

My New Assignment

By

Melanie Brown

Copyright © 2020, 2022


My New Assignment 


By Melanie Brown 

Copyright 2020, 2022 

Published by DopplerPress 

A division of Janglewood LLC 

Copy Editor   Tom Peashey 

Line Editor   Chris Hobbs 

Publisher   Joyce Melton 

First Kindle Edition January 2022 

Cover credits 


Image: Original Art by Melanie Ezell 

Assist: Joyce Melton 


Table of Contents

Part 1

Part 2

Part 3


Part 1

“Come to your senses, Ray,” pleaded my first officer and well, only officer, Lt. Jacob. “You’re the captain. You need to take the data back. I’ll make sure you get away.” We both stumbled as the inertial dampeners tried to compensate for another explosion.

I smirked as I punched in the last of the commands into the console. “You know the rules, Karl.  Captain goes down with the ship and all that shit.”

Karl shook his head. “Only one of us is likely to survive in the next five minutes. You need to go.”

I punched in the code for emergency full power sub-ether burst. “This ain’t a democracy, Karl. I’ve read about doing this before, so I have a greater chance of success in sending you. Swallow this capsule.”  I held out what looked like a large pill. We just scored a huge intel bonanza.

We had detected the flagship and latest vessel of the Ergon fleet drop out of jump space just a little over three parsecs away from the position we were monitoring with our deep-space radar. It pings through the sub-ether so there’s no waiting for light to make the round trip, and it’s undetectable by Ergon forces. We didn’t bother to waste the time to ask Space Alliance High Command for permission for the reckless action we decided to undertake. We had to act.

We plotted an exit vector as close to the Ergon ship as we dared. And then tempting fate to the nth degree, we manually massaged the vector to get really close. We needed to get so close the escort vessels couldn’t fire on us without hitting the Ergon command ship. We had just been retrofitted with the latest in intel gathering scanners to rapidly scan the memory systems of an Ergon vessel. Its high-speed, alternating phasing keep the Ergon ships from blocking the scan. But we need to be close to reduce scan time to bare minimum. Really close. We needed at least thirty seconds to fetch the data and then jump back to our failsafe position just outside Ergon space.

Fifteen seconds after we arrived… almost touching the skin of the Ergon flagship, the targeting warning display lit up with over a hundred target locks on us. But we were just too damned close to their ship. The scan started as soon as we dropped out of jump space. It’s so sweet as there’s nothing they can do to stop the scan.

We couldn’t wait for our jump coils to recharge, so as soon as we had finished collecting the data… a crazy forty-five seconds later, I switched us to our emergency jump charge. We’d be dead in the water for at least an hour, but we had the advantage that the Ergon forces would have no idea where we went.

I nodded to Karl and he pounded the jump button, and a moment later we fell out of jump space almost exactly where we left in our failsafe holding position just inside Alliance space. The data was immediately started on being compressed for transmission. I initiated the fast recharge for both the main and emergency jump coils. All the lights on the vessel dimmed.

Once compressed, we could transmit the data much faster than the series of jumps we would have to make to get back to Alliance Space. All we needed was about half an hour to transmit and then an additional twenty minutes to finish the recharge.  We relaxed. After all, we were three parsecs from the Ergon fleet and they didn’t know where we went. We had just finished our high-five when we were slammed to the deck from a mid-ships explosion.

A small gun-boat that was all battery and jump coil had picked up on the tiny tendril of energy emitted by our jump coil. Larger ships can dispel this energy thread, but there wasn’t enough room on our small deep space probe ship for such a device. We don’t normally jump around as we can stay parked at one location for years. We were located and the gun-ship had fired an energy weapon through our hull. We were shocked as the ship was equipped with the latest in energy absorbing General Products hull.

So I did the one thing they told us over and over in officer’s training school to never do. Ever.  I launched a jump with no destination vector. This essentially puts us in null space.

The jump coil started vibrating and humming to beat the band as my dad used to say, as well as over-heat.  We weren’t going anywhere, but we were undetectable in jump space. The jump coil will disintegrate in just a few minutes of this abuse.

The device I offered Karl was just small enough to swallow.  It contained all the data we had gathered from the Ergon flagship.

Lt. Jacob asked nervously, “Are you sure this will even work?” He took the device from my hand

The whine from the abused jump coil increased in pitch. I shrugged and said, “It better. It’s the only chance we have.”

Karl looked at the device he was holding for a moment, then closed his eyes and swallowed it.

“Okay, lieutenant, get in that sander now,” I barked a bit too harshly.  We only had one shot at this and we were rapidly running out of time.

Karl nodded and positioned himself inside the sander. I heard him swallow, took a deep breath and hit the dehydrate button. There was flash and he was gone. Well, not gone gone, but no longer in the sander’s chamber, but instead in the computer’s memory. The sander isn’t really designed for this kind of use, but it reduces a person’s mental state to a holographic image. The mass is stored as so much silica gel and distilled water. I don’t care about the mass. I’m only interested in the file containing the profile.

I quickly programmed the navigation system to exit jump space a few million miles from our last location. Before dropping from jump space, I uploaded Karl’s profile into the communications console. Now that Karl and the device he swallowed are all holographically stored in the computer, I can transmit the file of his profile to Alliance High Command through the sub-ether with a short, ultra- high wide-bandwidth burst. It defies common sense, but the data in Jacob’s gut is now smaller than if I had tried to send directly. As far as I know, this has never been done before. Normally, sub-ether transmissions are short and a very narrow bandwidth.

I pushed the button to drop us out of jump space and immediately hit the transmit button to send Karl to High Command. Even if the Ergon ship could detect the transmission, there’d be no way to stop it now. I’ll have a few minutes while the Ergon gun ship tries to find us and recalibrate for a jump.

I didn’t think I had time to start a self-destruct timer, so I did what I could by dumping critical memory and frying circuits in our deep space RADAR. Another explosion from an energy bust from the Ergon gunship rocked me.  Several status lights turned red. One in particular was for the sander.  The canisters of silica gel and distilled water, used to reconstitute someone dehydrated by the sander had been destroyed.  So much for being reconstituted – at least on this vessel. Sander storage was undamaged.

The reactor was going critical; the jump coil was burned out. Only the emergency system was functioning. I could hear the scream of air rushing from the ship in the lower deck. I quickly entered my last log transmission and set the navigation system on a 30 second delay to a random location into the emergency jump coil. Something else we’re never supposed to do.  It’s a Hail Mary jump that could drop you out into the middle of a sun or a planet or even another ship.

The sub-ether emergency beacon was already on as I stepped into the sander. Call me chicken, but I don’t want to be around to feel the ship get disintegrated. Even if the ship survives, I can’t reconstitute without the canisters of silica gel and water. But I’ll be in a protected area of the computer if found.

I hit the dehydrate button and saw a bright light.

*          *          *

The blindingly bright light. The million pin pricks and the wave of nausea. Everyone hates being reconstituted. Well, everyone hates the whole process. Nobody likes being stored  holographically in the innards of a computer either. But it does beat the cryoboxes used by the Ergon Union.

While I stood there a moment, catching my breath, I heard voices outside the sander’s chamber.

“Son of a bitch!”

“Holy shit. Where did you find that profile?”

“Someone get a blanket or something. I didn’t expect this.”

As I stood there, long strands of brunet hair fell across my eyes. What the hell? I knew I was naked. You always reconstitute naked, but something was off. I looked down at my hand as I opened the chamber door.  My hand was small and soft with long slender fingers. It wasn’t my hand.

I blinked in the bright light as I looked around. I had no idea where I was. This was definitely not the command deck of the Bezzavetnyy, the deep space recon vessel I commanded. Or did command.

There were three officers gawking at me. One stood up after being handed a folded sheet. He grimaced as he unfolded the sheet and took a step towards me.

That’s when I looked down and saw two perky breasts and noticed my arms were on the skinny side. “What the hell?” I stared at my hand in disbelief.

The officer with the sheet, a lieutenant from his insignia, held it out to me and tried to avert his eyes. “I’m very sorry Captain Granger. This was the only spare profile we had. I uh… uh…”

I took the sheet and quickly wrapped it around me. I felt cold and embarrassed to be stared at. I was a naked teen girl. Was this a joke?

“Captain on deck!” shouted one of the men standing behind the officer. All the officers snapped to attention.

I heard someone laugh as I looked up. “Captain Granger! You’ve changed since that last meeting at the High Command.”

I recognized the man who spoke. “Captain Smalley. What the hell is going on?  Can you explain this? Where am I?” Captain Steve Smalley and I had gone through the academy together. While not exactly chummy, I considered us friends.

Captain Smalley chuckled as he extended his hand to me.  Clutching the sheet with one hand I shook his offered hand with the other.  “Welcome aboard the Tikhiy Volk, the largest hospital ship in the Alliance.”  He turned to the officer who had given me the sheet. “Mr. Kyle, if you’d join the captain and me in my quarters. I’d very much like to know why an Alliance Space Defense Force officer appears to be a naked teenage girl.”

Lt. Kyle nodded. “Of course, captain.”

Captain Smalley looked at the other men. “Show’s over, boys. Dismissed. And while we straighten things out I expect you as well as the rest of the crew to treat Captain Granger with respect.”

“Aye sir.”

As we walked through the passageway to the captain’s quarters, I kept getting stares and leered at by the crew. It’s like they’d never seen a naked teen girl wrapped in a sheet on board their vessel before. This was crazy that I’m a girl. It’s a simple matter to download my profile from the central system so why did they use this profile?

Captain Smalley nodded to me after we entered his quarters. “Have a seat Ray. I think the lieutenant has some explaining to do.”

I frowned and folded my arms. “I should hope so. It’d be just as annoying but not as much of a surprise to find myself with a Lola profile.” Lola was an illegal protocol that managed to find its way on a lot of Navy vessels, particularly in the Deep Space service for… well, entertainment.

Steve frowned. “I thought I had purged the system of all illegal profiles and protocols when I took command of this vessel. Apparently I missed one.”

Wrapping myself tighter with the sheet, I said, “That’s what I don’t understand. A profile doesn’t take more than a few days to download over the sub-ether. Why wasn’t my profile downloaded?”

Capt. Smalley looked over at the lieutenant.  “Mr. Kyle. Is there an explanation? I wasn’t advised on the profile being used.”

Lt. Kyle cleared his throat. He turned to address me directly. “A few days ago we received an emergency beacon on sub-ether for a disabled ship. The signal was very weak. What we found was a part of a deep space probe vessel that had suffered extreme damage. Not much of the computer system was left, but there was a profile stored and the ship’s log. That was about it.  Apparently, the emergency jump coil was overloaded and detonated depositing what was left of the vessel in this largely empty region of the Alliance.

“The computer was heavily damaged. Only a couple of the modules were still intact. Our computer techs hooked up the modules to the ship’s system. That’s when we saw we had Captain Granger’s profile along with his final log entry. We looked up the ship’s registry and found the Bezzavetnyy was reported destroyed a little over twelve objective years ago.”

“Holy shit!” I exclaimed. “I’ve been floating space junk for twelve years?”  Twelve years of storage wasn’t unheard of, but I’ve never gone more than two objective years. Subjective time, I hadn’t aged a second or wouldn’t have if I had been restored with the correct profile. Objective time deployment for deep space operations is ten years, but the crew only ages six subjective months on average. It takes a computer tied into the Home World data center to keep all this straight.

Lt. Kyle nodded. “You were lucky. The battery lasted longer than spec. And it’s rare for any Naval vessel to travel through this area of space so finding you was nothing short of a miracle.”

I looked over at Captain Smalley and asked, “And what of Lt. Jacob? Did he survive the transmission?”

Steve chuckled. “That trick of yours has been added to the list the academy teaches to never try. Just too risky and the unexpected bandwidth took down one of the Home World comm-centers. But yes, Lt… well now Admiral Jacob, survived. The information we retrieved…” Steve chuckled again, “… after he had taken a dump, proved invaluable.  Hostilities haven’t ended, but we’ve had a solid cease-fire with the Ergon Union for almost five years now because of that data.”

I grinned. “I’m glad that worked. I thought for sure he’d arrive scrambled or something. So now we know what happened to Karl and what happened to my ship. So... what happened to me?”

Lt. Kyle studied his hands for a few moments. “Well, sir. You’re… um, well, you’re dead, sir.”

I stifled a laugh. “I don’t seem to be dead.”

Lt. Kyle nodded slowly. “Well, yes. Now. With that profile. But sir, you’ve been listed dead for twelve years. You’ve had a funeral service, you were promoted posthumously for your heroic and unorthodox acts. Per protocol, your profile was deleted from its archive a few weeks after your ship was disabled. There’s no path back.”

I frowned. “I can understand that. For security reasons you can’t leave profiles of dead people in the system. But surely there’s a better profile than a sixteen year old girl. I mean, where did this profile even come from?”

Captain Smalley said, “You know vessels aren’t equipped to reconstitute dead servicemen. Even if one was available, I couldn’t authorize you taking a profile of a marine that recently died. Except for the illegal ones, there just aren’t any spare profiles lying around. If we still had it in our system, would you have preferred to be Lola?”

The Lola protocol module is illegal on all Alliance ships. It was originally developed for espionage but is also secretly loaded for its entertainment value. Basically, Lola was a notorious exotic prostitute from Seka-5. The protocol is chock full of diabolically clever spy features, but it’s mostly used to temporarily change a hapless crewmember into a nymphomaniac for a few hours of fun for everyone who is not Lola. Without the espionage features enabled, whoever is wearing the Lola protocol becomes a hyper-sexualized prostitute. By default, you don’t remember the experience when restored.

I grunted. “At least I wouldn’t be a child.”

Steve laughed. “No, but you’d probably be having sex with every male member of the crew.” He looked over at Lt. Kyle. “Lieutenant, where did this profile come from? I had ordered all illegal profiles purged from the sander’s memory. A profile of a sixteen year old girl would be even more illegal than Lola.”

Looking embarrassed, Lt. Kyle said, “I found this squirreled away deep in Captain Taylor’s folder. It was the only profile on the ship that isn’t currently active with the crew. I checked the metadata on the module and the only information is that it was recorded twenty years ago. No name. No source location. It didn’t even say it was of a girl. The memory that was storing Captain Granger’s profile was going critical. I had to do something quick.”

I folded my arms. “Who the hell is Captain Taylor?”

Steve looked thoughtful for a moment. “He was captain of this vessel just prior to me. It’s odd that he’d have such a profile module in his possession. He seemed like a straight shooter to me.”

Captain Smalley looked thoughtful for a few moments before snapping his fingers. “I think I know. Captain Taylor had a daughter, about twenty years old I think. Because of an accident when she was sixteen, she was left paralyzed and disfigured from a fire. That son of a bitch! He was going to risk his career to give his daughter a life back.”

Use of sanders is strictly controlled. There are no non-military sanders in existence as far as anyone knows. You don’t need a sander to create a profile. Any attempt at an unauthorized use of a sander fries all the circuits. Even official profiles are limited. Only the upper ranks and those of us in deep space operations have back-up profiles since we have to use sanders to reduce the resources we have to use on the vessel have backup copies stored at Central Command.

I looked quizzically at Steve. “I wonder why he never used it. It was a great risk to just bring it aboard.”

Captain Smalley shrugged. “He never got the chance I guess. That’s why I’m captain now.  He and his daughter were both killed while on a holiday trip on a commercial carrier. They were attacked by Ergon terrorists.”

Lt. Kyle looked sad. “I bet he was planning to bring her here.”

Captain Smalley frowned. “No point in besmirching his record now. Mr. Kyle, please keep this confidential and scrub this conversation from the records.”

Lt. Kyle nodded. “Yes sir. Captain Granger is now locked into this profile anyway. If she got dehydrated now, she’d reconstitute back to this form.”

I growled, “What do you mean locked? I want my old profile back!”

Lt. Kyle sighed. “That’s not possible, sir. Like I said, your profile was purged twelve years ago. There is no going back.  And to the sander system, the girl and your profile were new, so now they are bound.”

I frowned. “We’ll have to get this straightened out when we get back to Alliance Command.”

Captain Smalley stood up. “That may be awhile, Ray. I have a ship load of refugees to deliver.”

I stood up as well. “You can’t leave me as a girl!”

Captain Smalley shook his head. “Right now we don’t have a choice.”  He turned and left his quarters.

*          *          *

I spent the next day stewing in Lt. Kyle’s quarters.  As a girl with no official standing in the Alliance Space Defense Force, I was restricted to Lt. Kyle’s quarters. He had to take a smaller room elsewhere. For clothes to wear, they had located some women’s dungarees that were my size on the uniform dispenser. I wasn’t allowed to mingle with the crew. For the time being, Captain Smalley wanted my existence to be kept quiet.

While locked away, I found a drama made several years ago about Lt. Jacob’s and my final adventure. I was amused at how handsome and stoic looking the actors that played us looked. Karl and I were hardly the cinematic heroes depicted in the drama. I had to chuckle at the dialog. It wasn’t even close to what we’d said in those final hours leading up to and during our rendezvous with the Ergon flagship. Still, action wasn’t too far off and it was entertaining.

Just as the credits were rolling, there was a knock on the door and Lt. Kyle entered the room.

I couldn’t read his expression as he said, “The captain requests you come to his ready room immediately.”

I frowned. “I guess that means now, huh?” I looked down at my dungarees. “Shouldn’t I have admiral insignia on this uniform?”

Lt. Kyle’s expression didn’t change. “You’ll have to take that up with the captain. I don’t think it’s been authorized by High Command.” He pointed out the door. “Shall we go, miss?”

Miss? He didn’t even address me as captain. Something was up and I didn’t like it.

I followed Lt. Kyle through several passageways until we arrived at a larger room. Inside was Captain Smalley and a large wall mounted display. The display was showing the logo of the Alliance Space Defense.

Steve pointed at a chair. “Please have a seat, miss.”

I frowned at Captain Smalley. “Shouldn’t you address me as admiral?”

He shook his head. “Please sit down, miss.”

As I sat down, the display changed to say “Incoming transmission: Chief of Naval Operations – Admiral Nichols.”

I stood when the admiral’s image appeared. He smiled and said, “Please sit down, miss. I can’t tell you how much of an honor it is to actually meet the legend who brought peace to the Alliance. We’re glad you’re not dead, but your current condition does cause some issues.

“I’ll get right to the point, miss. After consulting with the executive staff and after deep consideration about your current condition, it has been decided to discharge you from any further service in the Alliance Space Defense Force.”

I stood up and shouted at the image, “What? You’re kicking me out? Why? I’ve done nothing wrong. My ‘condition’ isn’t my doing, admiral. I respectfully request you reconsider your position.”

Looking solemn, Admiral Nichols said, “It pains me to do this, miss. It really does. But you know all the rules and regulations concerning profiles and age requirements. If we allow you to continue to be in the service, we’d have to let everyone’s sixteen year old son or daughter into the force.”

I exclaimed, “Get me a new profile!”

The admiral frowned. “You know how strict the rules are about using someone else’s profile. Even if they recently died. It’s one of our most stringent rules. I wish I could, miss. But our hands are tied.  And as a civilian, you can’t remain on a military vessel. Captain Smalley will arrange for you to be inserted into the refugees being transported to a new home world.”

Still standing, I waved my fist at the display and shouted, “I saved the fucking Alliance!”

The expression didn’t change on Admiral Nichol’s face. “Again miss, we thank you for your service. When you turn eighteen, you may join the Force. We will allow you to enter as a lieutenant instead of a cadet and after a year of officer training, you will be promoted to rank of captain.”

I frowned. “Not as an admiral?”

Nichols said, “Nobody in the fleet would accept an eighteen year old admiral, miss. This is all we can offer you. You have our sincere wishes of success in your future endeavors. Good day, miss.”  The screen went blank and then the ASDF logo appeared.

I turned to Steve and snapped, “Are you okay with this?”

Looking a bit sheepish, Captain Smalley shrugged. “Orders are orders, miss. What would you have me do? And seriously, do you really think you’d cut it as a sixteen year old female combat pilot?”

“I’d like to try!” I exclaimed.

Steve shook his head. “You’ve been re-assigned. Deal with it.”

Interrupting, Lt. Kyle said, “Sir, the civilian leadership is requesting the name of the girl we’re bringing them.”

Captain Smalley sighed and looked at me. “Do you have a name preference, Miss Granger?”

I folded my arms and just glared at him.

Captain Smalley stood. “Ray, I don’t blame you a bit for being pissed. I would be too. But being pissed isn’t going to change your situation one tiny bit. Now give me a name you’d like to henceforth be known as.”

I just stared at Steve trying to bore a hole through his head with my eyes.

Captain Smalley sighed again. “Mr. Kyle please inform Mr. Bernstein the name of the girl is Lotta Vagina.”

As Lt. Kyle turned to the comm. console, I asked, “What was the name of Captain Taylor’s daughter?”

Steve’s expression softened a bit. “I believe her name was Sandra.”

I sighed deeply. “If I have no choice, that’s the name I’ll choose.”

Steve smiled and said, “Mr. Kyle. Inform Mr. Bernstein the girl’s name is Sandra Granger. She’s been orphaned and is currently a ward of the Fleet.”

Lt. Kyle nodded. “Aye, Captain.” He turned to the comm. console again.

*          *          *

I followed Captain Smalley down the corridor to the lifts to take us down to the hospital decks. I was not happy at all.

I looked over at Captain Smalley. “I can’t talk you out of doing this to me, Steve? I thought we’ve been friends since the academy days.”

Steve frowned. “Don’t go pulling that guilt shit with me, Ray… or I should say Sandra. If I want to keep my command, I really have no choice. You’d be doing the same thing if the situation was reversed and you know it.”

“Maybe,” I said as we entered the lift to take us down a few levels. “Since I’m being forced to join these refugees, what are they refugees from?”

Captain Smalley looked thoughtful for a moment. “It’s a relocation effort. This is the last bunch to be moved. We’re relocating them to a different frontier planet.”

I looked at Steve curiously. “Why is that? Was their home world in contested space with the Ergon Union?”

Steve shook his head. “No. Their planet was becoming unstable and it’s been scheduled for demolition.”

We arrived at the deck the refugees where being housed. “So, just how hicksville is this frontier world you’re sending me to?  Am I going to be living in the sticks and wearing animal skins?”  Some frontier worlds were very primitive while others were quite modern.

Steve laughed. “Not quite that bad. Konchi-6, while not as modern a world as you’re used to, is fairly advanced. They’re hurting for warm bodies though, which is why they’re getting two groups relocated there.”

The deck was partitioned off with temporary walls. Captain Smalley put his hand on my back to lead me to our destination. “Mr. Bernstein will meet us in the ward’s office. We’re almost there.”

A man in his late fifties or so stood up from his desk when we entered the office. He smiled broadly at us and extended his hand to Captain Smalley. “It’s good to see you, captain!” There was a group of people standing to one side. The man looked over at me and smiled. “And this I assume is the young lady who will be joining us. I’m Mr. Bernstein, in charge of this refugee operation. Let me welcome you and also extend our sincere condolences for your tragic loss.”  He was of course referring to the cover story Steve had given him to say I was an orphan.  Actually my parents were most likely at this very moment on a casino world squandering their pensions.

I nodded to him and said, “Thank you.” I wasn’t sure I liked this Bernstein guy. I’ll just have to take a wait and see attitude.

Mr. Bernstein put his hand on my shoulder and pointed at the group of people standing at one side in his office. “Sandra, right?  Sandra, this is the McKenna family. They have graciously volunteered to take on a new member of their family.” The McKenna family seemed to consist of a man and wife, a boy around eighteen or nineteen and a girl about my age.

The apparent wife smiled at me. “Welcome to our family, Sandra.

The man stepped forward. “Hi. I’m Jack. This is my wife Margaret, my son William and my daughter Tracy. We’re glad to have you.”

I nodded to my new family. “Thank you. Thank you for taking me in.” I planned to appeal this decision. I didn’t want to live with this family. I wanted to get back to being a pilot.

Mr. Bernstein turned to Steve. “Thank you again, captain. I think we can take it from here.”

Steve nodded. “You’re very welcome. If she gives you any trouble, let me know and we’ll put her to work cleaning jump coils.”

Mr. Bernstein laughed. “I’m sure she won’t be any trouble.”

Captain Smalley laughed. “I’m sure she won’t ether.” He narrowed his eyes at me and said, “Will she?” Steve then smiled and looked at my new family. “Good day.”  He turned and left the office.

I couldn’t believe it. He left. He abandoned me. He just left me here. I’ll never have another command again.

Grinning, Mr. Bernstein turned to Jack and held out a pen. “Just sign on the document where the ‘X’ is to complete the transaction.”

I just stood there, unsure of what to do.  Jack glanced over at me and then leaned over the desk and signed the document.  Mr. Bernstein picked up the document and looked it over.

“Everything’s in order, Mr. McKenna,” said Mr. Bernstein. “You’re free to take your new daughter, Sandra McKenna, home with you.” He handed me what appeared to be an ID card.

I stood dumbfounded. I said, “Say what?  My name is Granger.”

Mr. Bernstein shook his head. “Not anymore, miss. Mr. McKenna just adopted you. You are now his daughter.”

“Do I get a say in this?” I asked.

Mr. Bernstein didn’t seem aware of my growing anger. He shrugged as he put a short stack of papers back into a case. “The good captain took care of everything for us. Everything was streamlined through the Alliance government. Wasn’t that nice of him?”

Before I could answer, Jack said, “Come along, honey. Come see your new home. Well, at least for another week or so.” I nodded with resignation.

As we left the office and started walking through the maze of partitions, Tracy exclaimed, “I finally have a sister! We’re going to have so much fun, Sandy. Can I call you Sandy?”

I shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”

William laughed. “And I have someone new to torment!”

Margaret… I have a tough time calling her ‘Mom’, said, “You better be nice to your sisters. What have I told you?”

William stuck his hands in his pockets and pouted. “But that’s no fun.”

I wanted to run away, but there’s no place to really hide on a ship. Especially these hospital ships. They have ways to track down missing people because sometimes patients wander off.

Jack… Who I also have a hard time calling ‘Dad’, announced as we arrived at a large partition, “Here we are. Home sweet home. Only one more week until we get a real home.”

Margaret hugged Jack. “Home is where the heart is, honey.”

I was expecting a cubicle like you see in some office settings. But this was larger than I expected and had cloth sub-partitions to create separate rooms.

To me, Jack said, “I hope you don’t mind. You’ll have to share a room with Tracy. When we left a month ago, we didn’t anticipate adding a new family member.”

In a quiet voice, I said, “That’s fine.”  I mean, like what choice do I have?

Curious I asked, “You have been travelling for over a month? This should have taken four or maybe six jumps at the most.”

William sneered, “What do you know about sub-ether jumps? You’re just a girl.”

Jack chuckled, “She’s right, Bill. Ordinarily this would have taken no more than a few days. But they’ve been making tiny jumps so we as passengers don’t notice them.”

To no one in particular, I said with a sigh, “I want to be a pilot in the Alliance Space Defense.” That’s where I should be now, dammit.

William laughed. “They don’t have girl pilots in the military. I don’t even think they have them in commercial.”

I frowned at William. “They most certainly do.” I almost said I’ve dated a couple of women pilots. Combat pilots at that.

Jack laughed again. “She’s correct on that as well, Bill. But all the ships with women pilots all have dented fenders.”

I frowned and said, “Just you wait.”

Margaret said, “Do you not have any clothes, dear? You didn’t come with any luggage.”

I looked down my front and tugged on my shirt. “This is all I have.”

Margaret frowned. “Well, that’s hardly fitting for such a pretty young girl. Tracy, take Sandra over to the Store and get her some nice clothes. Don’t be too long though. They’ll be calling the evening meal in about an hour.”

William laughed. “Mom you can’t be serious. Girls taking less than an hour to shop for clothes?”

Margaret said, “Just a few items, honey. We don’t want to take a lot with us when we go planet-side.”

Tracy nodded. “Yes, Mom. Come on, Sandy!”  She took my hand and started to lead me through the maze of partitions.

Damn this vessel is big! The inertial dampening system has its work cut out for it. Not disturbing the passengers might be one reason for short jumps. The size of the vessel might be another reason. Hospital ships aren’t designed to jump into hot zones in combat situations. They’re usually tethered to a planet outside of hostilities. They have too much inertia to maneuver quickly.

Tracy quickly led me through the make-shift tent city.  We had to hurry so we wouldn’t miss the evening meal. Well, it’s not like they toss it out after ten minutes, but I’m sure you want to try to beat the line.  No way would cooking be allowed inside the ship, so all these refugees are dependent on the vessel’s food service.

After a few minutes, we made it to a section with a sign reading “Ship’s Store” over the door. I was surprised at the number of people inside the store.

Tracy pointed towards a box sitting at one side of the store “Good. Nobody is using that. Go in the box and get your measurements taken. Use your id card to open the door so all your info will be listed on your account.”

I walked up to big metallic box.  Large military vessels have similar devices in order to get uniforms. There’s no laundry service on Alliance vessels in order to reduce water waste. You get a new uniform every day from the dispenser.

I slid my card through the reader and the door opened. I stepped inside and the door closed silently behind me. A blue light moved up and down as if scanning me.  It only took a few seconds and the door slid open.

Tracy led me over to an unoccupied console. “Let’s see. What all will you need?  You don’t even have undies do you? Put your card in there and let’s get started.”

After I had inserted my card, the display lit up with catalog items. Apparently she has used this device a lot as she started whizzing through the catalog.

She bit her lower lip and then said, “Okay. Let’s get you some bras. I always get a black sexy one for fun. And panties. Oh, these are cute. You’re going to need a few skirts, some tops. These stretchy pants are wonderful.  A few dresses. Shoes of course. Oh, and you’ll need a formal. The last meal before we leave the ship will be a big formal dinner. And you don’t have your own make-up anymore, do you? I’ll get you the variety pack because you’re not borrowing mine!

“Okay. Let’s head back. All this stuff will be delivered to our cubicle in an hour or so.”

I scratched my head and looked at Tracy. “Why get so much stuff? We’re only going to be here a week or so. Most of this will probably just go down the disposal chute.”

Tracy laughed. “Why not? It’s not like we’re paying for any of it.”

Just as we turned to leave, a male voice called out. “Hey Tracy!  Whatcha up to?”

Tracy gave the boy a big smile. “Oh, hi Scott. Just getting some new clothes.”

Scott laughed and the boy with him chuckled. Scott said, “Do girls ever do anything else? Who’s your friend? Where has she been hiding?”

Grinning, Tracy pointed at me. “Oh, Scott. Tony. Meet my new sister, Sandy. She didn’t have any clothes so we we’re getting her some.”

Scott wrinkled his brow. “No clothes?  She’s been naked all this time?”

Tracy suddenly looked serious. “No goofus. She’s a rescue. She lost her parents in an Ergon terrorist attack.”

Scott abruptly looked sheepish. “Oh. I’m sorry. My condolences, Sandy. They really need to crack down on these cease-fire breakers. Nobody wants the war to start up again.”

“You got that right,” Tracy agreed. “But hey. We need to get back.  See ya Scott. Bye Tony.” Tracy touched my arm. “Let’s go.”

As we stepped away, I barely heard Tony as he said to Scott, “Shit! She’s cute!”

I couldn’t hear what Scott said.

*          *          *

“That’s a pretty dress,” said Mom to me.  Why fight it?  We were sitting down at a long cafeteria table in the voluminous mess hall. I was going to just wear pants, but Tracy said I really needed to make an impression on my new parents.  I wasn’t really sure why since they already had me. I decided I didn’t like dresses that much.

I smiled at her. “Thank you, Mom.”  She beamed back at me when I called her ‘mom’.

I stuck my fork into whatever it was on my plate. I think it was meatloaf but I wasn’t sure. Everyone always said that Navy food was the best.  It was a cruel joke.

Jack, or rather Dad looked down the table at me. I was sitting between William and Tracy. “So, Sandy.  What do you think so far?”

I flashed him a nervous smile. I mean jeeze. What does he expect me to say. Hey, you guys suck!  I said, “I think it’s exciting! I was afraid I was going to be stuck being alone.” I sighed. If only.

Dad grinned broadly. “Well, pumpkin, you don’t have to worry about that anymore. You’re a part of us now.”

Tracy grinned at me and said, “Tony likes you.” A shaft of cold bolted down my spine. Oh God no. I don’t want any boys liking me.

Dad wrinkled up his nose. “Who is Tony again?”

Mom laughed. “He’s Scott’s little shadow.  He seems like a nice boy. Quiet though.”

Dad stuffed some food into his mouth. “Oh yeah. Their families are going to be in the same district as us.”

I poked the mystery meat on my plate a few times with my fork. At least it didn’t growl or try to get away. Staring at my plate, I said, “Tony should like someone else.”

Tracy laughed. “You just met him.  He grows on you after a while. He’s so shy.”

I stared at my plate and frowned. “I don’t need anything growing on me.” I wondered if it was too late to talk to Captain Smalley for a re-assignment.

Dad stuffed his mouth again. “I’m glad you’re making friends though. That’s going to be important on our new world.”

William looked over at me and between bites asked, “What did your dad do?”

Mom frowned at him. “William! Don’t ask her questions like that!”

I really didn’t have time to come up with a back story.  I didn’t expect to get whisked away.  So I used my own history as my ‘dad’. “No. It’s okay. He was a pilot for the Alliance Space Defense.”

Mom smiled at me. “Well, that explains your interest in being a pilot.”

Dad looked like he’d just thought of something. “Your last name was Granger. Wasn’t that guy who saved the Alliance… remember they made a drama about him? Wasn’t his name Granger? You can’t be his daughter. He died liked twenty years ago…”

“Twelve,” interrupted William. “I had to do a report on him for school.”

Dad frowned at William. “Whatever. Anyway, are you related? Granger doesn’t seem like a real common name.”

Maybe I responded a bit too quickly, but I shook my head. “No. No relation.” I wanted to jump on top of the table and shout it was me. But that would cause too much trouble. I wonder what William wrote about me though.

Dad shrugged. “I thought we had a celebrity among us.” He grinned and winked at me.

After dinner, Dad managed to carve out some space in Tracy’s room which we now shared, to fit a bed in. I went to test it and was out before my head hit the pillow.

*          *          *

I sat up on my bed when Tracy returned from her morning visit at the latrine. She asked, “Did you want to watch some TV?” I shook my head. Because of proximity to your neighbor, no one was allowed to have a monitor or even a sound system. There were several day rooms throughout the dormitory.

She smiled. “Oh good. Would you help me with my nails then?  Afterwards, I’ll help you do yours.”  She held out a bottle of nail polish to me.

I took the bottle, unsure of what she wanted done. “Uh, okay.”

She sat down and propped her feet up next to me. At that point it didn’t take a lot of brain power to figure out what she wanted. I studied her toes for a moment before opening the bottle of purple polish.

As I started to brush the color on one of her toenails, Tracy leaned back and asked, “Do you have a boyfriend? Just curious.”

I shook my head. “That would be a negative.”

Tracy chuckled. “Sounds like you broke up with someone.”

I sat up waving the brush. “Oh no, no. I don’t have a boyfriend. I really don’t have time.” And I don’t want one, I might add.

She twirled her hair and looked at her toenails. “Do you like Tony? I’m seeing Scott.”

I smirked as I started on her other foot. “I figured as much. I don’t dislike Tony. I just don’t want to be bothered by boys right now.”  Or ever.

Tracy stopped twirling her hair and looked directly at me. “You’re a tomboy, aren’t you? You didn’t want to wear a dress. You’re holding that nail polish brush like it’s radioactive and you want to be a combat pilot for cripe’s sake.  Can you cook?” I shook my head. “Can you sew?” I shook my head. “Have you ever fucked a boy?”

I almost dropped the polish brush and bottle both. I looked up at Tracy. “I certainly wasn’t expecting that question. And no, I haven’t.”

Tracy grinned. “Scott and I have. Oh my God I was so bored on this stupid ship until I met Scott.” Her eyes suddenly looked faraway. “He’s not my first.” She closed her eyes and sighed deeply. “Allen’s family went to a different frontier planet.”

As I capped the bottle with the brush, I looked sideways at Tracy. “Does your dad know?”

Tracy almost shouted, “No!” She then narrowed her eyes towards me. “And he’s not going to find out.”

I lifted my hands defensively. “Mum’s the word. I would have been happy not knowing myself.”

Grinning again, Tracy said, “You’d like it. But don’t expect Tony to do anything. He’s way too shy.”

Getting very uncomfortable with the conversation, I said, “I’m really in no hurry. Why are you telling me all this?”

Tracy looked at me curiously. “We’re sisters. I’ve been going crazy not having anyone to talk to about this.”

I stood up. “Well, I think I’ll head over to the mess hall to see if there’s anything I can find to snack on.”

Tracy picked up the nail polish. “Don’t you want me to do your nails?”

I shook my head. “Maybe later. I want to get some space.”

She shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

I left our partition and headed to the mess hall. I wasn’t really hungry. I just needed to get away. I lingered for a bit, picking up a plate with food cubes of something I couldn’t identify. I idly chewed on the cubes as I wandered around, trying to lose myself in the crowd. People would glance at me, smile and then move on or return to their conversations. I didn’t know any of these people and I was pissed to be among them.

I was about to think how I wasn't one of them, not a refugee. Then I had to laugh slightly to myself. I’m more of a refugee than any of these people. I’m dead. Dead to everyone I’ve ever known. It wasn’t because everyone I had known were dead. Hardly. I was only adrift for twelve years. Except for those killed in combat, most of the pilots and crews of other Deep Space Operations were either enjoying their retirement, become commercial pilots or are still tucked away in the sander of their vessel out on the Alliance frontiers.

I shook my head. I’m a hero. Ha. I saved the Alliance. Ha again. I walk through the crowd in this group of refugees as one of them. I’m not saying I want to be heralded as a celebrity hero. But it would be nice if the Alliance I served and risked my life for would at least recognize me. I laughed and got a few odd looks. I sighed and walked quickly away from the group I was in. The Alliance had recognized me. Twelve years ago. And posthumously. Now I’m a problem. Just some girl that needs to go away.

Was dumping me with some family headed for a backwater frontier planet actually a way to keep me from joining the Academy in two years? Do I even want to bother? I stopped and watched a group of marines playing cards. While standing there listening to their comments about the battles they’d been in, one made a rude remark and gestured towards me. I sighed and walked away as they all laughed.

Later that evening, after the lights had been dimmed, I lay in my bed. I could hear Tracy softly snoring not far from me. I had been a girl for several days and I still hadn’t really explored this new body I had. I was actually afraid to. If I saw my nakedness in the mirror, I’d turn my head. I avoided touching any private areas including my breasts. I felt dirty since I was touching a sixteen year old girl.

I really needed to get over that. I mean, this girl is me. It’s not like it’s some stranger. This body is mine. I might as well have been born into it. I slid my hand down to my vagina. My vagina. Holy shit, I have a vagina. It’s real. I stuck my finger in it slightly. Shit that feels weird.  I couldn’t bring myself to do any more. I’m going to have to take this more slowly.

I fell asleep.

*          *          *

The next morning, Tracy made no mention of the revelation the day before. I suspect her confession came from drinking from a make-shift still in another cubicle, made from junk parts found in garbage bins around the deck. It was discovered and destroyed a few days later after a few refugees died of alcohol poisoning.

“I’m bored,” announced Tracy. “Let’s do something girly.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “I’m bored too. What do you have in mind?”

“I want to show you how to wear make-up. I’m really surprised your mom didn’t show you.” Tracy began to rummage through the pile of cosmetics she had gotten me the time we went to the store.

I shook my head. “Let’s not.  I really don’t want to wear make-up.”

Tracy put her hands on her hips.  “It’s time to stop being a tomboy, girl. It’s cute and all when you’re little. But you’re a woman now.”

I frowned. “I didn’t realize make-up was a requirement for being a woman.”

Rolling her eyes, Tracy said, “Of course not, silly. It’s time for you to get a new look. You’re naturally very pretty so you don’t need a lot. Come on. Give it a try.”

I sighed. “Okay. Just don’t get carried away.” In a way, wearing make-up is a rite of passage for many girls and I guess it is for me too. I need to stop resisting being what I am. I might not like being a girl, but I can’t hide from it forever.

Instead of doing it for me, Tracy identified each cosmetic she wanted me to wear and showed me how to apply it. I really have to say I don’t like wearing make-up. Tracy insists that I won’t want to go out in public without it. I really didn’t like the way mascara made my lashes feel. Again Tracy insisted that this is one thing I don’t want to be without. I don’t believe her. I don’t like lip gloss either. Thankfully she did keep all the make-up to a minimum with a little eye make-up and blush. 

“Let me step back and get a good look at you,” announced Tracy when I was finished.  She then exclaimed, “Oh my God, girl! You’re beautiful! Boys are going to just love you!” That wasn’t exactly a selling point for me.

She picked up the mirror and stepped back with it. “Here. This will give you a better view of your total look.”

I looked in the mirror and let out a gasp. “That’s me?” I couldn’t believe how I looked.

Tracy grinned. “Yep! You’re gorgeous, girl. You’ll have boys eating out of your hand.”

I took the mirror from her and stared at my reflection. I couldn’t believe it. We didn’t use any garish colors. We kept everything fairly natural. I smiled at my reflection. It was me, but better.

Tracy laughed. “Something tells me you’ll be wearing make-up more often. Let’s do your nails now.”

We sat down across from each other and she took my hand and studied my fingers a moment. “I was going to just use black, like I’m wearing. But you’re just so girly I think I’ll use this pink. It’s really pretty, don’t you think?”

I nodded. I wasn’t sure about wearing nail polish since you can’t just wash it off without using a chemical. Still, I’d come this far. I just giggled as she started to brush on the color. This activity actually made me feel closer to Tracy than her confession the night before which made me uncomfortable.

As she was applying the polish to my last finger, Mom stepped into the room. “Are you girls about done? We’re heading to the cafeteria for lunch.” She paused a moment when she took a good look at me. “Oh Sandy! You’re so pretty today! You two hurry up and get dressed.”

“Thanks, Mom,” I said. “How long will my nails take to dry?”

Tracy laughed. “Probably longer than they want to wait. I’ll help you get dressed so you don’t mess up your nails.” I’ve piloted ships into combat and now I’m worried about messing up my nail polish.

We both had just been in our panties and bra. It took a few days to adjust to wearing a bra. I took to wearing panties right away. I’d never admit it, but I wished I could have been wearing panties all along.

Tracy helped me put on a light blue dress with a short pleated skirt. There were no sleeves so my still wet nails easily went through the arm holes.

As we entered the main living area, William frowned and said, “It was bad enough having to wait for one sister to get ready. Sheesh. What do girls do?  It takes me like five seconds to get dressed.”

Dad looked at us with a grin. “I think you girls look beautiful. Let’s go eat.”

Lunch was hard to describe. It was a sandwich that seemed to consist of the ground up meat from the previous night mixed with some unidentifiable sauce.

“I’ll be glad when we’re finally on a new planet and my girls can make us a real meal,” joked Mom. I hate to tell her that anything I cook up would make this lunch look like something from a five star restaurant.

After we’d finished with the lunch, Mom and Dad walked back to our “home”.  William left with some friends to a video arcade that had been temporarily set up on the deck near the store. Tracy left with Scott. So I was left alone. Which was fine with me. I needed time to think.

As I walked away from the mess hall in a random direction, I looked down at my hands. I never thought about my nails being pretty before. I pulled a compact and a bottle of lip gloss from my purse and touched up my lips. I shook my head as I realized just what I was doing. Is it crazy or normal that I’m becoming more of a girl every day?

“Hey!” called a voice next to me.  I turned to see Tony approaching me. I really didn’t want to deal with a guy who likes me.  He said, “I’m glad I caught up with you. I want to show you something.”

I almost screamed, “I don’t want to see your penis!”  Instead, I guardedly asked, “Like what?”

Tony’s eyes lit up. “You have to come with me. Like now. It won’t be there after the next jump in about twenty minutes.”

Looking confused, I asked, “What are you talking about?”

He took my hand and started to pull. “Just come with me. It’s awesome! You won’t regret it.”  I remember saying that same thing to a girlfriend once… just before being slapped.

“Where are we going?” I asked as I ran to keep up with Tony who was still pulling me by my hand.

“Trust me. It’s awesome!” Tony said as he led me down some steps near the bulkhead of the ship.

“Tony, that sign said ‘Restricted Area’.  I don’t think we’re supposed to be here,” I said sounding worried.

“Naah. Nobody cares,” asserted Tony. “I’ve been down here many times. It’s awesome anyway, but it’s especially awesome right now.”

He led me down into an area best described as a “non-public” area of the ship.  Instead of the nice flooring on the deck we’re living on, the floor was just painted metal. Exposed nuts and rivets lined the walls. We went through a few open hatchways that really should have been dogged down. We were in a narrow passageway going through the bulkhead of the ship. Hoses, cables and God knows what else festooned the passageway walls. A lighted sign over one hatch read: “Obs. Pod 17”. The passage changed to a long, poorly lit tube.

“Tony. Really. I don’t think we should be here. We could get into some big trouble.” I said as I got really worried. From warning signs, I could tell this was an area of the ship restricted for most of the crew.

Tony laughed. “You worry too much. We’re almost there.”

I started to feel light and bouncy. Tony turned to me and said, “You’ll need to use the rails.”

A sign along the wall read: “Danger Zero G area”. Suddenly, I was floating and disoriented. With most ships, even my small recon vessel, they simulate gravity through the inertial dampening system. So zero G is a rare experience.

“Tony!” I cried out. “Please stop! This is a dangerous area! We shouldn’t be here!”

“Go through that round opening ahead and you’ll change your mind,” said Tony confidently.  At this point I was actually frightened. Not only could we land in the brig over this, but should even a slight failure occur in the structure it would kill us.

Tony didn’t say anything. He just pulled me through the port hole. The hatch was locked open. 

I gasped at what I saw. It was an incredible sight. We were in a round area, ringed with consoles filled with various status lights and other equipment. Above us was a clear dome where you could see the exterior of the hospital ship stretching away in all directions with a definite curve. This was one of the vessel’s many external observation pods used to check for any external damage.

All this would be awesome enough, but the vision filling the crystal dome over our heads took my breath away. In all my years in the fleet, going from one area of space to another couldn’t compare to this. Above us was a beautiful and colorful nebula. It looked almost close enough to touch. It was still millions of miles away, but I’ve never been this close to one before. I knew the planet we were heading for was near (near being a relative term for distance in interstellar space) a cluster of nebulae. But not this close. I was completely transfixed by the sight.

Tony poked my arm. “Breathe.”

I giggled as I continued to stare at the bright, colorful cloud of gas. “It’s beautiful! Oh my God, Tony! This is awesome!”

In the darkness of the pod, lit only by the light from the nebula, I didn’t notice how close Tony was to me.

I squealed in fright as light suddenly filled the pod, I saw Tony’s lips almost touching mine and male voice shouted from the port hole, “Hey! What the hell are you kids doing here? This is a highly restricted area!” I turned to see a figure silhouetted in the port opening. His hand was still on the switch that turned on the lights. From his uniform, I could tell he was a lieutenant.

Scared, I said, “I’m sorry sir. Tony brought me here just to see the nebula. You should let people see this.”

The man spoke into a radio he was carrying. “I need security at Pod 17. We have a security breach.” He paused and then continued, “Yeah two kids.”

Tony said as the man floated next to us. “We didn’t mean any harm, mister. Like she said, I was just showing her the nebula.”

“I can’t begin to tell you how many safety violations you’ve committed,” the man said angrily. “The worst being you left all the hatchways open. If something had happened to this pod, this whole level would have been vented to space. Who knows how much damage that would cause before the emergency systems kicked in. Not to mention risk of explosive bulkhead failure. I hope the sex was worth the trouble you two are going to be in.”

“We weren’t having sex!” I exclaimed.

“Save your excuses for the captain,” said the man. “Security will be here in a minute.”

*          *          *

I was sitting alone in the office that Captain Smalley had given me away to be adopted. Tony wasn’t with me. My new parents weren’t with me. I wasn’t restrained, but there was a guard outside the door. I just sat there and cried. Which ruined my make-up and made me look even more ridiculous.

The door opened and Captain Smalley entered alone. I stood up, mostly out of habit when an officer enters the room.

Looking very stern, Steve said, “Be seated, Miss McKenna. Some rather serious charges have been brought against you.”

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking…” I started to say. I sniffled a few times trying to stop crying.

“I know you weren’t thinking!” snapped Captain Smalley. “Or maybe you were just thinking of getting fucked by your boyfriend?”

“That’s bullshit!” I shouted. “Tony took me there to see the nebula. That’s all.”

Steve sneered at me. “That maintenance engineer saw you kissing that boy. I’m sure your plans didn’t stop there.”

“He didn’t kiss me!” I cried. “Maybe he wanted to, but nothing happened.”

“You’re lucky nothing happened!” Steve shouted. “Engineering had a warning light pop up as part of the pre-jump checkup. You have any idea how dangerous it would have been to be in that pod during a jump?  As an Alliance officer you should know better!”

I stood back up, pressing my knuckles into the desk in front of me. “Thanks to you, I’m not an Alliance officer anymore!”

The captain leaned towards me, pressing his own knuckles into the desk. “That doesn’t excuse you from endangering this vessel! You still have your training and knowledge. I understand that make-up, nail polish and boys are more important to you now, but it doesn’t negate your training!” Sarcasm dripped from his words.

Pointing a finger at Steve, I shouted, “I can’t help being a girl. You did that to me!”

Captain Smalley stood up and straightened his uniform. I knew I should have just dumped you at one of the whore houses on Seka-5. After the board of inquiry is through with you, you’ll wish I had.”

I laughed. “I welcome a formal inquiry, captain. I want to know how the captain of an Alliance vessel responsible for the lives of thousands of passengers incompetently left a critical part of the ship unlocked, unguarded and unmonitored so two kids could make their way there. What if it hadn’t been me and Tony, captain? What if we had been Ergon saboteurs?  What would a board of inquiry make of that, captain? Or should I say Ensign?”

Captain Smalley’s face reddened and twisted to different angry expressions. He breathed heavily through his nostrils. He suddenly burst, “Get the fuck out of here, little girl. And not a word about this! If we see you so much as throwing paper on the floor, I will send you to Seka-5!”

I’ve been chewed out before and never felt like crying. I would have been laughed out of the service. But now, the tears flowed as I rushed out of the office and back to my partition. Dad couldn’t help but see that I had been crying and my face was a mess.

“Honey, what’s wrong?” he asked as I rushed past him.

Through sobs, I said honestly, “I can’t talk about it. Really, I can’t.” I then ran and tossed myself onto my bed and cried myself to sleep.

*          *          *

I was walking through the rec area trying to see if there was anything fun to do. In two days we enter Konchi-6 orbit. From behind me, I heard someone call out my name. I turned around it was Tony, running up to me.

As he got up close to me, he grinned and said, “Hey Sandy! Hey about yesterday. I really want to apologize. I really didn’t mean to get you into trouble.”

I shrugged. “Hey, no big deal, Tony. The captain of this tub hates me anyway. I don’t know why, but he does.” I’m sure he had no idea how to handle me. Even though the events actually made sense under the circumstances, it would be tough to explain a long dead captain suddenly showing up as a teen girl. Easier to sweep me under the rug.

Tony frowned. “Why? You’re just a kid.”

In keeping with my cover story, I shrugged again and said, “He didn’t get along with my dad.”

Tony chuckled. “Well, if it’s any consolation, I don’t think he’s too fond of me either.”

Nodding, I said, “I heard you got tossed into the brig. I thought they might toss you out the airlock.”

Tony laughed as he ran his fingers through his hair. “I think that’s actually illegal. But the brig was bad enough. Rat infested, stinking of urine, an inch of water covering the floor.” He shivered.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Really?” I’m sure he was lying.

Laughing, Tony said, “Had you going, didn’t I?  Actually the brig was nicer than the cubicle my family is staying in. When they went to toss me out, I asked if I could stay. They said no.”

I chuckled. I had no doubt that was probably true. “Well, I’m sorry you got arrested. It was a beautiful nebula though. Thanks for showing me.” I don’t know what possessed me, but I leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.  He needed some kind of reward.

His grin broadened. “Thanks. Say. I was going to ask you. Are you going to the final night dance tomorrow?”

I sighed and now regretted giving Tony any encouragement. I would have to wear a formal gown, high heels and more make-up than usual, so I was planning on taking a nap. I said, “I haven’t given it any thought, really.”

Tony looked down at this feet in an ‘aw shucks’ gesture and asked, “Would you like to go with me? I’d like to make up for getting you in trouble. After we go planet-side, I probably won’t see you again.”

Surprised, I asked, “Oh? I thought we were all heading down to the same district.”

Tony averted his eyes. “Yeah, that’s what we thought too. But they actually need my dad’s skills on the other side of the freakin’ planet.”

I frowned. “Oh man. That sucks. I was hoping we’d…” I paused a moment. What was I going to say here? I don’t want him to think I want to have a relationship. “… that um, we could stay friends. I don’t have that many friends. I barely know my own family.” I smiled weakly when I said that last part.

Tony shrugged. “Yeah. Me too. But hey, if you’d rather not go dancing with me, that’s fine.”

I sighed as I looked at Tony’s earnest face. I don’t want a date. I don’t want to dance. But I don’t want to be an asshole either. It’s just a few hours. I smiled at Tony as I said, “I’d love to go to the dance with you.”

Tony’s face lit up like it was a holiday celebration. Grinning like an idiot, Tony said, “Thanks, Sandy! I’ll try not to step on your feet.”

I giggled. “Something to look forward to.”

Tony shook his head and smiled. “I need to get back to Mom and Dad. Thanks again. See ya tomorrow.”

I waved as he started to turn away. “See ya, Tony. Be sure to wear a clean shirt.”  He just laughed.

*          *          *

Tracy was grinning from ear-to-ear. “Are you serious? Tony asked to take you to the dance? That’s great!”

“Neither of us knows how to dance,” I said with a shrug. “So it’s kind of silly, actually. And I really don’t want to wear one of those long dresses.”

Tracy shook her head. “I thought you were done being a tomboy. You have a date with a cute guy. You’ve been hanging out with him, so I’m not surprised he asked you. He’s your boyfriend after all. Scott’s already asked me.”

I frowned. “He’s not my boyfriend. And you’re going to have to show me how to walk in one of those long dresses, much less dance in one.”

Tracy gave me a curious look. “Long dress? What are you talking about? I’m going to get you a party dress like mine. It’s tight and super short. Dad will hate it. Let’s go to the store right now.”

I started to follow Tracy out of the cubicle house. “Um, how short is super short?”

Tracy giggled and wagged a finger at me. “All I’ll say is be sure to wear panties!”

Tracy had already been checking the catalog and already knew what numbers to punch into the clothes dispenser in the store. Other than the color, there wasn’t a whole lot different in our dresses that I could see. Both were sequined. Tracy’s dress was a deep royal blue paired with white strappy sandals with four inch heels.

I frowned at the dress she got for me. It was a very sexy red with matching panties. The dress seemed to be designed specifically to not cover anything. It was also paired with the same white strappy sandals with four inch heels.

“Tracy,” I announced seriously to her before we left the store. “Get me some different shoes. There’s no way in hell I can walk in these.”

Tracy just laughed. “Practice makes perfect!” Tracy smirked, “Don’t worry anyway. These heels have a connection to the ship’s inertial dampening system so you can dance like a pro. At least that’s what the label says.”

She then held up my dress next to me and giggled. “From tomboy to tart in one easy step!”

I shook my head. “Hey, cut it out. Dad’s going to have a fit over these dresses.”

And he did. I discovered a daughter’s tears and a pout are powerful weapons.

*          *          *

I spent the better part of the day of the dance walking around in my heels so I wouldn’t tumble and make a fool of myself at the dance. Apparently women get infected with a silly shoe disease. Mom had selected black, three inch pumps for her outfit along with an elegant gown. Dad buffed the dirt from his work shoes and put on a tie and sport coat. Mom checked. His shirt was indeed clean. William wore a t-shirt.

Mom, Tracy and I went to the spa that afternoon and got the full beauty treatment. I was afraid I was going to set off fire alarms with my nails and lips matching the bright red of my dress. I really wasn’t sure how I felt about being all made up and dressed up. On one hand I felt ridiculous. And on the other hand, standing in front of full length mirror, I thought I looked totally hot and amazing and older than my sixteen years. Same for Tracy. Well, she wasn’t wearing blue lipstick, but her nails matched her dress. Her lips a bright pink. Dad was clearly not happy. And I can’t believe I just gave a fashion run-down.

As the time drew near for us to leave for the dinner and dance, Scott and Tony arrived together to escort Tracy and me. I have to say Tony was looking very handsome in his white dinner jacket. He grinned when he saw me teetering on my heels and wearing the bright red dress.

“Wow!” exclaimed Tony as he put his arms around my waist. “You are gorgeous.” He stepped back when he saw Dad glaring at him.

I laughed, “Thanks! You look great. Jacket and everything.”

Tony grinned. “Anything for the prettiest girl in space.”

I’m sure Tony misread my expression as I suddenly felt like a fraud. Who was the girl who’s now my profile? Is she still alive? How many copies of her are floating around in and out of Alliance space? Did she sell it or was it taken? I sighed. Nothing I can do about it now. I’m stuck with being her.

Scott and Tracy were already lip locked. Despite Dad’s watchful eye, Tony leaned in to kiss me. Dad looked as if he was about to say something, but Mom stopped him. She smiled knowingly in my and Tracy’s direction.

Oh my God. He’s going to kiss me. I can’t kiss a boy. I just can’t. I just… I melted as his lips touched mine. I slid my arms around his neck and closed my eyes. I really shouldn’t be enjoying this, but the emotional release was overwhelming. Maybe kissing a boy isn’t as bad as I thought. I took a deep breath when we pulled apart. Tony smiled at me.

Dad poked my arm. “They’re serving the dinner now. You need to come sit with us.”

I nodded and Tony took my hand and we followed Dad to a table. I sat next to Dad and Tony sat next to me. Tracy tried to sit in Scott’s lap but moved under Dad’s withering glare.

The dinner was actually good this time. There were a few speeches to sit through. And all through it, Tony held my hand. I couldn’t help but smile at him.

Captain Smalley didn’t attend the dinner.

After the dinner, Tony and I joined the huge crowd of others who got up to dance. Dad even danced with Mom. To say Tony and I were lousy dancers would be an understatement. But we had fun in spite of neither of us knowing what we were doing. And Tony snuck in a kiss or two. We danced for quite a while.

All this was insane. Twelve years ago, I hit the dehydration button on the sander of my vessel with the full expectation of that being my final act in life, to being reconstituted as a girl to wind up dancing and kissing a boy.

And this was our last official night aboard the Tikhiy Volk. Of course, in reality, it was going to take days to ferry everyone down to the planet’s surface once we achieved orbit which was only one day away.

Dad finally managed to pull both Tracy and me away from Scott and Tony. When we finally got in bed it wasn’t long before I heard Tracy snoring softly. I had a harder time falling to sleep. I couldn’t stop my mind from churning.

I can’t believe where life has led me. I guess I’m lucky to even be alive in any form after being space junk for twelve years. How could I have envisioned any of these events? And how different my future is shaping up from what I had always imagined? When I stepped into that sander for the last time, I really thought it was the end. How could I have known it was actually the beginning?

End of Part 1

*          *          *


Part 2

It was a zoo.  For three days, modified jump ships had been ferrying refugees down to the planet’s surface.  Each ship only held fifty passengers (or marines if it was a combat mission) The Tikhiy Volk, the hospital ship transporting us to Konchi-6 only has twenty of these jump ships they normally use as ambulances. At most a thousand refugees can be moved at once, logistically, not all jump ships can be deployed at the same time. And they don’t all go to the same destination so some have a longer round trip. There are a little over twenty thousand refugees to move and this is the last of the refugees to move. The Tikhiy Volk is one big ship. That’s why it will never actually enter a theater of combat.  There are small, more nimble vessels for that.

I and my adoptive family were in the final group to disembark the ship. Yes, I’m technically not a refugee myself. But now I’m with a refugee family. We and the rest of the refugees were all waiting to board TV-15A to take us planet-side. The crowd was getting restless as we’d been waiting longer to board than we should. I watched the small ship get refueled, so I knew it was ready to go.

Tracy, my new sister was standing close to Scott, a boy she had met on the hospital ship.  His family had grouped with ours. We were all going to the same district.

Tracy looked over at me and shrugged. “Too bad Tony is going to a different district. I think he left two days ago.” I shrugged back. Tony was a boy I’d met as well. Tracy insisted he was my boyfriend. He’s a boy. He’s a friend. But he’s not my boyfriend. I’ve only been a girl a week. I honestly don’t want a boyfriend. Okay, I’ll admit I like kissing.

Dad grumbled, “What the hell is taking so long?”

Scott’s dad Frank said, “I heard the pilot is ill. He was upchucking in the head this morning. All the pilots are currently deployed.”

I grinned as I started walking to the boarding ramp. “I’m a pilot! These things are easy to fly!” These versatile jump ships are also known as liberty ships, taking Navy personnel from ships to planetary space ports for those with liberty passes for a weekend of drunken debauchery. Or playing Pinochle. Or whatever. It’s the vessel I got my pilot credits on. I can’t remember how many times I’ve flown these vessels.

I walked into the empty flight control and smiled at all the controls my fingers would love to touch.  I casually flipped the switch to begin the engine warm up cycle. This really should have been done immediately after refueling was complete. I really could do this, I thought as I stared lustfully at the controls.

Suddenly, someone took hold of my arm and tugged me back as they reached over and turned the switch back to off. It was an ensign assigned to the hospital ship. He patiently said with a tinge of annoyance, “What are you doing? Get away from the controls, little girl.”

I exclaimed, “I’m a pilot! This jump ship is easy to fly!”

Dad was suddenly beside me, taking my arm from the ensign. “Honey, we all appreciate your enthusiasm to get us planet-side, but we’ll wait for a real pilot.”

I tugged my arm against his grip. “I am a real pilot. I even certified on this same model vessel!”

Looking annoyed himself, Dad said, “Honey, just because your father was a pilot, doesn’t mean you automatically know how to operate one of these things.” The captain of the Tikhiy Volk and I had lied to the civilian authorities who brought me in for adoption that I was orphaned. And I stupidly said my allegedly dead father was a Navy pilot.

A lieutenant stormed aboard the landing craft and shouted, “Ensign! What the devil is this little girl doing on the flight deck? What was she touching and why didn’t you stop her?”

The ensign stammered, “I… I… I didn’t see her run aboard. I was checking on the status of our pilot.”

The lieutenant glared at the ensign. “I suggest you get a pilot ASAP. Captain Smalley said he’ll pilot this craft to the planet himself if it means getting this little girl off his ship!”

Captain Smalley is the commander of the hospital ship. We were friends back at the academy, but I somehow have pissed him off by showing up on his doorstep as a teen girl. Nothing against my adopted family, but as soon as I can, once I’m planet-side, I’m appealing the captain’s and Admiral Nichols’, the Chief of Naval Operations for the Alliance Space Defenses, decision to relieve me of my duties and remove me from the service just because I’m now a sixteen year old girl.

I narrowed my brows and said, “I’m sixteen. I’m hardly a little girl.”

The lieutenant growled, “Little girl. Get the fuck off this vessel before I toss you out the airlock.” I knew in reality he would never be allowed to do that, but his meaning was clear.

I frowned and said with defeat, “Yes sir.” Dad took my hand and led me out of the landing craft.

Tracy, my new adoptive sister ran up to me and punched my arm. “Are you crazy? You can’t fly that. You embarrassed all of us.”

I folded my arms and scowled, “I can fly it with my eyes closed.”

William, my new adoptive brother said, “Anybody can fly with their eyes closed. But it will probably go badly.”  Now I know why my own sister thought brothers were annoying.

Mom gently stroked my hair and said with a smile, “Leave the flying to the professionals, honey.”

I folded my arms and pouted. Yes, I knew what it looked like. I knew I shouldn’t behave in this manner. But dammit, I wanted to prove to everyone that what I was saying was true.  But who was I kidding? Nobody would believe a sixteen year old girl was an experienced Navy combat pilot. And in all honesty, I wouldn’t either.

After standing around for another hour waiting for our pilot to arrive, someone in the crowd said, “Maybe we should let that little girl drive.”

Fifteen minutes later, the lieutenant pushed through the waiting crowd. He had someone following him. Someone who looked very tired. The lieutenant said, “We’ve located a pilot. Let us get through please. Everyone can start boarding now.

I was close enough to the pilot to hear him say to the lieutenant, “Are you sure this is the last group?  This will be my third run today and I’m beat.”

The lieutenant nodded. “Last group, Ski. I’ll buy you a beer.”

Ski laughed without humor. “There’s no beer on this tub.”

The lieutenant laughed. “When we get back to port.”

Ski settled into the pilot seat and fastened his five-point harness.  The rest of us just got a single strap to hold us in place when the pilot cut the inertial dampening to reduce power consumption.

I made sure I was seated close to the pilot. I wanted to watch everything he did. I was shocked that he ran through the pre-launch check-list fairly quickly. Sometimes you have to when the LZ is hot, but not for a situation like this. I couldn’t see the whole panel, but what I could see looked okay.

Ski spoke into his headset, “Pressure nominal. Ready to lower to launch bay.” There was a lurch, a bang and then a vibration as the VK-15A was lowered below the deck. After we had cleared the deck, a panel slid across the opening and sealed.

A light turned from green to red and Ski said, “External pressure to zero. Open launch door.”

Through the forward view port, we could see the door to the ship’s exterior sliding open. Ski announced over his headset, “All systems read nominal.  Roger control. We are clear to depart.”

A few control jets at the rear of the vessel gently fired and we moved easily out of the hospital ship. Ski grabbed the hand control on the arm of his chair. “Control, beginning descent now.”

We were going to have a powered flight a little longer than anticipated because the delay left us on the wrong side of the planet to leave the vessel.  It’s not really a big deal. It just means a slightly longer flight to the surface.

Ski said into his mic, “Control, TV-15A has cleared Tikhiy Volk and lighting engines now.” Over the vessel’s overhead, Ski said, “Ladies and gentlemen, we are beginning our descent to the planet’s surface. Our flight will take approximately forty-five minutes. Turning off inertial dampeners now. Thank you for flying ASD space-lines.” That last line of course was a joke and I’m sure he’s tired of saying it.

We were all abruptly floating against our restraint and then gently pushed back into our seats as the jump ship began accelerating.

An alarm sounded and we all could feel we were no longer under acceleration. Ski started fumbling with his control panel. I had experienced this before and I knew exactly what happened. Ski should too if he wasn’t tired from being overworked.

I knew I shouldn’t do it, but I unfastened my restraint, grabbed the back of the seat in front of me and propelled myself forward. I leaned past Ski and reached over and tapped a switch on the panel.  The telltale flickered from green to red.  Stupid switch was dirty. I flipped it off and then back on. The light changed to green and I felt the tug of acceleration on me. I said to Ski, “The fuel pump was lying to you. It wasn’t really on. Happens with these older jump ships.”

Ski quickly scanned the panel. He muttered, “Thanks girl. Now please return to your seat.”

Everyone stared at me as the acceleration gently took me back to my seat. I fastened my restraint and just sat there wearing a huge grin. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could hear several passengers talking. I laughed as I thought to myself, who’s the pilot now, bitch!

The rest of the flight was uneventful. Ski skillfully set us down on the landing deck and killed the engines. The exit doors slid open and the ramps extended down to the deck. Ski stood up and spoke through the overhead, “Please be careful exiting the craft. I need Sandra McKenna to remain with me. Everyone else needs to exit the craft as quickly and safely as possible.

I sighed. I knew I would be in trouble when we landed. Ski removed his flight helmet. To me he said, “Stand fast little girl. You need to stay here with me. The base commander wants a word with you.”

I folded my arms and frowned. “You ratted on me, didn’t you?”

Ski looked angry as he said, “I have to report any incident where a civilian tries to take over the controls of the ship.”

I poked my finger at him. “I wasn’t trying to take control. I was just turning on something that’s the number three on the checklist.”

Ski frowned. “I was just going to do what you did.”

I grunted, “Bull shit!”

Looking frustrated, Ski asked, “How would a little girl know that anyway?”

“Because she’s not a little girl,” said a voice from the doorway.

Ski stiffened and saluted. I turned and could tell from his rank he was apparently the base commander. He said, “Captain Kowalski, you’re dismissed.”

Ski nodded and ducked quickly out of the ship, “Aye sir.”

The commander frowned at me. “Have you forgotten how to salute, Captain Granger?”

I grunted a laugh. “My name’s Sandra. I’m not a captain anymore.”

The commander stiffened. “Oh really?  You seemed to think you were an hour ago.”

I looked down at my feet. “I’m sorry sir. The alarms caused me to respond with my training, sir.”

The commander studied me a moment. “What is your name again, little girl?”

Fuck and damn. I’m tired of being called a little girl. “Sandra McKenna, sir.”

The command frowned. “You’re not Captain Granger?”

I shook my head. “No sir. I’m a civilian.”

The commander smiled. “Well, now that we know who we all are, let me remind you Miss McKenna, civilian, that you can be arrested and sent to prison for interfering in the flight of an Alliance Space Defense vessel.”

I felt small. The guy was tall and I could feel the weight of his authority piling on top of me. “I was just trying to help.”

His smile disappearing, the commander said, “And don’t forget the incident where you tried to commandeer this same vessel while still aboard the Tikhiy Volk. This vessel isn’t a large one, but it can be quite dangerous for a civilian, especially a little girl such as yourself to take control of it.”

Angry I shouted, “Dammit! I’m not some little girl! I’ve clocked a couple hundred hours on a jump ship like this. I know what I’m doing!”

“Little girl,” said the base commander. “I shouldn’t have to remind you that in your current state, you, Sandra McKenna are not and never have been a captain in the ASD.” He paused a moment while I stood there shocked at his words. “I’m not going to arrest you. This time. I’m turning you over to your parents and suggest they discipline you. You will be arrested if you try to interfere with a pilot again. Dismissed.” He pointed out the doorway.

Tears were rolling black streaks down my cheeks as I ran from the ship to where my new family was standing. Why am I being treated this way? I ran up to Mom who held me close while I cried.

An angry tone in his voice, Dad said, “They told me you could have been arrested. Don’t you dare to do anything so foolish again, young lady. You’re grounded for a week.” We don’t even have a home yet to be grounded to. But I held my tongue.

*          *          *

Well, I was unimpressed. We went from the tent city on the Tikhiy Volk to a bunch of cots set up in a high school gymnasium. There weren’t even any partitions this time.

Dad sighed. “Don’t look so glum, guys. I was told that in about two weeks, we should have a home of our very own.”

I frowned. “I hope it’s not one of those hundreds of Quonset huts we saw as we were landing.”

William looked around. “Well, anything would be an improvement over this.”

Tracy looked horrified. “There’s no privacy! How are we supposed to get dressed?”

Mom pointed at a far wall. “There are boys and girls showers over there. We can use the showers as well as the space to change in.”

Scott came jogging up. His family was set up next to ours. “Hey guys! They have a full, regulation sized pool here!”

Scott’s dad said dourly, “Sorry son. We’re not allowed to use it. In fact, I heard they’re going to drain it.”

Scott’s grin turned to a frown. “Well that sucks.”

Dad laughed without humor. “Every day is a new adventure.”

I pointed with my thumb towards the gym doors. “Did you see the locals out there? I hope they’re not the cream of the crop. I think an Ergon prison world would be safer.”

William said, “I guess that’s why there are so many marines patrolling.”

“What kind of world are we going to be living on, Dad?” whimpered Tracy.

I nodded towards Tracy. “I think we need to find out. I don’t feel safe here.”

William said, “I heard they were cannibals. Or even demons.”

Looking frustrated, Dad said, “Guys, guys. Don’t let your imaginations run off with your senses. The people who live here aren’t sure of us, and we’re not sure about them. Our hosts ensure that there will be a smooth transition.”

Tracy frowned, “I certainly hope so.”

William looked at the gym doors. “Can we go outside? Are we locked in?  I’m getting a headache.”

Mom looked towards the door as well. “I don’t think we’re locked in. There are marines outside. Just don’t wander off very far.”

William looked over at both Tracy and me. “Come on guys. Let’s check it out.” We got up and followed William to the door. We went unchallenged as we approached.

As William opened the door Tracy asked, “Are sure the air is okay?”

William smirked. “Human beings do live here you know.”

We stepped outside. Tracy said, “They could be mutants and breathe methane.”

William laughed. “Do you really think the Alliance would send us to a mutant world?”

Tracy shrugged. “I don’t know. They gave us Sandy.”

I frowned and said, “Gee thanks.”

William took a deep breath. “Seems okay to me. The air actually smells kind of sweet.” He pointed. “It’s probably those plants.”

Looking worried, Tracy said, “Don’t get to close to those plants. They might grab you and eat you.” William just laughed.

We walked to the edge of the courtyard. The edge was defined by a low hedge. On the other side were some local kids around my and Tracy’s age.

The planet we had landed on was very much like most planets inhabited by human beings. Humans seem to be mostly attracted to the same environments. The landscape of this planet was dominated by a large desert area that apparently nobody wants to settle in as it’s almost completely uninhabited. The weather stays mild year round. The one unusual feature is that it sports a double moon. They’re in the same orbit and not spaced far from each other. The speculation is that it was once just one moon.

One local kid looked at us and shouted, “Run! It’s the spacers! They’re going to eat us!”

William cupped his hand around his mouth and shouted, “Hey dorks! We’re just kids like you. I bet we even play the same on-line games.”

The boys from the refugees started shouting out game titles and dramas and comedies they’ve seen. They even started jumping over the low hedge and began mingling with their new found friends.

I wasn’t really interested. I don’t play those games myself and the last drama I watched was that one about Lt. Jacob and me on our saving the Alliance. I instead wondered off to get some alone time. I haven’t been able to be alone in over a week.  When you’re a deep space guy like me, you don’t crave company. You appreciate the gift of being alone; not having to listen to anyone.

As I rounded a building and some bushes, I discovered I’ll have to wait on being alone. He was sitting on the ground under a tree and I almost tripped over the local boy. He looked up at me. “Oh. Hey.”

I smiled at him. “Hey. Sorry.  I didn’t see you there. I didn’t mean to step on you.”

He grinned up at me. “That’s okay. Everyone steps on me.” He was actually kind of cute.

I pointed in the general direction I had come from. “How come you’re not with your friends meeting some of the refugees?”

He shrugged. “The ones worth knowing will find me.”

I laughed. “I guess that makes me worth knowing then.”

He grinned. “I guess so. Do you want to sit down for a minute? I just got a call from my mom. She expects me back in about fifteen minutes.”

I said, “Sure.” Since I was wearing a skirt, I sat with my legs folded under me.

He held up his device again and said, “I’m trying to get this finished. It’s an assignment, but I enjoy it anyway. That’s why I was trying to be alone.”

I asked, “What kind of assignment?”

His smile got broad. “I’m writing a short story. I really want to be a writer. My friends all think I’m weird.”

I’d always heard writers were weird so that didn’t surprise me. I asked, “What’s it about?”

He studied his device for a moment. “It’s a space drama. A lone rogue Alliance ship commander breaks all the rules to fly to victory against the evil Ergon Union. I mean, that’s just the plot. There’s more to it than that.”

I smiled at him. “That sounds cool. Can I read it?” I reached for his device.

He pulled his device closer to him. “It’s not finished. Maybe after I turn it in and get a grade. If the grade is high enough, maybe I’ll let you read it.”

I grinned. “I’d like to read it no matter what the grade is.”

He frowned. “Maybe. But you’re just a girl. What would you know about space combat?”

I frowned and fell back on my cover story. “My dad was a combat pilot for the Alliance Space Defense Force before he died.  I think that counts.”

The boy grinned and leaned forward. “Oh wow. That’s so cool!” He paused and looked down a moment. “I uh… I don’t mean that he died was cool. It’s cool he was a combat pilot. Can I ask how he died? Was it in a heroic battle?”

I sighed. I already had a good lie prepared should anyone be gauche enough to ask. “He died with my mom and about a hundred others in a sneak attack by Ergon terrorists.”

He suddenly looked sheepish. “Oh. I’m very sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I said trying to sound comforting. “You had no way of knowing. I got picked up and put in with the refugees and then I was adopted by a family there.”

He smiled at me. “Still, I bet he told you a lot of stories though. I’d love to hear them.”

Before I could answer, his device beeped. He looked at it. “That’s Mom. She’s wondering what’s keeping me. I need to go.”

We both stood up. I brushed the grass and dirt from my skirt. He held out his hand. As we shook hands, he said, “My name is Arthur. I guess I’ll see you at school soon.”

I chuckled. “An author named Arthur.  My name is Sandra. Everyone calls me Sandy.”

Arthur pointed at me. “You’re funny. I like you. Catch you later, Sandy.” He turned quickly and ran off.

I smiled as I watched him go around a corner. At least not all the locals are demon cannibals.

*          *          *

I started walking back in what I hoped was the right direction. I was walking between a wall and tall brush.  I stopped when I thought I heard my dad talking.

“Are you sure we’re alone?”

Mom laughed. “Do you see anyone?  We walked to the other side of the building where all the kids were. Why so secretive?”

There was a pause and then Dad said, “It’s about Sandy. That incident on the transport today got me worried. She’s obsessed with this pilot business. I’m afraid she’s going to get herself or someone else hurt. I worry about our kids when they’re around her.”

Mom said, “She’s our kid too as well. She worries me too when she goes off like that.”

Dad said, “I wonder if we should un-adopt her. I mean, she might go off the deep end.”

“You can’t mean that. She’s a sweet girl,” said Mom. “Don’t you understand that she just suffered a terrible tragedy – losing both parents to an enemy when we’re supposed to be at peace? She was obviously very close to her dad. It’s normal for a child to act out when they’ve had an awful event like that happen to them. Jack, all she needs is lots of love and attention. I think we can do that.”

Dad grunted. “Maybe. We’ll give it some time. But I’m telling you Margaret, if she pulls another stunt that puts us in danger, she’s gone.”

I just stood there, quietly growing numb. Dad wants to get rid of me. He considers me a danger. I felt tears starting to well up.  You stupid girl, I growled to myself through gritted teeth.  Why do you cry all the time? I felt a tear run down my cheek. I was just trying to help. It’s instinct. I’m not that person anymore. Do I need to be more like Tracy? I don’t know if I can go against my nature.

I lowered my head and walked slowly back to the gym.

Tracy waved to me as I entered the gym. I walked over to her.

“I was wondering if you were going to get back here in time,” said Tracy. “We’re about to line up for dinner.”

I frowned and looked at the ground. “You go ahead. I’m not really hungry.”

Tracy frowned and folded her arms. “I can tell something’s wrong. Let’s talk about it.”

I shook my head. “No. It’s kinda private. It involves Mom and Dad.”

Grinning, Tracy said, “Hey, we’re sisters. We can talk about anything.”

I looked her in the eye and said without expression, “Dad wants to get rid of me.”

Tracy’s grin fell to a shocked expression. “He what?  No way. He loves you.”

I then quickly summarized what I over-heard. “He flat out said if I screw up one more time, I’m gone.”

Tracy sighed. “Oh wow. Well, we’re not going to let that happen. I know it’s a dream of yours, but girl, you gotta drop this whole pilot thing. You can’t join the ASD now anyway. After you graduate, then think about it. Right now just be a girl.  Did you see all those cute boys here?”

I grinned. “I met one.”

Tracy’s expression lightened. “There you go!  Now go meet five or six more!  Let’s go get in line.”

*          *          *

The next few days, our group of refugees were still waiting to have their children, including me of course, registered in the school system. It was rough as none of us had a permanent residence. Those were still being prepared. And sadly, I had correctly identified the rows of Quonset huts as our new residences. Until we could locate better ones. The housing industry had ramped up, but we didn’t have jobs yet to buy actual  houses.

Dad had a good job lined up as a mining engineer. That’s what he did on the previous planet. Our new home, Konchi-6 was severely lacking in that area. Many lifeless planets in the local region of space held a lot of promise.

The next few days were spent caught up in a fury of feminine activity. Since there were no private residences available, having things like sleep-overs weren’t particularly practical.  What the girls managed to do instead was hold make-over parties. And Tracy made sure I attended every one.  The boys wanted to have LAN parties and hook up their gaming systems but the school wouldn’t allow them to use their network.  So some went outside and played actual sports with the locals.

I really wasn’t interested in the make-over parties, but I was trying hard to make Dad happy by being a more normal girl. I felt that if I got un-adopted, my next location might not be so pleasant. So I endured activity that honestly as a boy I would have run far away from.

I chatted and giggled with the other teen girls in our group. I learned all about which refugee boys were desirable and which ones were dorks. The dorks liked gaming and science fiction and appealed to me more but Tracy admonished me when I said I liked one of the dorks. She told me not to feed the space pilot monster. And on the local boy scene, many girls were loudly announcing to claim certain boys, but were frustrated that these boys wouldn’t leave their current girlfriends for them. I did manage to meet and talk to several of the local boys. They all seemed nice enough and there were a couple I found that I liked. But none were as interesting to me as Arthur was. But he never came to any of these social gatherings. That actually didn’t surprise me. I was hoping to talk to him though. When I asked some of the local kids about Arthur they’d just laugh and say he was weird.

The make-over parties I had to admit were sometimes hilarious with some of the crazy mixes of colors with eye shadows and lipsticks. I tried different nail colors from my usual pink nail color to a wide variety, some strange and bizarre. But one time, someone wanted to stick decorations to my nails as well. It drove me crazy and I couldn’t wait to remove it.

And while most of the new hair-dos were mostly hair-don’ts, some I liked and asked to be shown how do it myself. I also learned some must have hair knowledge like braiding and how to quickly put my hair up in a pony tail. That might be simple stuff, but I’d never done them before. So I managed to take at least a little bit of pride in my new knowledge.

I have to begrudgingly admit I began to enjoy our feminine indulgences. I became friends with most of the girls in our group. I became more in tune with being a girl and came to enjoy girl activities, like experimenting with make-up, trying on clothes and being catty about any girl not present. It may all sound frivolous, but it was good fun.  At first I had wondered if I could sneak away and join the boys in their activities. But I have to say, as I got deeper into being a girl, my interest in joining their activity dwindled rapidly.

A few times the girls and I would go out and watch the boys play some kind of ball game. We weren’t interested in the game. We just watched the boys and we would comment about them to ourselves. It was fun watching the boys try to show off for us. As a boy, I probably did the same. But would I have if I’d known then that after flirting with a small group of girls trying to act as if I was the coolest guy around, that they’d probably all laugh after I walked away?

After lunch one day, I along with Tracy and couple other girls from our group were sitting outside enjoying the sun and a cool gentle breeze. We were having a deep discussion about local boys when three local girls walked up to us. I sighed when I saw them approach. From the way they carried themselves, you could tell they were all bitches.

We stopped talking when they stopped walking and stood next to us. The obvious lead girl frowned at us. “First thing, let’s clear the air here. You need to stay the fuck away from our guys. Nobody wanted you hillbilly inbreds coming to our world.”  She paused to point at Tracy who was starting to say something. “Shut up, bitch. I’m not finished.”

We all stood up. One of the girls I was with said, “What the fuck?” My muscles started to tense up as my defensive training started to kick in.

The head bitch pointed at me, “You’re that Stacy bitch or Sandy or whatever, right? Some of your hillbilly guys told us that you tried take control of the lander on your way down and damned near crashed it. We don’t need wise-ass bitches like you who think you’re so smart and endanger our lives. What if that thing had crashed on one of our houses? But, too bad you didn’t crash it out in a field or someplace. It would have spared us the stench of you inbreeds.”

Tracy stiffened. “Who are you calling inbred, bitch? We’re from a frontier world just like this one.”

The Bitch scowled at Tracy. “Did I say you could speak? Word going around is that you inbreds caused your planet to become unstable. We don’t want that happening here.” She reached over and shoved Tracy backwards to the ground.

I took a step forward. The local girl pointed her finger at me. “You want to start something, cunt?”

I didn’t answer. The reflexes of my military defensive training kicked in as I grabbed the girl’s arm and in one smooth motion flipped her over onto her ass. I scowled at her. “Nobody messes with my sister.”

The girl sat on the ground looking surprised and shocked. A couple of her friends ran up to her to help her up. “Are you okay, Allison?”

Allison dusted her ass off. “What the fuck?”

I took a defensive stance. I felt confident that, even in my slight, teen girl body, I could easily take all four of these untrained girls.

In the distance we could hear some boys shouting, “Girl fight! Girl fight!”

Several adults came running up to us. The first one was a local parent. He eyed Tracy and us suspiciously. “What’s going on here?” He pointed at me. “I saw what you did. You could have injured this girl.”

I relaxed my muscles. “That was the point. She attacked my sister.”

Dad came running up next. “Sandy. Shit I should have known.”

I exclaimed, “Dad! We were minding our own business when this bunch of locals show up, call us names like ‘inbreeds’, said we’re not welcome here and then this Allison chick attacks Tracy for no reason.”

The local man growled at me, “That doesn’t give you the right to beat up this girl. We knew you hillbillies would cause trouble.”

I pointed at Allison. “She came up and started harassing us. Then she attacked my sister. I was defending.”

The man looked angrily over to Dad. “Where would a little girl like you learn how to do this?”

My muscles tensed again. I’m sick of being referred to as a little girl. Nostrils flaring I shouted, “My dead dad was a combat pilot for the Alliance Space Defense Force. He taught me how to defend myself.” I returned to a defensive position, my muscles ready to spring.

The man looked at me with a dumbfounded expression. He looked over at Dad. “Defense Force?” He touched Allison’s arm. “Let’s go home, Allison.”

Allison’s eyes glared at me. “You’re not going to do anything Dad? You saw what that inbred did!”

Taking her arm, Allison’s dad turned her away from me. “You’re lucky she didn’t kill you. Let’s go home.”

As they walked away, Tracy stood back up and brushed the dirt from her ass. She winced as she looked down her shirt. “Crap. I’m getting a bruise where she hit me.”

I fully relaxed and turned towards Dad, ready to be chewed out. “I’m sorry I acted like a boy, Dad. Am I in trouble?” Would this be that last straw Dad will use to send me packing?

Dad shook his head as he looked at me curiously. “No honey. You acted like a girl who cares about her family.” He watched the retreating Allison and her dad for a moment. “What did she say, exactly?”

I pulled some strands of hair from my face. “They called us inbreds. Said we stank and that we’re not welcome here. They think we caused our planet to become unstable and said we’re going to do the same here.”

Dad frowned. “I was worried about acceptance and other things like this. We’ll have to have a discussion with the city council here.”

I sighed and said, “I’ve talked to quite a few boys here. None of them talked to us like that.”

Dad smiled without humor. “I suspect they had other things on their minds. When it comes to boys, you’re just as naïve as your sister.” After what Tracy told me a few weeks ago, I don’t think your daughter is as naïve as you think.

As we walked back to the gym, several boys ran up to us. “Your dad was a space pilot? Awesome!”

“Don’t piss off Sandy…”

“I’d be afraid to date her.”

Tracy was taken to the infirmary to check for any cracked bones.

The next day, there was a meeting of the combined councils. Dad insisted Tracy and I attended the meeting. We both wore our best dresses and make-up with our hair styled. Allison showed up in a dirty t-shirt and worn-out pants. Her hair had that freshly fucked look.

Tracy leaned over and whispered to me, “Still want to be a tomboy?”

I looked at Allison and whispered to Tracy, “No.”

I was surprised. Allison was reprimanded for trying to cause division and discontent between our communities. Her father, who is actually on the city council was relieved of his position and fined. My actions were deemed appropriate in defense of Tracy, but was asked to show restraint in the future.  I didn’t say anything, but I had deliberately tried to not kill her.

We left with Dad feeling we were starting a new era of cooperation. Allison’s father, someone named Barker, just sat there and stewed the whole meeting.

*          *          *

I really wasn’t very excited. We were all lined up for our first day of school. When we got to the head of the line, we’d be handed our class schedule and study modules. I’ve already been through school and college. But who’d believe me if I said I had.  The school year had already started, so they were going to work us in.  We’ll have to play catch up.

Tracy and I were in the same grade together. William was in the grade above us – basically his last year. Scott was in his last year of school as well. I looked around but couldn’t see Arthur. I saw several other boys I’d been talking to.

There must be a dozen boys trying for my attention. That is really strange for me. I’ve never had an interest in boys before. And now so many wanting a date with me. I’m having a difficult time dealing with it. I’m trying to show Dad I’m a normal girl and not tell all these boys to get lost. Several of the boys are very cute. And a few of those are nice and I like. But the whole idea of going on a date with one is unsettling.

Not that I want to go out with him, but Tracy kept telling me not to focus on getting together with Arthur. She says I should date several boys. She just doesn’t understand why a former thirty-four year old man would not want to date teen boys.  She doesn’t know of course.

I was next in line after Tracy. She got her schedule and squealed, “Scott and I have math together!” To Scott she said, “You better help me.”

A voice from behind me after I stepped out of the line said, “That’s cool. We’re both in the same Language class.”  I turned around and saw Arthur grinning at me.

I smiled probably more than I should. “Arthur! Hey. How you been?”

Arthur shrugged. “Fair to middlin’.”  He grinned. “Let me see your schedule. Lucky you. You have O’Hearn for math. He’s a real hard ass. Let me walk you there. The language class is right after that. Wait in the hall and I’ll walk with you.”

I smiled as I took my schedule back. “Thanks so much. This school is huge. I could very easily get lost here.”

“Some have and never been heard from again.”  He laughed. “Come on. Let me take you to your math class.”

As we walked, Arthur said, “Hey, I heard you kicked Allison’s ass. She certainly deserves it.”

I laughed an embarrassed laugh. “I’m not sure if you would I say I kicked her ass or not.”

Arthur shrugged. “That’s the word going around. You used some Alliance Defense Force move on her. Where did you learn that?”

I smiled at him. “From my dad. My real dad. Not my step dad or whatever you call him.” I’m starting to believe this lie myself.

Arthur began to say something when a boy stepped up to me. Michael I think is his name. “Hey Sandy! I’m glad I caught up with you.  Oh. Hey Arthur.”

I smiled and gave Michael a small wave. “Hey Michael. What’s up?”

Grinning, Michael said, “Good news! I have Friday night free now. We can go out now like you said.” Should I say that I only agreed to go because you said you were busy?

I smiled and said, “That’s great, Michael.” I hesitated a moment. “What time?”

Still grinning, Michael said, “About seven sharp! I know a great place we can go.”

“I’ll look forward to it,” I said not really looking forward to it.  He’s cute. He’s nice. He’s fun to talk to. But it’s a date!  A date date. With a boy.

Arthur was just kinda standing there. Hunching my shoulders, I said, “I’m sorry about that.”

Arthur waved his hand dismissively. “No need to apologize for making a date right in front of me as if I wasn’t there. No problem. I mean, it’s  not like you’re my girl so you can date whoever.”

Those words rang in my head: “You’re not my girl”. Why does that bother me? Do I want to be his girl?

Just as we got to my math class and I was about to thank Arthur, another boy ran up to me. He stood between Arthur and me.

“Hey Sandy!” he exclaimed. Owen. His name was Owen. It’s almost funny that it’s hard for me to keep all these boys straight. Owen continued, “Are you still free Saturday?”

I said, “I think so. I…”

“Great!” said Owen with a grin.  “I’ll pick you up about six.  See ya!”

When I looked back around, Arthur was gone.

Why do I feel bad that Arthur didn’t wait. And that he said I’m not his girl? I mean, I had no reason to think I was his girl. And hell. Do I even want to be someone’s girl? I shook my head. Why is it important for Arthur to like me?

I shrugged and entered my math class. Everyone was saying how tough the teacher was and hard the class was. The class was just algebra. These kids should take some of the math classes I had at the Academy. I took notes and acted like I was interested. I didn’t want Mr. O’Hearn telling Dad I fell asleep in his class.

Finally, the class ended and I stepped out in the hall hoping to see Arthur. I spotted him leaning up against the hallway windows. He stood up straighter when he saw me approach.

He asked grinning, “Well, how was your class?”

I smiled back. “Not too bad.”

He shrugged. “Well, it is only the first day. Ready to go to the next class?”

I stretched out my hand. “Lead the way.”

He opened a door along the hallway that led to the outside. “Let’s go this way. Not as crowded.”

I hesitated at the doorway. “Is it okay to go out this way?”

Arthur grinned. “No one has stopped me yet.”

I still hesitated at the door. I said, “The last time a boy said something like that to me, he was arrested and I was threatened with prostitution.”

Arthur laughed. “I don’t think that will happen here.  Come on.”

We walked into a beautiful garden area. There were flowers and trees dotting the grounds. I stopped in the middle of it and said, “This is a wonderful spot. Why aren’t there more people out here?”

Arthur shrugged. “It’s restricted.”

I threw my arms up. “Oh great! I’m going to get in trouble again!”

Arthur laughed. “Cool your jets, Sandy. Nobody cares. I come out here all the time to read and do my homework.”

I followed him through the bushes and we came to a door on the other side. He opened it and instead of a hallway, we entered the building into the back of the library.

I laughed. “Now I see why nobody goes this way. It doesn’t really go anywhere.”

Arthur looked annoyed. “It’s the perfect place for me. It’s the library.”

I smirked. “Yeah, probably true.”

He nodded his head towards the front of the library. “The class is next door.” I followed him out of the library and into a crowded hall.

He said, “Before we go into the class room, I want to ask you something.”

I shrugged. “Shoot.”

He tapped his chin. “We know you have a date Friday night. Now, I’m going to assume a girl as pretty as you are probably has a date for Saturday night as well. Correct?”

I nodded. He asked, “Are you busy Sunday night?”

I laughed. “Who goes on a date on a Sunday night?”

Arthur gave me a wry grin. “Weird people.”

I laughed. “I think I’m open that day.  What time?”

He looked thoughtful for a moment. “Does six forty-eight work for you?”

I frowned. “That’s a weird time.”

He just looked at me and then we both laughed. I then followed him into the class room.

The language class was another I really didn’t need to pay much attention to. I glanced over at Arthur who was busy writing notes on his device. I felt almost giddy about having a date with Arthur on Sunday. Friday and Saturday I have dates with much cuter boys. But it was Arthur I couldn’t stop thinking about. What the hell is wrong with me?

*          *          *

“You’re in love, girl.” Tracy grinned at me.

“How can I be in love?” I asked feeling confused. “I really just barely know him.”

Tracy shrugged. “That’s what it sounds like to me. But enjoy the three… count ‘em three dates you have this weekend!  I think that’s a record for a McKenna girl.”

Could Tracy be right? Am I in love with a boy?  I have to say I have a hard time accepting it.

“I’m trying to figure out why you’re in love with Arthur though,” said Tracy as she leaned back on her bed. We had to share a room in the Quonset hut. Dad promised we’ll have our own rooms when we can finally get a real house. “I mean, Owen is the cutest by far of the three you’re dating. And this isn’t even all the boys that want to date you. You certainly became Miss Popular all of a sudden.”

I shrugged. “Yeah. I don’t get it.” I don’t even like boys and almost two dozen have asked me out for dates so far.

Tracy chuckled. “Well, being a certifiable badass I think has helped you.”

I laughed. “I don’t see how. I’m not a badass. And how would that help?”

Tracy shook her head. “Girl, you took down the most hated chick in town and you didn’t even get a hair out of place. That’s badass. Boys now find you not only mysterious, but dangerous. That attracts them.”

“Okay. But why do you say that, of all the dozens of boys to choose from, I’m in love with Arthur?” I asked as I slipped my nightie over my head. I can’t believe that I’m now wearing nighties to bed.

Tracy laughed. “Because you talk about him all the time, girl. I see your face when you two stop to talk in the halls at school.”

“You’re crazy,” I said shaking my head. “We’ve only been in school two days. You couldn’t have seen much.”

Tracy giggled as she said, “I’ve watched you fawn over him. ‘Oh Arthur! You’re sooo smart!’ as you bat your lashes at him.”

“I don’t either!” I denied. Hell, I’m not even sure how to bat my lashes.

“You do!” exclaimed Tracy with a laugh. “It’s funny now to see you act so girly when you used to be such a tomboy!”

“I think you’re crazy,” I said as I rolled over. “Go to sleep.”

Muffled by her pillow, Tracy giggled, “I bet you dream about him.”

And I did.

*          *          *

“Slow down, Sandy,” said Tracy. “You have over an hour to finish getting ready.”

Friday night had finally arrived. It was my very first ever date with a boy and I was scared, excited, and going crazy. I took Tracy’s advice to wear a dress, regardless of how Michael would be dressed. Nothing fancy, just a nice dress. I kept staring into the mirror to check my make-up.

Tracy laughed. “You’re gorgeous, okay? Just relax. You don’t want Michael to see you as some nervous Nelly. And breathe!”

I nodded and tried to sit down. “You’re right. I need to relax. Oh God he’s going to be here any minute. How do I look?”

Shaking her head, Tracy exclaimed, “I just told you that you’re gorgeous. He won’t be here for an hour.  You don’t want to hurry this. In fact, you want to make him wait at least a few minutes.”

Michael was the first boy to ask me on a date. I shouldn’t have accepted, but I didn’t know what to do. He’s cute and one of the nicer boys at school. Several times Tracy reminded me that I’m not marrying him. To just enjoy his company. Tracy seems to think I should date every boy in school before settling on one. Easy for her to say. She has Scott.

I almost came out of my skin when the doorbell rang. Tracy waved me back into my chair. “Relax, girl. I’ll get the door. You just stay right here.”

I heard the front door open and Michael’s voice, “Hi. Is Sandy ready?”

Tracy said, “Hi Michael. Give her about five more minutes. You want to come in and wait?”

Michael said, “Well, Dad’s waiting out in the car. I … uh…”

Tracy giggled. “I’m sure he’ll understand. Come in and sit down.”

Tracy came back into our room. “Oh wow. Michael is looking pretty hot tonight. He even wore a clean shirt.” I started to stand and she motioned me back down. “Let him sweat a few minutes. It builds anticipation. You don’t want to appear to be easy.”

I frowned at Tracy. “I don’t know if I can handle this dating business. Look how nervous I am!” I wasn’t this nervous when Karl and I jumped our vessel right next to that Ergon flagship and started stealing data.

Tracy stared at me. “Well, you’re totally beautiful. Don’t be surprised if he proposes to you tonight.”

Appalled, I said, “I hope you’re joking.”

She laughed. “Of course I’m joking. Maybe. Come on. Let’s meet your date.”

As I walked into the living room, Michael stood up and grinned so wide I thought his head would split open. “Oh wow, Sandy. You are absolutely beautiful tonight!”

I looked at my feet, feeling embarrassed. I’m not used to compliments from boys about my appearance. This is such a strange world for me.  I smiled at Michael. “You’re very handsome yourself.” And dammit if he wasn’t really incredibly cute.

As I crossed the room towards him, Dad came in from the kitchen chewing on some fried native bird leg. “Honey!” He called back to Mom. “Come look at your daughter!”

Oh my God no. I was horrified and mortified. I had really hoped I could clear the door before a parent saw me.

Mom came into the room and exclaimed, “Oh Sandy! You are so beautiful. And you must be Michael. What a handsome boy. Let me get a picture of the two of you.”

I whined, “Mommm! We need to get going.”

Smiling a mile wide, Mom said, “This will only take a second. My little girl’s first date.” I felt so embarrassed.

Tracy leaned in to whisper to me, “Enjoy this. They didn’t do this with me.”

Michael looked at me quizzically. He whispered, “Is this really your first date?”

I shrugged. “Technically, since we moved here.” That sounded good I thought. Then I added, “You know how it is for Navy brats. Never anywhere long enough to date anyone.”

Michael shrugged, “Yeah, I guess so.”

Mom gushed, “You two look so cute together! Just one more.”

Dad said, “Now son, have her back by eleven.”

Michael nodded. “Yes sir. I don’t want Sandy to kick my ass.”

Mom said, “You have fun.” She then leaned in close and whispered, “Keep your knees together.”

Michael took my hand and I waved with my free hand and out the door we went. It was nice to get out of the house and all that attention. I had hoped Dad would set the time limit to ten o’clock but then I told myself, I need to relax and enjoy myself. Going on dates is what boys and girls do. And I’ve come to accept being a girl more than I have been. I admit I like it.

A man was sitting in the driver’s seat of a car parked by the curb. He grinned at us as we approached. “Hello, Sandy. It’s good to meet you.”

I smiled back. “Thank you Mr. Cardall.”

Michael opened the door for me and I stepped inside and sat down. Michael climbed into the car and sat close to me. Close enough to touch me. I didn’t say anything.

As Michael’s dad drove away from my house, Michael said, “I thought we’d have dinner at the Settler’s Café. Have you ever been there? No? You’re going to love it. The food is excellent. Afterwards, I thought we’d go see that new drama Kessel’s Run. It’s a romance movie. I thought you’d like it.”

I nodded. “Sounds great. I’ve heard that drama is very good.” I chuckled to myself. It’s a romance with some space combat sprinkled in. Works for me.

We didn’t have very far to drive. The city we now live in isn’t really very big. Especially compared to what you find on major worlds. I was pleasantly surprised that it wasn’t some backwater, undeveloped world. They had several industries they had wanted to start that had been blocked by Allison’s father. They were happy to find any excuse to get him off the council.

As we parked at the restaurant, Mr. Cardall said, “You kids have fun. I’ll be back in an hour. Call me if you’re done before then.”

Michael said, “Okay, Dad. Thanks for the ride.”

We got out of the vehicle and taking my hand, Michael led me inside. We were greeted by a head waiter. Michael said brightly, “Reservations for Michael Cardall.”

The waiter didn’t smile and stiffly said, “Certainly sir. Right this way.”

Still holding my hand, we followed the waiter to a booth with a view of the parking lot and the mountains north of the city. The waiter pulled my chair out so I could sit. He handed us each a menu. He said, “I’ll return in a moment for your order.”

I looked over the menu and commented, “This place is expensive.”

Michael said, “Don’t worry about it. Just order what you want.”

The menu noted that all items came from either local or at least planet-side farms. Nothing was imported from off-world. That certainly helped with the prices. I ordered a small steak and salad. I thought about getting just a salad, but I couldn’t resist the steak. I was a man the last time I had a steak. It was before my fatal, last deep space assignment. I shook my head. That had probably been around five months subjective time for me. Objective time it was about sixteen years ago. I’ve found that nobody on this world thinks in terms of objective and subjective time.

After the waiter took our order, Michael asked, “So you haven’t been with the McKenna’s for very long?”

I thought it was an odd question. He knew I was adopted, but still. It’s my family now.  I shook my head. “No. I was picked up in a rescue pod not long after the vessel we were riding in was attacked by Ergon terrorists. When the vessel was disabled, my Dad grabbed me and tossed me into a rescue pod and ejected it just before the vessel exploded.” Might as well make my fictitious father a hero. “The pod’s sub-ether distress signal was picked up by a Navy cruiser that jumped right in and destroyed the Ergon ship. They brought me to the hospital ship where I was transferred to the civilian passengers.” I thought that sounded pretty reasonable. Certainly more exciting than being floating space junk for twelve years. I might have to try writing like Arthur does.

Michael’s eyes got wide. “Oh wow! You’re lucky to be alive!”

I nodded. “I certainly feel lucky.”

After our food arrived, we chatted a bit about school and our common friends. I took a bite of my steak and it was worth the sixteen year wait. It was really great.

After taking a swallow, Michael asked, “What are you and your family planning for vacation?” School shuts down three whole months so kids that live on farms can help work the farms and take care of the animals. Those like the kids at our school who don’t live on farms just get three months of goof-off time. There is a string of holidays during the summer that is commonly referred to as Golden Week, where many places shut down for several days in a row and that’s when a lot of families take a vacation.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Dad hasn’t said anything about it.”

Michael smiled. “You should take the north route and visit the first landing spot. It’s beautiful up there. The first probe and the explorer’s landing craft are preserved up there. I thought it was cool.”

After eating, Michael’s dad was already waiting in the parking lot for us. He drove us downtown to one of the two theaters in town.  And as he said we would, Michael took my hand and led me into the theater showing Kessel’s Run. There was already a line starting to form. It was a popular movie and everyone was in the mood for comedy and action.

We didn’t get great seats and were kind sandwiched in-between others. The seats were very comfortable though. I snuggled into the seat to get really comfortable. Michael must have thought I was snuggling into him. He slid his arm around my shoulder and pulled me closer to him. You see this all the time in both comedies and dramas where the girl gets basically trapped by her date where she must fight off an unwanted advance. Naturally, I’d never really given the girl’s position much thought but here it was happening to me. That’s when it dawned on me just how vulnerable I was as a female.

Fortunately, Michael didn’t mean me any harm. I really didn’t know if it was because he was a properly raised boy or terrified by the thought of me tossing him through the air. Part of me hoped it was the former, but it amused me to think it could be the later. Not many teen girls get Navy self defense training.

But, he took me by surprised in a quiet part of the movie when his lips lightly pressed against mine. I was being kissed by a boy! It didn’t repulse me like I thought it would. He didn’t press hard into me. It was a soft kiss and he repeated it. I felt a tingle run through me and it was pleasant. I looked up and he smiled at me and I felt his kiss again.  I closed my eyes and snuggled against him as he held me tighter.  There was no arguing now. I definitely liked boys.

When the movie ended, Michael put his arm around me as we walked from the theater. I rested my head on his shoulder.

“So, how did you like the show?” asked Michael.

“I liked it,” I said still in a somewhat dreamy mood. “It was funny. At the end, when the girl was exposed as the princess, she was so beautiful! It was very romantic.”

Michael snorted. “You’re more beautiful than she was. But one part spoiled it for me. I just couldn’t believe it when the captain propelled himself from the airlock of one ship to another across open space without a suit. He would explode or something.”

“You sure know a lot about space,” I said with a giggle. I didn’t tell him that I had to do that exact thing as part of my training, hyperventilating to over oxygenate my blood for the few seconds exposed to the vacuum of space unprotected. It’s something you only want to do in an extreme emergency.

When I was brought home, Michael walked me to the door. He studied his feet for a moment and then he took both my hands and said, “I had a really good time tonight, Sandy. Would… would you like to go out again sometime?”

I smiled at him and said, “I’d love to, Michael.” And I was being sincere.

He bent down and kissed me. I could so get used to this. I put my arms around his neck and held him as we kissed. He finally broke off and took a step back.

“Well, I need to get going and I guess you too. It’s five after eleven.” He grinned at me. “You don’t want to get in trouble.”

He gave me a quick kiss before turning to running back to his vehicle.

With a smile, I turned and entered my house.

“You’re five minutes late, young lady,” said my dad.

Thinking he was kidding, I said, “I’ve been here. I was just on the porch.”

Dad frowned. “When I give you a time, I expect you to be back in the house by that time. Don’t disappoint me again.”

“Yes, sir,” I said feeling sheepish as I turned to walk slowly back to my room. When I was a young man, my dad never cared what time I came back home.

Tracy was sitting on my bed when I entered my room. She grinned at me and asked, “Well? How was your date?”

I kicked my shoes off and jumped onto the bed. “It was great!” I exclaimed. “I really did have a good time. I was worried at first, but I enjoyed it.”

“Sooo… How did you like Michael,” asked Tracy. “I’ve heard he’s a good kisser. Did you find out?”

I smiled. “Yes he is and yes I did.” Having never kissed a boy before, I really had no way to judge how his kisses compared to anyone else. But I have to say I liked it.

Tracy grinned as she punched my shoulder. “Score! I’m proud of you girl.” She paused a moment. “Did I hear Dad get on your case about being five minutes late?”

I fell backwards on my bed. “Yeah. Can you believe it? I got to the porch at like ten fifty-nine. What’s the big deal?”

Tracy lay down next to me. “I wouldn’t worry about it. Just don’t come in at one in the am. He’ll do more than scold. Anyway, I’m glad you had a good time. And you have another date tomorrow! Awesome, girl! That’s with Owen. He’s hot!”

I nodded. “Yeah. He’s very cute. He’s even more cuter than Michael, if you can imagine.” I couldn’t believe that I was actually talking to another girl about boys.

As Tracy slid from my bed, she said, “Well, at least now you can be more relaxed on your date with Owen.”

“Maybe…”

*          *          *

“This is a nice dress,” said Tracy as she pulled it from my closet. “Owen will enjoy seeing you in this. Plus it’s easily removed.”

I stared at Tracy, appalled. “I hope you’re kidding.”

Tracy giggled. “Of course I am. Maybe. Look, Owen is definitely the boy you should focus on. He’s gorgeous and while nice, he’s not a goody-two-shoes like Michael. The other hundred boys that want to date you are largely forgettable.”

I frowned. “What about Arthur? He’s tomorrow night.”

Tracy made a face. “Arthur’s weird. Yeah, he’s cute, but he just seems off in the weeds.”

I shrugged. “Well, hand me that dress. I only have an hour before Owen gets here.”

Tracy had me play the same game with Owen by telling him I needed a few more minutes to get ready when I was pacing the floor in our room, going crazy. When I finally walked into the living room, Dad was already there sitting on the couch and chatting with Owen. From his expression, he seemed to like Owen.

Owen stood up when I entered the room. He was truly gorgeous and dressed nicely. He smiled at me and said, “Hi Sandy. You look really beautiful.”

I smiled back and said, “You too. I mean, you look very handsome.” I giggled.

I was a bit confused. Mom and Dad weren’t suddenly taking pictures. Mom wasn’t even in the room.

Dad stood up. “You kids have fun. Have her back by Midnight.” Owen gets an hour more than Michael? What’s up with that?

Owen grinned. “Yes, sir.  Are you ready, Sandy?”

Before I could answer, Dad whipped out a camera. He grinned at me. “Thought you could escape, didn’t you?”  He chuckled as he took a few pictures. “Oh, sorry. Not sure what I was thinking a moment ago. I meant to say have her back by eleven.” Not sure what that is about. At first I thought he didn’t care. Now I have no idea.

Looking confused, Owen said, “Yes sir. She’ll be back by eleven.”

Trying to look confident, I said, “Well, I’m ready.”

Owen grinned and took my hand and led me out the door. Owen said in a low voice, “Let’s leave before he changes his mind again.”

I said, “I apologize. I have no idea what he was doing.”

Owen chuckled, “Well, getting you back by eleven means we’ll have to cut the orgy short.”

I stopped and he tugged on my hand. He laughed. “I was joking. You didn’t think I was serious, did you?”

Feeling embarrassed, I said, “No. No of course not.”  Actually, I did. I have heard that Owen thinks he’s God’s gift to women. He’s been nothing but nice to me, but you never know.

There was a vehicle parked by the curb but there was no driver sitting in it.  He led me around to the passenger door. The vehicle was an expensive model.

As he opened the door, I asked, “Who’s driving?”

Owen grinned. “I am.  I have a special permit.”  He winked at me. “It’s not what you know but who you know, right?”

I smiled hesitantly. “I guess so.” I know he’s trying to impress me, but somehow I suspect he’s just hoping he doesn’t get stopped because almost no one our age has a permit.

Owen turned on the vehicle as soon as he was seated, “Let’s go. I know a great place that serves local seafood. Everything is caught fresh from the Sea of Lost Hope.” The shore for the sea was around thirty miles as a bird flies. Eating the indigenous creatures from some worlds can be problematic. Sometimes these creatures look very unappetizing. Sometimes they fight back even after they’re dead. This was going to be an adventure.

“Sounds good,” I said. I’d heard that restaurant was terribly expensive which I’m sure was the main reason we were going there. Owen really needs to stop trying to impress me.

The seats were fairly close and he slid his arm along my shoulder as we drove away from my house. I found this annoying as he kept rubbing my shoulder. After a minute, he had to use that arm for a moment, but he then placed his hand on my bare knee. When his fingers started to move up into my skirt, I pulled his hand away. He just grinned at me.

The restaurant was on the far side of town. Fortunately, the town’s not that big so it wasn’t a long ride. I had to move Owen’s hand two more times.

Owen took my hand and led me inside the restaurant. It wasn’t very crowded. The person who greeted us when we entered asked, “Your usual table, sir?” Owen just nodded. He’s a sixteen year old and he has a “usual table” at an expensive restaurant?

We were seated and handed menus. I had no idea what any of these, well things were. They all had expensive prices on them.

Owen looked around his menu at me and said, “I suggest the bullfish. It’s excellent; especially the way they prepare it here.” It was the most expensive item on the menu. I guess I’ll get that as I have no idea what anything else was.

I said, “Are you sure? That’s the most expensive thing here!”

Owen waved me off. “Anything for the most beautiful girl at school.” I felt myself blush at his comment. I didn’t really believe I was the most beautiful, but to hear a boy say it, it can’t help but make you feel good. Then it dawned on me. To these boys, including the ones still waiting for me to say yes to them, view me as some kind of prize to be won. I don’t think I like that very much.

I went ahead and on Owen’s advice, ordered the bullfish. At first it tasted good, and then it started to have an aftertaste that was not so good. Owen saw my expression while I was eating.

“I have to admit, it’s an acquired taste,” admitted Owen. “By the fourth or fifth time you try it, you’ll begin to like it.” He then smiled at me.

I just smiled back. “Well, I can’t afford this on my own anyway.”

We chatted about school and he brought up his plans for the future.

“Yeah, I’m going to major in aerospace engineering and begin designing space vehicles for private and commercial. Now that the war is all but over, there should be more money for non-defense ships. And I’m going to be at the forefront. I’m going to start my own company.”

I thankfully took my last bite of bullfish and smiled at him. “That’s awesome Owen. A regular tycoon.” I sighed. Hopefully, the ceasefire will last, but if Owen knew the Ergon Union like I did, he wouldn’t hold his breath.

He patted his stomach and then said, “Have you seen ‘The Cryobot Rebellion’ yet?” I shook my head and groaned to myself. It’s supposed to be a science fiction comedy starring some comedy team of Roscoe and Mick. I’d heard it was not very funny and something of a dud.

Owen grinned. “Great! I thought we’d go see that. I certainly don’t want to go see some stupid romance movie.”

I said, “I’ve heard it’s had mixed reviews.”

Owen dismissed my comment. “I’ve been a big fan of Roscoe and Mick since I was a kid. It should be good. Let’s go.”

We didn’t wait for the bill. Owen tossed a pile of credits on the table, took my hand and we walked out. He waved at the waiter. I really wished he’d stop trying to impress me. That’s not the kind of guy I’m looking for. Is there a kind of guy I’m looking for?  Honestly, I’ve never considered it until just now. Well, I just knew that this wasn’t it.

The movie experience was quite a bit different from being with the shy Michael. The theater was mostly empty and we had no trouble getting what should be good seats. As soon as we sat down, Owen’s arm found its way around my shoulders and pulled me closer to him. With his hand that was dangling from around my shoulder, he kept trying to touch my breast.

I pushed his hand away and said, “Will you please stop?”

He just looked at me and shrugged. “What?”

I sighed as I picked his arm up and moved it from my shoulder. He just grinned at me.  A moment later his hand was on my leg.  He didn’t try to slide his fingers up my skirt, so I let him leave his hand there so I could keep an eye on it.

The movie wasn’t all that funny as the comedy pair had passed the point of being funny. Roscoe and Mick played space pirates and did a lot of things you can’t really do in space. But it was a comedy after all.

At one point, where the heroes were sneaking through a darkened village, Owen leaned over and kissed me. It wasn’t a soft, gentle kiss like Michael. This was a full blown kiss as he slid his arm around my neck again and pulled me close. I first I made an attempt to push him back. But damn, his kiss was good. I moaned, took a deep breath, closed my eyes and leaned into his kiss.

At first, I was just going to dismiss Owen as a jerk who thinks way too highly of himself. But oh my God, could he kiss! It was worth becoming a girl for just this moment alone. His hand found my breast again and he gave it a squeeze.  But this time I let him.

When we came up for air, I looked around. The theater was empty and the house lights were on. There was a cleanup guy looking at us impatiently.

To Owen I whispered, “I think we should go.” I inclined my head towards the cleanup guy.

Owen said, “He can wait another minute.” He leaned in and kissed me again. Who was I to argue?

Owen finally sat up. Taking my hand he said, “We should probably go. I need to get you back home.” He led me out the theater and into the parking lot.

Once we got into his vehicle, he asked, “What did you think of the movie?”

Honestly, I don’t remember the movie at all. I exclaimed, “It was great!”

Owen grinned. “I knew you’d like it.” He spun his vehicle around and we headed back to my house. We arrived in front of my Quonset hut with five minutes to spare.

“I’ll walk you to your door,” Owen volunteered.  He took my hand after helping me out of his vehicle.

On the porch, he held both my hands. “I really enjoyed tonight, Sandy,” Owen said with a smile.  “I’d really like to do this again sometime.”

I smiled as I stared at my feet for a moment and thought how much I’d enjoy more kissing. I said, “That’d be great, Owen. I enjoyed being with you tonight.”

He grinned and said, “I’ll call you after I check my schedule.  We, I need to go.”

He leaned in and kissed me. Oh, God I melted. I had to look up and almost tip toe. It seems almost every damn male I know is taller than me. I put my arm around his neck and held on as he kissed me passionately. I had to think that maybe the kiss was bit much for our ages. But I didn’t care.

He let go of me. “Take care, Sandy.” He turned and walked swiftly to his vehicle.

When I walked into the living room, Dad said from the couch. “Right on time. I like this Owen boy.”

I hugged him and said, “Good night, Daddy.”

He kissed my cheek. “Good night, Pumpkin.”

I hurried down to my room and opened my door.

On my bed sat Tracy. I frowned at her. “Are you going to be on my bed after every date?”

Tracy giggled. “Just the important ones. I just want to know how your date went with the one boy at school that all the girls say is the number one date choice.”

I sat on my bed. “He was okay. He likes to throw a lot of money around and I didn’t much care for the restaurant we ate at. Have you ever had a bullfish?”

Tracy made a face. “Oh yeah. Those are awful. But come on… what else? What else?”

I grinned. “Well, I don’t recommend the comedy we went to see. But.  And this is a big but… He kissed me during the movie. Holy shit. His kisses are wonderful. I can’t even describe them!”

Tracy giggled. “On a scale from one to ten, how would you rate his kisses?”

“Eleven!” I laughed. “I’m so serious. His kiss will curl your toes.”

Tracy leaned over, propping her head up on her arm. “So is this it? You stop with Owen?”

I rested my chin on my hand a moment. “His kiss is great, but honestly, I didn’t like him that much as a person. I wish Michael could kiss like Owen.  Don’t forget, I have a date tomorrow with Arthur.”

“He’s weird,” stated Tracy. “I can’t believe you’re still going out with him.”

I frowned. “I’m not just going to cancel on him. Besides, I think he’s nice.”

Tracy slid from my bed. “Owen sounds like your best choice so far. I’m going to bed. Maybe you can start letting me date your rejects. Nite.”  She left my room.

As I slipped into my nightie, I asked myself, if a boy’s kiss can offset him being a jerk? Maybe. But there were still a lot of boys to go through. I’m not picking a husband after all.

Husband? I shivered. I don’t even want to think about it.

*          *          *

Tracy looked at me curiously as I got ready for my date with Arthur. “Shouldn’t you wear something nicer?”

I shrugged. “This is what he suggested. Dress comfortably and wear sensible shoes.”

Smirking, Tracy said, “Well, he is weird.”

I was about to say something when the doorbell rang. “I’ll answer it this time,” I said as I made a last second check of my make-up. I headed to the front door.

I frowned as Dad beat me to it. Dad opened the door and said, “Can I help you?”

Arthur smiled and said, “I’m here to pick up Sandy.”

Dad turned towards me, “Sandy do you know…”

“Arthur!” I exclaimed. “I’m ready.”

Dad looked at me with a confused expression. “You have a date tonight too?”

As I bounced to the door, I said, “Yep. Mom knows.”

Dad looked at Arthur like he didn’t trust him. “Have her back by eleven.”

Arthur grinned, “No problem sir. Okay, Sandy. Let’s go.”

He took my hand and we started running towards the street. He didn’t have a vehicle waiting.

As we ran across the street, he said, “We have to hurry. The light has to be just right.”

Confused, I asked, “Just where are we going?”

Arthur just grinned. “You’ll see. I think you’ll love it.”

We ran into the forest behind the houses across the street and down into a ravine. It was dry, but rocky and covered with grass and leaves. We then came up to a hill. As we approached, it was obvious we were closing in on a drain pipe jutting from the hill.

I stopped and he let go of my hand. “Where are we going, Arthur?”

Arthur, breathing hard pointed at the hole in the side of the hill. “Through there.”

I wrinkled my nose. “That’s a drain. I’m not going in there.”

Arthur took my hand again. “Actually, it’s a natural cave. The city made the opening like this after a mudslide closed it off a few years ago.”

I frowned at the hole. “I’m not going in there.”

Arthur tugged on my hand. “Do you trust me? It’s perfectly safe.”

I laughed without humor. “Yeah, until the next mudslide.”

Arthur took another step towards the opening. “Sandy, I would never put you in any danger. Trust me.”

I hesitated a moment. I asked myself can I trust him?  I said, “Okay. If you’re sure.”

Arthur grinned. “I knew you had a sense of adventure. No one goes this way out of fear. I’ve been down here many times.”

The cave was pitch black and Arthur had to pull a flashlight out of his pocket. It was a twisty little passageway that would only allow a single person to pass through. Arthur had to stoop a bit to clear his head. For the most part, I had no problem standing. The walls were damp and the floor of the cave had puddles of water.

After about fifteen minutes of this, I said, “Arthur, I’m getting scared. I don’t know where this goes. What if a ton of water came crashing through?  What if there’s a cliff?”

In the reflected glow of his flashlight, I could see Arthur turn to look at me. “Just keep a good grip on my hand. It’s only a little ways more.”

I slipped a few times on wet, slimy rocks. I really did feel scared which is strange when you consider the things I’ve done in my life. But I had no choice but to keep following Arthur.

Finally there was a shaft of light coming from above

Arthur grinned. “See?  We’re almost out. It’s going to take a bit of climbing. It’s an easy climb.”

We slowly climbed up the rocky face of the cave.  Water was trickling down on us. It was actually pretty cold. Arthur scampered out the hole above us.

“Take my hand. I’ll help you up.”  Arthur helped pull me up through the hole. 

When I cleared the hole I gasped. The sight before me was incredibly beautiful. There was a large pond with a mirror surface with a canopy of red and orange leaves of the local trees. Flowers and tall grass grew along the edges of the water. The water was cold and crystal clear. You could see what to me looked like very large goldfish. Colorful birds flitted from branch to branch No breeze disturbed the leaves of the trees.

Arthur stood by the water’s edge, his arms spread wide. “Here we are! I told you you’d like it! Isn’t it just beautiful here? This is some sort of pocket. Temperature almost never changes, summer or winter. As far as I can tell, this is the only way in here.”

I walked slowly around, my eyes filled with wonder. “This really is gorgeous, Arthur! How did you ever find it?”

He shrugged. “Curiosity. I wanted to know where the cave went. Nobody comes here. As far as I know, I’m the only one who knows about it. This can be our secret.”

I sat down in the tall grass. “It’s so peaceful here. The perfect getaway from everything!”

Arthur sat down next to me. “I come here to write. You don’t get disturbed. Your devices have no service here.” He scooted closer to me.

I picked a flower and sniffed it. “I like this place.”

He leaned in and nuzzled my neck. I got a chill up my spine. I smiled as I continued to hold the flower to my nose. He nibbled my earlobe. He reached up with one hand and gently turned my head to face him. I looked down as his lips softly touched mine. His hand was behind my head, his fingers intertwining with my hair.

I moaned softly as he pressed his lips more against mine. I closed my eyes. He gave me a series of short, soft kisses. He slowly pushed me backwards until we both lay on the grass, holding each other. As his kisses became deeper, I felt his hand on my breast as he gently kneaded it. My breathing became heavy as we kissed on the soft grass of the hidden pond. I put my arm around him and drew him closer.

We lay there for what seemed a long time. The only sound was our breathing and the trickling of water as the pond emptied into the cave. 

I hadn’t noticed it getting darker. With one final kiss, Arthur sat up. “We should probably get going.”

I just lay there for several moments, just dreamy. I looked around and the double moons overhead were casting wild shadows. It was a really incredible sight even at night.

Arthur reached down to give me a hand in getting up. “Come on, let’s go. I don’t want your father killing me on our first date.” I took his hand and stood up.

We retraced our steps through the cave. Our half hour journey was without incident. I wasn’t frightened this time through. Finally, we stepped out into the moonlit drainage ditch that led to the cave entrance. Taking my hand, Arthur led me quickly through the wooded area and finally back across the street to my house.

On the porch to our Quonset hut, I put my arms around Arthur’s neck while his hands went straight to my ass. I looked into his eyes and said, “Thanks, Arthur. I had a great time tonight. What a beautiful place.”

Arthur smiled as he looked down at me. “A beautiful place for a beautiful girl.” He bent his head down and kissed me.

I pulled us closer together as we kissed. Long, deep, passionate kisses in the double moon light. It was an incredibly romantic moment. We kissed for a very long time. I never felt so warm and gooey inside.

Finally, Arthur pulled away. “I need to get going. I’d love to take you out again. See you at school tomorrow.”

I didn’t want to let go. I kissed him one more time. “Thanks for the fun adventure. See you tomorrow.”

He smiled and then turned and ran off down the street. I had a goofy smile on my face when I entered my house. Dad checked the time on his device. “I’m impressed. He brought you back early. Good thing too. School tomorrow. I suggest no more Sunday dates.”

I just said, “Good night, Dad.” I walked down to my room.

And there was Tracy sitting on my bed again. I sighed. “Really, Tracy? You gotta stop doing this.”

Tracy giggled. “Last time. I promise. Well, how was Mr. Weirdo? What restaurant did you go to?”

I frowned. “Don’t call him that. He’s nice. We didn’t go to a restaurant. He took me to his personal secret place.”

Tracy raised an eyebrow. “He didn’t fuck you, did he?”

I shook my head. “No, no. He took me through a cave not far from here that opens up into a gorgeous area with a pond so still it’s like a mirror.”

Tracy laughed. “Mr. Cheapskate took you to Hidden Pond for your date?”

I sat on my bed and stared at Tracy. “You know about it?”

She nodded. “Mmmhmm. Most people around here do. Scott and I went there a couple of weeks ago with some other friends. It is beautiful, but it’s hardly a secret.”

Feeling a bit disappointed, I said, “Well, I enjoyed it. It was better than that stupid comedy Owen took me too”

Tracy grinned at me. “So, did he kiss you?”  I nodded. “How was it?”

I took a thoughtful pose for a moment. “Very nice. I’d rate him somewhere between Michael and Owen. Despite that he wasn’t totally honest with me, I think I enjoyed tonight more than the other two.”

My sister frowned. “Well, don’t settle on anyone just yet. There are still a lot of hotties out there.”

I grinned and shook my head at her. “Topic for another time. I’m beat.”

Tracy gave me a hug and said good night.

*          *          *

The next few weeks was fun for me. I went out with two or three boys every week. And a few more times with Michael and Owen. And even the next times I went out with Arthur, we went to regular places. He said of that first time, he wanted to do something memorable.  And it was! I do like Michael and Owen probably the best of the other boys I’m dating, but I also still find myself drawn back to Arthur.  He’s let me read his stories, which are fun. He is a good writer. I can help him out on his space stories, acting like I’m remembering stuff my fictitious dad told me.

And I can’t believe just how much I like boys. I never was what you could call a lady’s man. I dated a few women. Mostly other pilots. And then, I only got intimate with two of them. But now, I like boys at lot. I’ve gone completely over to the other side.

A commercial came on while Tracy and I were watching our favorite drama. Tracy looked down her nose at me and said, “So, Little Miss Popular, have you decided which boy is going to be yours?”

“You mean I have to pick one?” I laughed. “I’m having too much fun.”

Looking serious, Tracy said, “If you’re not careful, you’re going to get the label of school slut.”

I frowned. “I’m not stopping other girls from dating. That’s ridiculous.”

Tracy grunted. “You don’t get it. All the boys are talking about you. You should pick one for now to go steady with. It’s not like you’re selecting a husband you know. Who do you like the best?”

I didn’t really need to think about it. I said, “Arthur. I really like him. He’s fun. He’s smart. He’s a great kisser.”

Tracy nodded. “I knew you liked the weirdo. Well start dating him exclusively. At least for now. So stop accepting dates!”

*          *          *

It was Saturday and lunch time. Arthur had called me up to ask if I wanted to get something to eat at Smiley’s – a fast food place. Of course I said yes.

We ordered as we walked in and then after Arthur paid the bill, we picked a booth to sit down.

I looked down at my folded hands on the table. “Art, there’s been something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

Arthur sighed. “Is this where you tell me to get lost? You could have said something before I paid for anything.”

I frowned at him. “No, you goof ball. I was going to suggest we go steady. I mean, we practically are anyway.”

Arthur sighed and looked relieved. “I have to agree, Sandy. I really enjoy whenever we’re together.”

I leaned over and gave him a quick kiss. “Me too.”

We sat there waiting for our number to be called.

Looking at the table, Arthur asked, “What’s next?”

I sighed. “I don’t know. I’ve never gone steady with anyone before.”

Our order number was called out.

Arthur grinned. “I think it means that you now pick up the tray.”

As I stood up, I said, “I don’t think I like this going steady shit.”

When I returned with the tray, Arthur chuckled. “I was kidding.”

I picked up his drink cup. “I should throw this at you!”

He ducked as I pretended to toss it.

Over the next few weeks, Arthur became quite a fixture in our house, even having dinner with us two or three times a week. I couldn’t tell if Mom and Dad were bothered by this or not. I think they were happy I had a boyfriend. My brother William was happy to have him over as it gave him a boy close to his age to talk to. Tracy was always out with Scott.

I wasn’t comfortable going over to Arthur’s house. He just lived with his mother and she didn’t seem to like me much. So we didn’t talk very much.

*          *          *


Part 3

I was putting my make-up on and otherwise getting ready for school when Dad popped his head in and said, “Hey Pumpkin. How would you like to go with me on a surveying trip to one of the outer planets today? It’s just a day trip.”

I looked over at Dad. “A survey trip? What’s going on?”

“The company I work for wants to check out one of the outer planets in this system for possible mining operations,” said Dad. “Preliminary scans indicate possible large deposits of otherwise rare minerals that the Alliance uses in electronics as well production of alloys to use in construction of space vehicles. If such deposits exist in high enough densities, it could be a major revenue source and maybe hasten our admission to the Alliance. Every time we wanted to make this survey, one Council member, the father of the girl you tangled with that time, would veto making the trip. Well, now he’s gone. He and his daughter left the planet.”

I wrinkled my brow. “Sounds like a bigger operation than just one day.”

Dad grinned. “All we need is one orbit using our deep penetration RADAR to get all the information we need.”  I wanted to tell Dad that was similar to the deep space RADAR my recon ship used to detect Ergon presence.

I grinned at Dad. “Sounds fascinating, Dad. If you don’t mind me missing a day of school.”

Dad said, “I think it’d be very educational for you. And if successful, we could be on the ground floor of a major mining operation.”

“Can I bring a friend along?” I asked. I thought Arthur would enjoy the trip since he writes stories about it.

Dad chuckled. “You mean Arthur, right? I don’t mind as long as his mother approves.”

“I’ll call him right now. When are we leaving?” I asked. Even though I won’t be able to touch the controls, I was really excited about getting back into space.

Dad replied to my question, “We leave in an hour.”

I picked up my device and dialed in Arthur’s number. When he answered, I said, “Hey babe. Interested in a day trip in space?”

Arthur, sounding confused, asked, “A day trip in space?”

I nodded uselessly at the device, “Yeah, out to one of the outer planets, do a scan and then return. It’s just a couple of jumps.”

Arthur exclaimed, “I’d love to! I’ll check with Mom to make sure she doesn’t mind. I’m sure she won’t.”

I said, “Get dressed and hurry over. We leave in an hour.”

*          *          *

An hour and a half later, we were on board a small vessel much like the recon ships I served on. We were leaving orbit and we had to get some distance from the planet before the jump coils could energize. On board were the pilot, a Captain Ralston, Mr. Littleton, the head of mining operations for Dad’s company, Dad and lastly Arthur and me.

Since we were kids, the pilot asked Arthur and me to come up to him and ask any questions we might have.

Before we asked anything, Captain Ralston pointed out some features. He was a civilian pilot, but he was in command of the vessel, so he got the title captain.

Capt. Ralston said, “Now this vessel, the Kirov has been rented from the Alliance Navy. It used to be a reconnaissance vessel used to sniff out Ergon vessels. It’s been modified for use as in mining. It comes directly from the Navy so many military features are still present, but disabled for civilian use. The Deep Penetration RADAR we’ll be using is the same system as the Deep Space RADAR that was used. Basically, the frequencies it uses are different.”

Knowing exactly what it was, I pointed at the sander chamber and asked, “What is this thing? Some kind of shower?”

Capt Ralston chuckled. “Not quite. That’s the ship’s dehydration system for storing the crew for extended periods to reduce use of resources, like air, water and food.”

Arthur’s eyes got big. “Oh yeah! I’ve heard of those! The ship can be deployed for years and the crew is unaware of the passage of time.”

Capt Ralston grinned. “That’s right, son. If you look along that wall, you’ll see several empty receptacles. That’s where the canisters of silica gel and distilled water would be, but the Navy removed them before leasing the vessel to us. We won’t be gone long enough to need it anyway.”

Arthur exclaimed, “That’s awesome! So, how long do we have wait for the jump coils to recharge between jumps?”

Captain Ralston said, “Excellent question. Actually, if it wasn’t necessary to wait to recalculate the next jump, the jumps are so small, we could in theory make the jump immediately. Never a good idea though.”

Trying to be the girlfriend, I said, “Wow, Arthur. You’re so smart! I bet you know everything about these vessels.”

Arthur shrugged. “I wouldn’t say everything. But taking this trip is definitely going to improve my writing!”

I smiled at Arthur. “It’s already good!”

Captain Ralston looked behind him. “Okay everyone. Strap in. We’re about to make our first jump.”

Arthur bent over and took the strap from my hands. “Let me help you with that.”

I let him do it, but I said, “Honestly, I think I can manage.”

As he took his seat, Arthur said, “I just wanted to make sure it was good and snug.”

The pilot set a few switches and pressed a button. He casually said, “Exit vector laid in. Jump in thirty seconds.”

At ten seconds an alarm sounded and then the jump.  Even though it was basically a short jump, there was still that punch in the gut and feeling of nausea associated with jumps.

Captain Ralston busied himself with check indicators on the navigation board. He said in a clinical manner, “Jump successful. Calculating next jump. Laying in exit vector. Jump in thirty seconds.”  Again, an alarm sounded at ten seconds.

Relaxing, the captain said, “Jump successful. Approaching planet Konchi-15.”

Arthur peered out the window. “Why name that? It’s hardly a proper planet.”

My Dad said, “It’s bigger than it looks from here.”

Mr. Littleton said, “Captain, if you can please put us in orbit. We’ll perform some surface mappings before employing the Deep Penetration RADAR.”

“Aye, sir,” said the captain. We all felt a push against our seats as he engaged the thrusters. “I’ll start warming up the RADAR.”

Captain Ralston eased the vessel into orbit about Konchi-15.

The captain said, “Mr. Littleton, looks like we’ll have to recalibrate the RADAR again. I’m getting ghost images. They don’t make sense.”

I looked at the screen from where I was sitting. I’d never seen ghost images on the RADAR screen before.

Mr. Littleton asked, “How long will that take?”

The captain replied, “About an hour, sir.”

Mr. Littleton said, “That’s fine. It’ll take longer than that to perform the surface scan. Go ahead and recalibrate.”

Captain Ralston sighed. “I’ll have to come back there.”  He unfastened his five-point harness and came back to our area and opened an access panel.

I continued to look at the RADAR display. I’ve never seen any ghosted images before. I said, “Captain. Before you do that, maybe you should switch the scan frequencies back to military.”

The captain laughed. “Little girl, I can assure you I know what I’m doing.”

I bristled. I swear I will strangle the next person who refers to me as a little girl. And dammit, I’ve got hours of certifications on this RADAR system. I was curious and just had to know.  What the hell, right?  I could make the change and switch it back before the good captain could start the recal. I was sitting pretty close the nav console anyway. I unbuckled my restraint and took a step towards the console.

Dad said, “Sandy, what the hell are you doing?”

I looked back at him and said, “Dad. I just have to know.”  I turned the knob to change the frequency of the RADAR to what we used for deep space.

The display lit up with hundreds of hits along with transponder codes. And they were all close.

Being a girl now, I screamed. “Holy shit! Captain get us the hell out of here. Look at the display.”

Angry, the captain turned and yelled, “What the fuck did you just do, girl?”

I yelled back, “On the other side of this planet is an Ergon invasion scale fleet! We need to alert the Alliance Space Defense!”

The captain shouted, “What the hell? We need to…”

Captain Ralston was suddenly slammed to the deck and struck his head, knocking him unconscious as the ship took a hit amidships from an Ergon energy weapon. Blood was pooling on the deck.

I had managed to hold onto the webbing on the command chair to keep from being flung across the cabin. My Dad, Arthur and Mr. Littleton all cried out in fear as they were slammed against their restraint. Fortunately, unlike my old ship, the General Products hull on this vessel absorbed the energy.

Alarms were sounding all over the ship. The vessel was out of control. The pilot was unconscious or dead. I couldn’t tell. The hit had put the pilotless vessel into a spin. The inertial dampening system was straining to keep things stable inside the cabin. I started to pull myself into the command chair.

Dad yelled, “Sandy! What the hell are you doing? Get back in your seat before you get hurt!”

I yelled back to him, “This ship is out of control. I need to stabilize it.”

Dad cried out, “You’re just a girl! You don’t know how to pilot a space craft!”

Before I could reply, an energy weapon struck us again, this time piercing the hull below decks. The hit caused the pilotless vessel to begin to tumble as well as spin. Spinning and tumbling is a condition that’s normally considered to be very bad. I had to get control.

I was holding onto the chair’s webbing with all my might. I looked back into the interior and the hapless pilot was being slammed against a bulkhead. Even though the emergency seals were activated, I could hear the whistle of a hull breach somewhere. Dad and Mr. Littleton had already passed out. The inertial dampening was no long effective.

As I pulled myself into the command chair and fastened the five-point harness, I heard Arthur say in a raspy voice, “We’re going to die, aren’t we? I love you Sandy.”

Gaining confidence since I was now secure in the pilot seat, I called back, “I love you too, Art! But nobody is dying on my watch!” I looked back and he was unconscious.

I looked over the control panel. I muttered to myself, “Thrusters… thrusters. Gotta stop the tumble.” My training came rushing back to me as I began firing different thrusters to cancel the tumble. The instruments told me we were just starting to skim the upper atmosphere of Konchi-15. The atmosphere was mostly CO2 and it was thick. I needed to stop the spin as well. We’ll burn up in re-entry for sure if we don’t make a controlled descent.

Cabin pressure was falling and an oxygen mask fell from a panel above my head. I grabbed it and strapped it on. Breathe normally I kept telling myself. Don’t worry about the passengers. The cabin pressure isn’t low enough to cause death.  Yet. Don’t think about Arthur. Just bring the ship under control.

I finally managed to cancel the spin, but we were still slicing through the atmosphere sideways with no control. RADAR showed the Ergon gunship was attempting to re-target us. Firing all thrusters I brought the ship to a standstill. We were sitting ducks. I fired the top thrusters to push the ship down into the atmosphere. The energy beam passed harmlessly overhead. I then rotated the ship onto a fast glidepath to the surface. The path took us directly under the gunship where they couldn’t fire on us.

We fell into the thick clouds and I switched to terrain following RADAR as there was no way I could see where I was going. The gunship was no longer a concern as it couldn’t enter the atmosphere. I needed to get far away from where we descended so they won’t have any idea where went.

Another alarm sounded. I looked at the panel and shit. Could it get worse? The fuel must have taken a hit as we were losing fuel at a rapid rate.

I studied the RADAR as we skimmed the jagged surface. There had to be a place to set down that was somewhat shielded from space. Finally, there it was; a kinda sorta flat area with a jagged rock overhanging.  This should buy me some time. With a crunch, we set down, fuel tanks pretty much empty. This tub would never fly again. Which created a new problem.

The cabin pressure had finally stabilized.  Still too low for me to remove the oxygen mask and not pass out. I looked around at the unconscious passengers. I wanted to cry when I saw Arthur slumped over in his seat. I took a deep breath and straightened up. No time for crying.

I unbuckled the harness and stood up. That’s when I heard the walls of the ship creaking. Looking at the panel, I saw where the outside pressure was a bit over two standard atmospheres. These ships are designed to operate in space, which is one standard atmosphere of pressure difference. I think this ship is rated for three, but it’s been damaged.

Think girl, think. We’re too far away from any Alliance post to arrive in time to rescue anything but our dead bodies. Not to mention having to deal with a massive Ergon presence. How was I going to get us out of this?

Then it hit me. How did I get Karl and the vital information back to Alliance High Command? I sent them through the sub-ether! Maybe that will work again.

I looked at the sander. All the silica gel and water canisters had been removed. There weren’t enough for all of us anyway. No matter. I wasn’t going to reconstitute them here. My oxygen was running low and cabin pressure would soon reach critical. I had to hurry.

I checked the pilot.  He was still breathing but he was injured. I decided to start with him in sanding everyone.  I grabbed an arm to drag him to the sander. Holy shit he weighed a ton! My girl muscles just weren’t enough to move his weight. I started to cry. Why the hell can’t I just do this? We’re dead. I can’t move anyone to the sander. I was dead no matter what as someone had to hit the button to transmit.

Sitting on the floor, I turned to glare at the sander in frustration. And then I saw it. Two canisters hidden up behind the sander. Why weren’t those removed? Then it hit me. The MAG-I or the spare crewmember. He always had to be available! I looked at the comm. panel. The link to Alliance Space Defense was locked. The MAG-I had to have a way to bypass the lock.

I ran through the sander console searching for active protocols. It HAD to be there! I found the LOLA protocol and one for a dog? That was crazy. But there he was. The spare crewmember. Since he was a construct, he wouldn’t need to breath. He’d be in direct contact with the ship’s computer. I quickly called him up and punched the restore button. There was a blinding flash of light, the odor of ozone and… and… Oh my God.

Inside the chamber stood the most magnificent specimen of a human male I’ve ever seen in all his naked glory. Holy shit he was totally gorgeous and hung like a horse. He was based on an actual man who lived over two hundred years ago. What a man he must have been.

I stood there just staring for a few moments.  He opened the chamber door and stepped out and smiled at me. I melted under that smile. He said, “Hello miss. I am Adam, your spare crewmember. How may I assist you?”  I’m not ashamed to admit the thoughts that ran though my mind at that moment.

I finally composed myself after a few breaths. Pointing at the unconscious forms, I said, “Adam, I’m going to need your help.  We need to sand each one of these people. I don’t have the strength to move them myself.”

He gave me a sad expression and said, “I’m sorry, miss. But you’re a civilian. I can’t take instructions from you.”

“For fuck’s sake!” I shouted. “This is an emergency!”

Adam shrugged. “I’m sorry miss. I can’t break protocol.”

The damn finally broke and the tears started to flow. “What the fuck, man? Why doesn’t anything I try work?”

I sank to the deck and cried. What did I know about the MAG-I? No one uses it, but we all had instructions pounded into our brains. I took some deep breaths, cognizant of the depleting oxygen supply. There has to be a command over-ride. There’s a command over-ride for everything. What is it?  Think, girl. Think.

Then the memory trickled in. It was something stupid and forgotten, like the meaning of the acronym MAG-I. I stood up and looked Adam straight into his eyes and said, “Klaatu barada nikto command over-ride klaatu barada nikto over-ride”

Adam blinked a few times. He said, “Sorry for that miss. I have to follow protocol. What do you wish me to do?”

I sighed heavily and again pointed at everyone and said, “I need everyone, including me, sanded.”

Adam had a blank look for a moment. He then announced, “There is not enough memory, miss for all of you.”

Crap! It just can’t be smooth, can it? I said, “Dump all unnecessary memory and unneeded profiles in the sander. My God, the LOLA profile is huge.”

After a moment, Adam smiled at me. “That created just enough room, miss.”

Aware that I was becoming a one trick pony I said to Adam, “Here’s the plan.” I then quickly went through the steps of sanding each of us, then using a high power, ultra-wide bandwidth pulse to send each profile to headquarters. I instructed him to warn them first so their equipment isn’t damaged. I told him to also begin sending telemetry and RADAR data to Command. And to continue to transmit as long as possible. I had him repeat everything back to make sure he understood.

Since he wasn’t human, he worked quickly, getting everyone sanded and started compressing the files and then sending. I was the only one left to go when we saw on the RADAR, Ergon forces flying in the area. My air supply was almost gone and there was no breathable atmosphere left inside the ship.

Adam said, “You need to go now, miss. We might not have time before the Ergon forces find us.”

I nodded. “One final command, Adam. If the Ergon breach before my transmission is finished, lock the ship and start the self destruct.”

Adam didn’t show emotion as he said, “That would glitch the transmission making it impossible to reconstitute you.”

I nodded. “I realize that. Status of the other people?”

Adam said, “All transmissions complete.”

I started breathing rapidly, quickly using up my remaining air supply. I needed to oxygenate my blood for the brief amount of time I must spend in the toxic atmosphere before being sanded. I started to walk past Adam, stopped and removed my mask.

I looked up at Adam’s face and in a breathy voice said, “You’re the bravest man I’ve ever known.” I then kissed him deeply, for longer than I probably should have. “Godspeed, Adam.” I took another toot on the oxygen mask and opened the sander door.

As the door started to close, I shouted, “You’re my hero, Adam!” I know he’s just a construct, but I hated that I had to leave him there.

Adam grinned and gave me a thumbs up. He then hit the button to activate the sander. There was a blinding flash.

*          *          *

There was a blinding flash and a million pin pricks. I really hated being reconstituted.

I stood there, naked in a sander chamber, breathing hard. The last thing I recall was watching Adam push the button to sand me. I looked out the chamber and saw Dad, Arthur and Mr. Littleton. I didn’t see the pilot. There was a lieutenant at the sander control and an admiral standing behind Dad.

Dad cried, “Sandy!” He started to rush towards me. “Open the door! Open the door!”

The sander door opened and I stumbled out into Dad’s arms. He hugged me tight and kissed my cheek. “Oh Sandy! We were afraid you didn’t make it.”

A lieutenant sitting at the sander console said, “All transmissions from the Kirov ended moments after we received your file’s checksum. The very last transmission was text that read, ‘Tell the pretty young miss that it was my honor and privilege to serve her. Adam.’”

Arthur said, “Who the hell is Adam?”

I frowned. “Come here Arthur and kiss me.” Arthur put his arms around my neck and kissed me deeply while I stood there naked.

Looking a bit confused, Dad looked around at everyone assembled in the room. “Where’s the pilot? I want to congratulate him for saving all our lives.”

The admiral said, “Captain Ralston is still unconscious and in the infirmary. He has a concussion, but is expected to recover.”

Dad asked, “How did we get here? That was an unbelievable solution.”

The admiral pointed at me. “That’s one brave little girl you have, sir. But then, considering her training, it’s to be expected.”

Looking confused, Dad asked, “Training? What training?”

Smiling at me, the admiral said, “ASD training. Captain, you’ve been re-instated under your new identity. Using the intelligence you provided, we caught the Ergon forces with their pants down. They are currently being defeated as we speak.” An ensign arrived right then with a blanket. He handed it to me to cover myself.

Dad looked extremely confused. As did Arthur.

Arthur almost looked horrified as he said, “Captain? What does he mean by captain?”

I felt terrible. My face reddening. “There was an accident and I was reconstituted with this profile.”

Arthur, looking like he was going to be ill said, “You mean you were an older woman?”

I shook my head. I simply and quietly said, “No.”

Arthur’s eyes went wide as he whispered, “A man?”

I nodded. Looking horrified, Arthur shouted, “How could you?!”  Dad just sunk into a nearby chair.

The admiral put his arm around my shoulder. “Come captain. Let’s get you an appropriate uniform so you can attend the briefing in half an hour.” As I was escorted from the room, I looked back to see both Dad and Arthur crying.  Mr. Littleton just looked like he had no idea what was going on.

I was led to a small room. The admiral pointed to a uniform dispenser on the wall. “You know how to use one of these, I’m sure.  I’ll be back to pick you up in half an hour. The whole chiefs of staff will be there, so please be presentable.”  He left.

The room had a private head. I checked my face and it was a total mess with all the crying I had been doing.  I had half a mind to just show up like this, but it wouldn’t help matters. I dropped the blanket on the bed and got into the shower closet. Typical of Navy showers, it was just a blast of warm water followed by a blast of cold water, then a warm jet of air to dry me.

Still naked I went to the uniform dispenser. It would only provide me with women’s uniforms.  I picked a blue dress uniform with the short skirt that a lot of the young women are wearing, that was suitable for the Alliance Space Defense Force, Deep Space Recon.

The dispenser also provided me with proper make-up. I went ahead and applied it.

Five minutes later, the admiral re-appeared and escorted me to the briefing room. There was a single chair in the middle of the floor. On one side of me there were a couple dozen chairs, all filled with officers. Was I on trial? I was nervous as hell. To me, less than an hour ago, I was facing death. And now I’m at a tribunal?  Before me was a panel made up of admirals and generals of the Alliance Defense Forces. I was directed to sit in the chair. I looked at the group of people seated and saw Dad and Arthur seated together. They are so going to hate me.

After several minutes, an officer approached me. “Please stand and clearly state your name for the record.”

Terrified, I stood up and in my sixteen year old girl’s voice said, “Captain Sandra McKenna, Deep Space Recon.”

The officer then said, “You may be seated.”

The room was mostly silent as the chiefs of staff spoke quietly among themselves.

I couldn’t take it any longer and asked, “Am I in trouble?”

The highest ranking admiral banged a gavel. “Quiet please. And no captain. You are not.”  He then banged his gavel several times. “I bring this emergency session to order.”

One of the admirals looked directly at me. “Captain McKenna. Due to you delivering to us the level of intelligence of such magnitude, that we are on the cusp of ending the war with the Ergon Union. We expect their total surrender in the coming days. This is only possible because of your actions, captain. We delayed re-hydrating you and your party until we were sure.

“What you discovered Captain McKenna was a plan by the Ergon Union to violate the cease-fire by launching a sneak attack against us from a direction we weren’t expecting and restarting the war by taking twenty-five percent of the Alliance in the first few days.

Unknowingly, you first disrupted the Ergon plans when you had a fight with a local girl who’s father was on the local council. Her father continually prevented Konchi-6 from doing any mining exploration on Konchi-15 or beyond. The reasons are obvious now.

“What I’m about to tell you next is a military secret. Now that the war is ending, it needs to be known. The Ergon Union developed a diabolical process of transferring a human brain from one body to another. The council member and his daughter were in reality both male Ergon marines who infiltrated the Alliance and determined Konchi-15 was ideal for building a new massive base where no one would suspect. We have no Deep Space RADAR recon vessels in that region. So it was perfect. Perfect until Captain McKenna won a fight against the daughter and the spy was removed from the council. They left Konchi-6 and one of our new scanners detected the brain swap while they waited to change carriers on a space terminal. The male marine who had swapped into the teen girl, begged us for mercy. She had a boyfriend now, a boy who had no knowledge of what was going on, and swore she’d release all data she knew about as she was no longer interested in the Ergon Union. All of her information turned out to be correct, so we relocated her to a planet outside the Alliance where she can still be monitored but otherwise unmolested. The other Ergon spy refused to cooperate and was therefore executed for his crimes and for espionage.

“You prevented this surprise attack, captain. Your sharp eye saw what was really going on, on the RADAR detection system and acted upon it instead of following the pressures of just being a normal teenager. Your selfless act of valor saved the lives of not just those on board the Kirov but all Alliance citizens of that region.

“We made a mistake in not honoring Captain McKenna the first time she saved the Alliance. Our heart was in the right place we feel as it was our mistake that the captain found herself as a sixteen year old girl and that we wanted to just integrate her back into normal society.  I thank God we weren’t totally successful. So Captain Sandra McKenna, please stand.

“And will Mr. Jack McKenna please step next to your daughter.”

I turned to see Dad get out of his seat and approach me.  There were tears in his eyes.

The admiral continued, “I present you, Captain Sandra McKenna with the Navy Cross for your extraordinary heroism.”  He held out the award dangling from a ribbon. I bent my head down and he slipped on.  Applause broke out around the room. Dad hugged me.

Another admiral on the panel said, “Captain, by order of this panel, you are re-assigned as 1st Officer aboard the Makarov effective noon tomorrow.”  He banged the gavel a few times before saying, “We are adjourned.”

I tried not to cry as it’s unbecoming of an officer to cry. I knew it was going to ruin my make-up. But the tears flowed anyway.

Dad kissed my cheek and then held me at arm’s length to look at me. He exclaimed, “My daughter is a hero! I’ll never doubt you again, honey.”

I looked over and saw Arthur walking up. I couldn’t read his expression.

I said, “I’m sorry, Arthur. I never meant to lie to you.”

He shook his head. “You didn’t lie. You were a girl when I met you and you’re still a girl. Just curious though. Who were you before you became Sandy?”

I sighed. “If you must know, I used to be Captain Ray Granger.”

Arthur’s eyes got wide. “THE Captain Granger? The one who died saving the Alliance?”

I nodded. “That was me.”

Arthur exclaimed, “Holy shit! That’s awesome!” He bent down and kissed me.

I backed up. “I don’t think we’re allowed to kiss here. But I’m glad you’re not pissed at me.”

Arthur shrugged. “Confused maybe.”

A lieutenant came up to me. “Captain?  If you’ll come with me. We need to make some arrangements on your transfer.” Before I could say anything, I was whisked away.

*          *          *

I was just putting on my lipstick when there was a knock on the door. A last quick look in the mirror told me my make-up was fine.  I was dressed in my khaki uniform with the shorter skirt. I was as ready as I could ever be to board a vessel ready to join the officers. I picked up my duffle bag and walked quickly to the door.

I was expecting a lieutenant to escort me to the shuttle to take me to the landing craft that would then take me up to the Makarov.  I gave a salute. “Admiral, this is a surprise.”

The admiral grinned. “Just wanted to make sure you got aboard the lander okay.”

I smiled at him. “Thank you admiral.”

The admiral grinned. “Are you excited? Getting back on a ship and as an officer? You’ll be the youngest officer in the fleet.”

“I worry about that,” I said as we walked down the long hallway, my heels clicking.

The admiral nodded. “I wouldn’t worry, captain. You’re a hero. Your crew will respect you.”

I looked down to the floor. I had been thinking about how I’m not going to see Mom and Dad. Perhaps for months. When will I see Arthur again?  I know officers and sailors alike all face these questions and go on with their duties. I haven’t seen my real parents in over twenty objective years. I doubt they’d even recognize me. I had to laugh at that thought. I never got married.

I looked over at the admiral. Like every male, he was taller than me. “I guess things will be pretty quiet now that the Ergon Union has surrendered.”

The admiral nodded. “True. But you’re still going to have pirates, border skirmishes and things of that nature.”

I nodded. “True.”  What am I doing, I thought. Do I really want to be deployed on a war ship surrounded by men? I smiled to myself. Okay, that might not be too bad. But still. Despite my rank and accomplishments, these crews are going to see me as a child.

I stopped walking just a short distance to the door to exit the building.

The admiral looked at me. “Is something wrong?”

“I don’t think I want to go,” I replied.

The admiral turned in surprise to look at me, “You don’t want to go? But captain. You’re back to being a commissioned officer. You’re on a path to a command. You’re a war hero.”

I just stared straight ahead. “I’m sixteen.” I sighed. “Admiral, I have my parents and family. I have a boyfriend. I want to finish school with my friends. I want to go to my prom. I know all that sounds silly.”

The admiral smiled at me and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Not at all. I have a granddaughter about your age who talks about those things.”

I looked up at him. “I don’t think I’m ready, admiral. I appreciate your confidence in me. But I’m just not ready. I mean, how many times can I save the Alliance?”

The admiral chuckled. “I understand completely.”

*          *          *

I couldn’t believe I was here. Just four years after being reconstituted as a girl, my dad was holding my arm and leading me down the aisle. It just seemed so un-real. I was wearing a gorgeous wedding dress. Tracy was my Maiden of Honor. Arthur was looking great in his rented tux. The wedding was being held on a carrier with the admiral officiating.

Dozens of people were here, including Karl who is now a retired admiral. He’s jealous that I got to save the Alliance twice and he only once. Michael and Owen were even here. I really didn’t think they’d show up. They looked great in their Alliance cadet uniforms.

Another ending and another beginning. What a wild ride!

*          *          *

“Hey Tracy.”

“Hey girl! So Sandy, it’s been a while. What’s new?”

“I’m pregnant.”

*          *          *

The End
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