. They had been trained and knew what the ruse was. My mission was to get inside the Ergon vessel to plant charges and then bug out before the fireworks. So we had to make sure Scott thought the plan was working. This spy versus spy stuff was maddening. The ASDF was going to include a spelunker with the marines on the circuit cards to plant the charges on the Ergon vessel.

Aboard the commercial vessel Gepard, we were all seated at a small table near a concession stand drinking our Gargle Blasters on a nearly vacant recreation deck.

Scott held up and cup and looked at it. “We definitely need this drink in Ergon. You okay, Rissa?  You look nervous.”

Clarissa nodded. “I am. Just thinking of the scale of what we’re about to do. Just the three of us? It’s insane!”

I leaned on the table and in a low voice said, “Along with fifty marines. Don’t forget.”

Scott grinned as he held up his cup again and said, “Here’s to a successful mission. I wouldn’t doubt if the Chancellor himself doesn’t pin medals on us.”  We bumped our cups together in a toast.

Clarissa smiled as she said, “In three days, two empires will know our names!”

I smirked, “Not if we do our jobs right.”

*          *          *

None of us got much sleep in the next couple of days. Scott and Clarissa were worried that the mission would fail, and I was worried that they might somehow succeed. I had to keep them in the dark that they were playing the Alliance game and not the other way around. The Alliance brass was practically salivating about getting as much intel as possible from the Ergon vessel and then hopefully destroying it. That’s going to be pretty damned risky for me. These could very well be my final days.

With that on my mind, I had sex again with Scott. I’m trying not to develop feelings for him as that could jeopardize the mission. I did have a friendship of sorts with them, including Clarissa despite her being a total bitch. So I did feel bad about leading them into a trap that could get them killed them as well.

War is hell, as they say.

The sleep cycle still had two hours to go, but it was pointless to stay in the rack. I got up and took a quick shower. Well, all showers are quick on space fairing vessels. I got dressed and found my way to an observation pod. Outside the view port was a field of stars that looked no different to an untrained eye to any other field of stars. As I watched, the view shifted and blurred slightly and I felt a sudden and very brief knot in my stomach as the vessel made one of its many small jumps. The field of stars changed. A status board above the view port listed two more jumps before arrival at our destination.

For several minutes I paced nervously back and forth, looking out the viewport. This whole operation had to go right. Capt. Barnes had made it clear this was my op.  I didn’t want anyone killed. None of our marines, not Scott, not Clarissa, not the liner’s crew and most definitely not Chasen.

I heard a shoe scuffle on the deck behind me. I turned to see Scott entering the observation pod.

Scott chuckled. “You couldn’t sleep either? I’m all wound up.” He walked up to me and put an arm around my waist. “I’ve got all this pent up energy I can’t seem to get rid of.”

I turned to face him and put my hands on his shoulders. “I know what you mean.”

He bent his face down towards mine, leaned in and kissed me. I sincerely hoped I wouldn’t have to kill Scott.

*          *          *

As we walked across the empty recreation deck of the Gepard, I looked over at a closed concession stand and wished I could get a last minute Gargle Blaster. We knew a crewmember would be coming by soon as they have to check to make sure no passengers have been left behind.

We surprised him as he came around the edge of the arcade. He smiled at us and said, “Hey guys. You’ve missed the last shuttle today to go…” He stopped suddenly with a shocked expression when he saw me wielding a pistol. I had it set for stun, but he didn’t know that.

“What the fuck…?” He went for his own side arm. I shot him square I the chest as we’re all trained to aim at center mass.  His eyes rolled back and he fell in a limp clump onto the deck.

Clarissa sneered, “Just kill the bastard. What can we get from him?”

I pointed at the man’s head. “See that haircut? This guy’s Alliance Security. He’d be a great asset if we could turn him or even exchange his brain.” I just made that shit up, but I thought it sounded good.

Scott checked the man’s uniform. “Here’s his keypass. Let’s go take the bridge.”

We all broke into a run for the lifts. We took one and rode to the top deck which was the command deck. There was a woman sitting at a desk going over some reports. I quickly stunned her.

We stopped at the closed door that led to the bridge. We all took a deep breath. On Scott’s nod, we burst through the door. There were five crewmembers sitting around relaxing and chatting. Only one managed to stand and draw his sidearm before I could stun him. The rest I stunned where they sat.

Scott shook his head. “Where’d you learn to shoot like that, girl?”

I just grinned as I holstered my weapon. “Daddy’s farm.”

Scott finally allowed himself to breathe. “I’m glad you’re on our side.”

We all rushed to the command console. Clarissa sat at the navigation console. It would take her a while to manually enter the destination vector to meet the Ergon vessel. I started warming up the jump coil as the crew had shut them down after entering orbit. Scott hit the switches that activated power on the engineering deck where the sander was located.

I nodded at Scott. “Okay. I’ll go start waking up the marines. I’ll send them up to collect this crew so we can sand them. Give me an hour to restore all the marines.”

Scott glanced over the control panel. “Will you need any help reloading the silica gel and water?”  Several barrels of sand and water had been loaded along with the case of circuit cards.

I shook my head. “No. The marines will help me. While I’m doing that, get the shuttle ready to transport the marines down.  There should be two left on the launch deck.”

Clarissa sighed heavily. “This is going too easy. I hope it’s not a trap.”

Scott frowned and kissed her. “Dispel those negative waves, Rissa. Think positive.”

I chuckled as I left the bridge. I thought to myself, I’m positive it’s a trap.

I rushed down to the engineering deck. All the lights were on when I passed through the hatchway. It took me about five minutes to find the sander. I was almost worried that this vessel didn’t have one or that it had been removed when the Gepard had been decommissioned. But eventually I found it. I turned on all the circuits to bring the sander up to operational. I heard the silica gel getting mixed up in the canisters.

I rushed to the loading dock of the engineering deck and found the crate of circuit boards along with several drums of silica gel and distilled water. We were good to go.

I opened the crate. Inside the crate was a pair of insulated gloves. I put them on so I could handle the circuit board without ruining it by static electricity. I hurried back to the sander. I popped open the cover of the circuit board. These were hot-swappable, so I didn’t have to shut anything off. I pulled the existing card out. I probably should have checked it to make sure there wasn’t anyone still trapped inside the card. I’ll check it later. I carefully inserted the card.

The console showed it contained the profiles for fifty-one individuals. I could only reconstitute five of them before having to reload the silica gel and water. Of course, I could only do one at a time. I selected the first marine and hit the button.

There was a blinding flash of light and the heavy odor of ozone. I’ve seen the process a billion times and of course experienced it for myself. But I still wasn’t prepared for what I saw. The marine opened the sander chamber’s door and stepped out. He took one look at me and grinned. Oh my God. What a magnificent vision stood before me. A gorgeous naked hunk of a marine stepped out of the chamber.

“Well, hello, miss,” he smiled. Stupid and unprofessional of me, I know. But I couldn’t help but stare at his member. He put every man I’ve been with to shame.

I shook my head to clear my thoughts. After a moment, I said, “Welcome aboard, marine.” I pointed as I said, “Down that way, you’ll find a uniform dispenser and across from that is an unlocked weapons locker. Help yourself.”

He nodded and grinned at me. “Thank you, miss.”  He then ran off down the corridor.

I took a deep breath. Get a hold of yourself girl. We’ll be here all day if I don’t get professional.

I selected the next marine and hit the reconstitute button. Thankfully they won’t all be gorgeous. I guess that’s a mean thing to say. Anyway, just a few minutes later, I was surrounded by five Alliance marines.

After the fifth one was dressed, I raised my hand and said, “Listen up, marines! Eyes on me. You guys are the first batch. I’ll need two of you to retrieve the barrels of silica gel and water and bring them here and help me reload the sander. You other three, go up and retrieve the unconscious crewmembers and bring them to me. If you encounter a boy and a girl my age, yes they are Ergon. Just acknowledge them per your training on Ergon marines. Remember, you’re to act Ergon. Okay. Go. I need to reconstitute more marines.”

The two marines returned with the silica gel and water. It took a moment to figure out how as I’d never refilled the canisters before. I asked them to stand by to refill the canisters again after the next five marines were reconstituted.

Forty-five minutes later, all the troops had been assembled and stood at the ready in a large open space inside the engineering deck. The stunned crewmembers had been sanded for their safety.

I knew Scott would soon show up to see my progress so I had hurry with my announcement.

“Gentlemen, you have all been briefed on this operation. In a few moments we’ll launch an Ergon invasion of Heaven’s Bliss, specifically the secret weapons facility. You are to shoot every Alliance personnel you see, with the exception of the VIP.  Check now. All your weapons should be locked on stun. You will then be stationed at the facility for the next few weeks. Any questions before we move out?”

A marine, a sergeant, raised his hand. “We’re missing one of our people, lieutenant.”

I looked around. “I’m pretty sure I got all fifty of you. And don’t refer to me as lieutenant.”

The sergeant said, “Actually, there’re fifty-one of us.”

I checked the console. “Oh, you’re right. I was just counting and not looking at the screen.”

The sergeant said, “It’s the spelunker, miss.”

I nodded. “I’ll get him later just before we need him.”

A few minutes later, Scott came down into the engineering deck. He looked around, nodding in approval.

“Excellent, Kathy,” said Scott. “This should be more than enough men to take the facility. Have the marines been briefed about what’s expected of them?”

I smiled at the marines and said, “Are you ready to kick some Alliance ass?”

In unison, all the marines shouted, “For Ergon and glory!”

Scott just grinned.

I said, “The marines have been informed that you’re in charge, Scott. They’re itching to go.”

“Follow me, men, down to the landers.” Scott gestured for the soldiers to follow him.

I walked beside Scott as we headed for the launch deck.

He looked over at me and asked, “Are you sure you have enough training to fly one of these things?”

I chuckled. “They practically fly themselves.” Not exactly true, but I have logged hundreds of hours flying these drop ships. “How is Clarissa?”

Starting to look a bit grim, Scott said, “She has the command deck along with five of our marines. She’ll have the destination vector finished by the time we get back.” We walked the rest of the way in silence.

In the hanger, the marines started lining up. They know the drill with drop ships. I walked up to the first empty ship and lifted the hatch. I turned to the marines and said, “Marines! I can only take twenty of you at a time. We’ll deploy near the resort that’s next to the weapons facility. There are no defenses there, but we’re not taking chances. Kill everyone you see. Go ahead and charge the facility. Don’t wait for the rest of the marines to arrive. Arrest and detain the target if possible. We do want him alive.  Alright. Load up.”

As each man entered the jump ship I looked at their weapon to make sure they were locked on stun. Scott would have no clue.

Over the intercom I said, “Clear the hanger.”  A few minutes later, we were being lowered to the launch deck. “Cycle atmosphere.” A minute later the pressure equalized to a vacuum on both sides of the hatch. I turned off the inertial dampeners and we jetted out of the ship.

Scott was coming down with us on the first trip. I figured he probably would; it was no big deal. I didn’t worry about him shooting anyone as I had disabled his pistol while he was asleep.

Scott held my hand that I wasn’t using to pilot with. He looked over at me and grinned broadly. “This is going to work! I’m sure to get a promotion. I was a captain before they stuck my brain into this crap body.”

I looked over at him. “I don’t think you have a crap body. I think it’s kinda nice.” I winked at him.

He leaned in for a quick kiss. “We’re making history here.” No argument there.

As I directed the jump ship to follow the landing curve to the surface, I thought if I hadn’t been assigned to watch Scott and Clarissa, would they be succeeding? They deliberately left this planet almost defenseless. Chasen would have no protection. Alliance Command really felt that defending the planet would make it a target. They would have had to kill Chasen as he’d never bend to their side.

I leaned over and gave Scott a quick kiss on the lips. “For luck.” He grinned dopily at me.

I softly set the jump ship down and opened the hatch. Scott didn’t see me as I turned to the marine sergeant and gave him a thumbs up.

Scott jumped out of the ship and shouted, “Okay marines! Let’s go kill some Alliance dogs!” Most of the Alliance dogs Scott planned to “kill” were civilians. That didn’t seem to bother him.

All the marines shouted “For Ergon and glory!” as they ran from the jump ship.

As the last marine jumped off, I shouted to Scott. “Back with the rest!” I closed the hatch and hit the thrusters as soon as it was clear.

It was a thirty minute round trip. I didn’t bother to visit with Clarissa. She wasn’t going anywhere with five marines guarding her.

After bringing the jump ship down and shutting down the engine, I opened the hatch to let the marines exit. Looking out the windscreen, I could see some kind of celebration going on.

Scott shouted, “Kathy! Over here! Look what we have.”

I ran up to Scott and was immediately appalled at what I saw. Chasen had been pushed to his knees and his hands were tied behind his back. His face was cut and bruised and at that moment I wanted to bore a hole into Scott’s Ergon skull.

As I walked up, Scott grinned. “We got their lead scientist. What a joke! Look at him. He’s just a boy!” Scott slapped Chasen on the back of the head. “He’s not cooperating though.”

I grabbed a handful of Chasen’s hair and tilted his head back so I could look directly at him. “You’re name is Chasen, right?” He just stared at me. Then his eyes went wide when he recognized me.

Looking confused and outraged, Chasen shouted, “What the hell? What are you…”

I pulled my side arm and prayed it was still locked on stun. I shouted, “Alliance pig! How dare you spit on me!” He hadn’t of course. I fired my pistol straight into his chest. He collapsed on the ground.  He was about to identify me. I also didn’t want to have to risk taking him on board the Ergon vessel.

Scott grabbed my arm. “What are you doing? Shit!” He sighed. “Well, he did say he’d die before joining us.”

I shrugged. “Sorry about that.” I took a look around saw bodies lying helter skelter on the resort grounds. “Looks like you guys have been busy.”

Scott grinned. “Yeah. We can’t take a chance of anyone sounding an alarm and bringing Alliance marines here.”

I raised my fist. “All hail Ergon!”

Scott laughed. “The Alliance are such softies. We should have defeated them in this war by now. Anyway, let’s get back up to the ship. The marines know what to do here.” He started running towards the jump ship.  I ran after him.

The return trip took about twenty minutes. It felt weird walking back to the bridge on a completely empty vessel. The only people still onboard were Clarissa and the five marines.

Clarissa scowled at us. “Took you long enough. The admiral aboard the Azov is growing impatient.”

Ah, the dreadnaught class. It’s Ergon’s latest with all the newest tech. High Command has been salivating about getting the specs. And then blow it up.

Scott hugged Clarissa. “Is the vector loaded in the navcom?” Clarissa  nodded.

I walked over to the navigation console. “The coil has been shut down. It’ll take about fifteen minutes to bring it to ready. In the meantime, I’ll go down and secure the sander.”

Scott frowned and said, “Is that really necessary?”

I just smiled as I said, “Who’s the sander expert here?”  I started the power up sequence for the jump coil and then rushed down to the engineering deck. Of course the sander doesn’t need securing. But I did need to get one last person out of it.

The sander was still on and humming. I checked the sander console and selected the final marine to reconstitute. A flash of bright light and the smell of ozone and inside the chamber stood our spelunker.  The chamber door slid open and I gasped.

“Cheryl!” I cried as the naked woman stepped out of the chamber. I ran up and bear hugged the still slightly confused Cheryl. A moment later she was hugging me back.

Cheryl held me at arm’s length. “Kathy! Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes!”

My smile switched to a more grim expression as I said, “I wish we had more time to chat, but I only have a few minutes. You’ve been briefed, right?”

“Yes ma’am!” exclaimed Cheryl. “I go to work as soon as this tub is inside the Ergon vessel.”

I gave her another hug. “Just be careful, girl. When everything is set, set off the charges you placed to be a distraction and then we double-time it back to this ship. If I’m taking too long, don’t wait for me. Seal the ship and bug out.”

She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Give me one moment before you leave. A few packages were delivered along with the circuit cards.”  She ran off down the corridor.

I checked my device. I’m running out of time. She needs to hurry.

Just when I was about to give up on her returning in time, Cheryl comes running up to me holding something that looks like a pill.

Cheryl held it out for me. “Swallow this. It transmits on sub-ether so the Ergons can’t detect it. If it stops transmitting, I’ll know you’re dead.”

I popped it in my mouth and swallowed it dry. I slapped Cheryl’s shoulder. “See you in a few.”  I ran back to the bridge.

A lot depended on Cheryl not getting caught. Of course, that’s the art of the spelunker. She’s going to plant a few charges to cause the jump coil on the Ergon ship to go into overload. The resultant explosion will be cataclysmic to the Azov.

When I returned to the bridge, Clarissa asked, “Was everything alright? I noticed a slight power surge.”

I smiled. “Everything’s fine. I had to purge the system before shutting down.”  Both Clarissa and Scott nodded.

I walked up to the navconsole. “The coils are ready and charged. Your vector is already selected. Let’s go.” I pressed the jump button and I suddenly felt queasy and my vision blurred. This was a full jump.

We fell out of jump space almost on top of the Ergon flagship. There was a horrible grinding sound as our hulls rubbed against each other. Proximity alerts sounded across the bridge.

I shouted at Clarissa, “That’s cutting it pretty damn close, bitch! We could have had a juncture!” Any closer and we could have fallen into normal space inside the other ship with catastrophic results.

Clarissa yelled back, “Scott said to get as close as possible to the ship!”

Scott frowned. “I said close, not inside it.”

While the other two were distracted, I leaned over the control console and started the scan of the Ergon vessel’s computer systems.  The scan is actually pretty quick and uses the sub-ether, so it’s undetectable to the Ergons.

A voice came over the comm. link, “Attention Gepard. Shut down your jump coil. Tugs will bring your vessel into our hold.  Stand by.”

At the command console, I flipped the switches deactivating the jump coil. I left a trickle of energy flowing to the emergency jump coil. I set the destination vector to a null value. The Academy stresses to never EVER do that. Pilots call it a hail mary jump. You don’t go far, and you have no idea where.

For several minutes, we felt bumps and some grinding as the tugs maneuvered us inside the Azov’s massive storage hold. This was followed by several metallic banging sounds as our vessel was magnetically moored to the inside hull.

The comm. link crackled again. “Crew of the Gepard report to the Azov bridge.”

Scott grinned. “I guess he means us. Let’s go, guys.”

As we started to file out of the bridge, I looked over to a marine. “Secure the bridge, marine.” I winked at him and he allowed a slight grin in return.

There’s a literal escape hatch on top of the hull. An airlock had been placed and sealed over the hatch and a short tunnel led up to a bulkhead entrance. Two Ergon marines stood ready to escort us to the bridge. We had to hand over our communication devices and weapons to the marines before being allowed into the bridge.

As we entered, the admiral rose from his command chair and turned to face us. Smiling, he said, “Welcome soldiers of the Ergon Union. Welcome aboard the Azov, the pride of the Ergon fleet.”  Wow. I couldn’t wait to blow this thing up.

Scott saluted stiffly and then raised his fist, “All hail Ergon!” The admiral grinned.

The admiral looked at the three of us and then asked, “Where is the Alliance scientist?  Wasn’t he joining us?”

Clarissa frowned and pointed at me. “She shot him.”

I stepped forward and said, “He chose death, admiral. He was a fanatic. We would never be able to turn him.”

The admiral folded his arms. “Well, at least the Alliance won’t have use of him. How is the destruction of the weapons lab going?”

Scott grinned broadly. “Happening as we speak. The planet is now under Ergon control.”

The admiral gripped Scott’s shoulder. “Excellent work. All of you. Even without the scientist, having a complete vessel equipped with an intact hydration system along with a person trained in its use is a prize beyond measure.”

I stood a little straighter and smiled. It might be praise from an enemy officer, but I’ll take it.

The admiral placed his hand on my shoulder and said, “Let’s all go down to the conference room to announce the news to Central Command at the Offices of Peace. It is a glorious day!”

After being ushered off the bridge, we started down a gangplank to a lower level. It was very narrow, which is a standard feature of corridors on a space vessel. We were suddenly tossed against the bulkhead as the Azov rocked severely, despite its size as an explosion ripped through the port side on a lower deck. Looking out the view port, I could see debris as well as a dozen men flaying their arms as they were tossed into space. That had to be Cheryl’s signal.

We all lost our footing as the inertial dampening system struggled. I jumped onto the back of the marine a few steps below me, and managed to smash his head against the railing. I pulled his weapon from his holster and shot the marine in the lead. I pushed past both marines and jumped to the landing.

Scott yelled, “Kathy! What the fuck?”

Alarms sounded all over the ship. Over the 1MC, came a droning voice saying, “Intruder alert. Intruder alert…”

The admiral shouted, “Halt!” A shot went wild over my head.

I was running ahead, but I could still hear Clarissa say, “Well, I never trusted her!”

I shot a couple of confused guards as I ran past them. And then there was another large explosion and the interior of the ship went dark. Red emergency lights flicked on. I had memorized the way in, so I was relying on memory to get back to the ship.

When the power went out, all the doors locked open unless there was a pressure failure.

I hurried into a lift heading down just as the doors closed. There were four men with me. I looked from one to the other and asked, “Anyone know what the hell just happened?”

One shrugged in the dim emergency lighting. “That’s what we’re trying to find out. Nothing is working.”

Another one kicked the side of the lift. “And this vessel is almost brand new!”

The doors to the lift opened on my desired deck and I rushed out. Chaos reigned as I ran down the corridor. In the distance I saw Cheryl waving me on. I heard footfalls behind me. I turned and I was surprised to see Clarissa charging after me. She must have figured where I was going and took a different route.

Just as I turned to look back at Cheryl, I saw Clarissa raise a pistol. Immediately upon arriving at the airlock I felt a searing pain in my side as she shot at me. It hurt like hell and I stumbled down the steps in the airlock ladder well to the deck below. I startled the marines we’d left on the command deck.

I touched my side and felt a ragged hole and much blood. Top deck, Clarissa was holding the hatch open allowing two Ergon marines to descend. Shots were spraying around the airlock. One of the marines lifted me to my feet.

I turned to Cheryl and asked, “How long do we have?” I knew she had set some timed explosives.

She flashed four fingers. Four minutes before all of us were incinerated.

An Ergon marine jumped down the ladder and fired at one of our guards, killing him. Three other guards opened fire and took the Ergon down. The one left in the airlock hesitated before descending.

I yelled to Cheryl, “Go! Go to the bridge. Flip up the clear safety switch over the big red button labeled emergency. Slap that. It’s a hail mary jump.” I coughed a few times. I felt like I was going to pass out. “It’ll just get us out of here.”  I coughed again and tasted blood.

Cheryl looked worried. “Can we jump from inside another ship? Is that safe?”

I coughed. “Not according to the Academy. Just do it.”

The Ergon marine stuck his pistol out of the ladder well for the airlock and fired randomly, striking a guard in the arm. They all returned fire and the pistol withdrew.

To the marine holding me up, I said, “Take me below decks to the sander and help me inside it. I can’t die if I’ve been sanded. Now.”  I looked at Cheryl and she hadn’t moved. I yelled, “Go! Go! Go!”

The marine picked me up gently and hurried me to the sander down in the engineering deck. I didn’t see where Cheryl went. I heard more weapons discharge behind us.

It took two precious minutes to get me to the sander. I was about to pass out from blood loss. What was Cheryl waiting on? We only had another minute before the charges detonated. The marine stood me up inside the sander chamber and closed the chamber door. Just as I was about to hit the dehydration button, I saw Clarissa in the corner of my eye. How did she get past the other marines?

Just as she fired, everything blurred and I felt nauseous as the Gepard made its emergency jump. There were shrieks of torn and tortured metal, but the hull held together. The jump caused Clarissa’s shot to go wild and just as all I could see was blinding light, I saw her shot hit the sander’s console.

*          *          *

The blinding flash of light and millions of pin pricks. I hated being reconstituted.

I stumbled slightly towards the chamber door. I felt my side. The wound was gone. That’s odd. The process of being sanded may remove viruses and maybe parasites, but it won’t heal a hole in your body.

I looked out the glass of the sander’s chamber and saw a med team standing by, Chasen and Cheryl were standing by holding hands and even Captain Barnes was in the room. All were looking at me curiously. I opened the chamber door and stepped out.

The med team looked me over and one of them said, “I guess we’re not needed here. Let’s go guys.” They started rolling their equipment out of the area.

I looked at Cheryl. “Hey Cheryl. How’s it going?  Was I in there a while?”

Cheryl nodded. “Two months, girl. The Gepard suffered some major damage doing a jump from inside another vessel. It had to be repaired before it could travel back to Home World.”

Chasen grinned at me. I said, “It looks like something else was happening too.”

Cheryl and Chasen looked at each other and then kissed. Cheryl said, “You might say that.”

I looked around. “So, what did I miss?”

Captain Barnes said, “The Azov was utterly destroyed when the charges detonated in the jumpcoil chamber. At their last location is just a wide field of debris. There were no survivors, including your boyfriend.”

I frowned. “Scott was not my boyfriend. I am sorry he died though. What of Clarissa?”

Capt. Barnes said, “We’re trying to rehabilitate her by putting her on a farming planet on the frontier.”

I walked up to Barnes who was next to the sander tech. I said, “Okay. What’s going on? I feel different and how am I healed?”

The tech said, “We were afraid we might not be able to reconstitute you. The console took a hit when you were sanded. Your template was destroyed. The archive on Home World had a backup of an older template.”

Captain Barnes frowned. “Your first template, lieutenant. You’re fifteen again.”

I had been standing there naked all this time. I looked down and saw my smaller, but perky breasts.

Capt Barnes said, “I’m sorry, miss. I came here to promote you to the rank of captain for your achievements. But I’m afraid I’ll have to discharge you from the Navy again instead.”

I felt my heart sink. “No! No. Please, not again. You know I’m older than fifteen.” I felt tears welling up. “You can’t do this to me again!”

Capt. Barnes shrugged. “You know the rules, miss. You must be eighteen to join. Look at the bright side. You have your virginity back. Before the end of the week, we’ll have a foster family to take you in.”

I sighed. “At least I’m out of the spy game.”

Barnes shook her head. “I wouldn’t count on it.”

With a heavy sigh I collapsed into a nearby chair and didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. This is crazy. I’m right back where I started. I grinned. At least this time around, I already like boys.

*          *          *

The End
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