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Dedications
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Chapter 1

I’ve changed my mind about boredom. Being trapped in a small, very small, officer’s quarters is way more boring than being stuck alone for 15 years. Or at least it seems that way to me!

At least I had been rescued. Although, technically, I was still at war with these folks. I sort of did attack them and cause a ship to explode killing the crew. Because of all that, I was being treated as an enemy combatant. It is better than prison though.

So much for my first tour of duty. Here’s what happened.

During my first deployment, we were attacked, the fleet destroyed, I survived. While trying to survive, I built defenses and a small space station. A survey patrol encountered my station fifteen years later.

I did not believe who they were, and a ship was destroyed with all hands lost. The great war I had fought in has been over for a long time.

Nobody had told me that!

I sort of surrendered. Now I was on my way to stand trial or something.

It should be an interesting experience in a twisted sort of way. At least there are snacks.

Still, the boredom.

Officially, they won’t let me have any books. That whole enemy thing. I have two escort guards outside, but other than the observation deck and the mess hall, I don’t get to go anywhere including the engineering library.

Unofficially, I have my own ace in the hole. I was allowed to keep my personal tablet. I already have reams of books and technical manuals. Hidden inside my link, in my head, is a being who has become my own personal AI, Wilson.

Wilson is an Artificial intelligence created by the former Pan-Pacific League. He was the prototype for the AI’s that most navies use today. His creator modeled his personality on a 20th-century vid star named Hank or hankie something or other. He latched on to me after the big battle that got me lost for fifteen years. He’s kind of goofy in a good sort of way.

I let the Admiral and her staff believe that I left Wilson back on the Firefly station. Instead, he uploaded a cloned version of himself in his place, a dumb one according to him. Wilson told me that he needed to be there to ‘drive me around’ or something. Not sure what he means. He is officially a stowaway.

I’m not a hacker, not even a little. I am about the farthest you can get from a computer programmer and still be able to use a computer. Wilson likes to help me out all the time. He cracked the ship’s systems to get me some updated books and tech manuals to read.

I am still trying to understand the motives of these people that have ‘captured’ me. They tell me that my old Navy, the PPL, joined with its mortal enemy the AA and formed an Empire. I don’t understand that at all. I’m still trying to wrap my brain around how the war ended. Wilson has been getting me news reports and such, but it’s all out-of-context, so I don’t actually understand it. I just need to just see things for myself. Kind of hard when you’re a prisoner and locked up.

The tech manuals have shown me there are lots of new and improved technology. I can’t wait to get my hands on it! Some of the new ship designs, like the one I’m on right now, just make my hands itch. It’s an engineer thing. Unfortunately, I’m not allowed in the engineering department to check things out to my satisfaction. It’s that whole ‘enemy combatant’ thing again. They can come and see me though. Apparently, like a vid-star, I now have fans.

I really didn’t do anything, that any good engineer would not have been able to do given the time and materials.

Spending my days in confinement is starting to get old. There is a daily bright light though. Finally, a chance to get out of here for a walk.

It’s lunch time in the mess hall, and my escorts are here. Wilson likes to call them Turner and Hooch. He says it’s because “Hooch” looks like a pit bull. I have no idea what their real names are. To me, a guard is a guard.

For some reason, I am always brought into the mess hall through the main entrance. I never get to go around the back through the more exciting areas. Did they think the PPL didn’t have kitchens? The one here must be Top Secret considering how much trouble they go through to keep me out of it. The cooks and wait staff are not on my list of approved contacts so I cannot order anything. My escorts always have to order for me.

I ate my soy burger in peace as my escorts guarded my table. T&H never eat, and they never seem to talk. I’m starting to think they might be robots. Wilson, who loves robots, says no.

Following our normal routine, we walk to the observation deck. I was allowed to gaze at the stars and exercise by walking, for thirty minutes. We then had the usual silent trip back to my cell. The first couple of days I tried to talk with T&H but, keeping to the robot theme they don’t speak at all. At least not to me.

It’s only a few more days until we arrive at Naval Headquarters. Hopefully, they’ll have my hearing or trial or something soon.

Admiral Kane’s staff was waiting for me when my exercise period was completed. They were going to ‘brief’ me on what was to happen when we reach the base.

“Houston, we have a Problem.” said Wilson in my ear.

“What have you done now? Did you get into trouble again?”

“I hacked the Admiral’s Chief of Staff’s network, and it seems that part of Command Headquarters isn’t going to go along with the promise that Kane made to you. They are going to prosecute you and lock you up forever!”

Hiding my expression and my speech from the guards, I subvocalized, “They can’t do that, can they? I’m not part of their military. Technically, I represent a hostile power. Even though it doesn’t exist anymore.”

“Well, it seems that they are trying to say that because the PPL was dissolved and incorporated into the Empire that they can just do it.”

Frak It. Legalese, another thing I’m not good at. That’s why we have computers.

“Wilson, what are my options here?”

“We need some political force on our side. From what I’ve found floating around inside the databanks, complete national identity has not yet been achieved. Disregard what you may have been told about the Empire. There is still much PPL pride to be found on the old member planets. And guess what? Those folks have NOT been told about the recent events in the Diablo sector. If you authorize me, I can tell those people all about it! Time to make you a Hero, Ensign.”

“Wilson, don’t tell me that. That is the last thing that I want. I really hate politics.”

A man in uniform stepped into my cell. “Ensign Lee, my name is Lt. Commander Smith, I am the Admiral’s legal attaché. I regret to inform you that you will stand for formal charges of mutiny, desertion in the face of the enemy, insubordination, and murder when we dock. Any deals that the Admiral has made with you are now null and void by order of Governor John Wayne Buckley, sector 12 governor of our new Empire.”

“Commander, can he do that? I’m not in your military. Hell, I was declared dead for the last fifteen years. How does being left alone in a far-off sector by your own military become desertion?”

“Ensign, the Admiral and I think that this is in retaliation for Captain Buckley’s death. The captain was the Governor’s nephew. Unless something happens to change things, you are going to stand trial.”

After the lawyers had left, all I could think was that this day just went from bad to way, way worse. Crap! It seemed to me that most of the charges were utter BS. The murder charges though because the war was over... that one might stick. So much for me trying to be friends.

“Ensign, let me contact the Senate and inform them about the railroad job that this Governor is doing to you.”

Cocking my head to one side, I replied “railroad? What’s a railroad? Oh, you mean the false charges?” Actually, that’s a really good idea.

“Send them a full report include whatever dirt you can dig up about these false charges.”

They want a war, they are going to get a war!
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Chapter 2

With my impending arrest approaching, security added more guards to my entourage. They also moved my accommodations to the brig. My cramped little room got bigger, but it’s now under 24-hour surveillance. My comfortable, soft bed is now gone along with any privacy I might have had. Maybe I should have just taken out that fleet and stayed on my station!

I sat in the brig for a full day before the Admiral finally came to see me.

“Athena, I’m sorry.” She, in fact, did look sorry.

I just glared at her.

“I don’t have the power to override the sector governor. I have sent requests up the chain of command, but it will take time. Governor Buckley is pushing hard for a court-martial.”

“Court martial? Admiral, I am not in your chain of command! He can’t legally do this.”

Sighing the Admiral replied “ He is the only law that matters in this sector. He can do whatever he wants to.”

“Admiral I don’t think I like this new society that you people have created. In the old PPL, those in charge were held accountable to the people. We didn’t have dictators who would not follow the rule of law.”

Pacing the room, the Admiral turned to me “both my legal staff and I believe that this is revenge for his nephew. We will try to help as much as possible, but our hands are tied.”

I spent the day reviewing the rules of court-martial and POW treatment. I think the governor is a bit ignorant of his own laws. The Admiral said court-martial, their own regulations say they can’t do that to a POW. They would have to convene a military tribunal in order to bring accusations of war crimes against me.

<<<>>>

I awoke from my sleep when the ship shuddered and shook. We were docking.

Rising, I glared at the camera while taking care of my morning rituals. I decided to put on my old dress uniform. No reason not to look as neat and as military as possible. I gathered my things and prepared to leave my prison.

Station security had sent a full detachment for me.

“Prisoner Lee, stand away from the door!” shouted the large security officer.

I stepped back and resumed standing at attention. The door burst open, two large burly goons grabbed me and manhandled me out of the cell. I heard cries of “hey, treat her with respect” and “she’s not a criminal” coming from Turner and Hooch. Wow, they can speak!

“I have my orders, she is my prisoner now, move out of the way!”

The station security chief was very curt with ships security. His goon squad pushed the shipboard guards out of the way and put me their modern version of ‘irons.’ Security bracelets over my wrists, anklets secured with high voltage cables to a belt at my waist. You would think that I was a serial killer or something.

The goons smashed my tablet on the ground and kicked it along with my things into the corner. “You get nothing like this in our cells, prisoner,” they said.

Sub-vocalizing, I said, “Wilson, make sure you keep copies of all surveillance on me from now on, especially on this station and when I’m with these guys.”

Two of the guards grabbed me and physically carried me out into the corridor. I could hear the shipboard military again protesting my treatment as they escorted me off the ship. At the end of the access way, the guards tossed me, literally, into a security transport. I slammed into the transport’s interior wall, hearing my shoulder pop. I braced myself, this was not going to be fun.

My experience with station security was not memorable. It was dehumanizing and extremely embarrassing. I was scanned, stripped, and searched. Not by a female guard and not very gently either. I think my jailers got off on it. They threw a very thin shirt and a pair of shorts at me.

Once dressed I was dragged into a cell and dumped in the middle of the room. The cell was similar to the shipboard one, only not. Just an empty room with a bucket. Delightful. I sat in the corner and tried not to cry myself to sleep.

“Hey, there’s no crying in baseball!”

“Wilson, not now. This is really serious. I think these people intend to kill me in here.”

“Athena, I transmitted video records of everything. What was done to you is NOT standard procedure. Higher authorities have already been informed. I made sure of it.”

When I was younger my father, the Colonel, trained me in several of the martial art forms. Everyone in my family was trained this way. It was a tradition handed down for a generation.

Tai Chi and the meditation that came with it was what has been the most useful to me through the years. It helped me to stay sane back on Firefly. I sat in the corner of the cell, positioning myself so I could see the door. I meditated while resting.

Soon the door to my cell opened. “Shower time!” yelled the guard.

He then sprayed me with a large high-pressure fire hose. The freezing cold water chilled me to the bone. The pressure pounding on my already sore body until I was left, in my now wet clothing, lying in a puddle on the cold metal floor. That night I didn’t sleep at all. Prisoner interrogation techniques and torture were used against me. I was almost drowned several times while they water boarded me. The absolute worst was what they called the ‘confinement.’ My hands were cuffed to a steel rod that was also attached to my feet. I was unable to sit, walk, or use the ‘bucket’ for hours at a time. It was sheer hell.

A loud noise was piped into my cell every few hours to prevent me from sleeping.

The food was withheld. I ate only the barest of rations. Starvation rations that are reserved for survival packs. The guards performed bed checks every hour on the hour. Sexual threats and many innuendos were made by the guards to me. I kept expecting them to carry out their threats.

Just sheer and utter torture of both the mind and the body.

On what I think was the third day of this ordeal, the guards place another person in my cell.

She looked and was dressed like another prisoner. Her name was Shelly.

I didn’t talk to her. I considered that this might be a trap.

Unlike me, “Shelly” was wearing an orange prison jumpsuit with boots. She still had some of her personal items like a necklace around her neck. Shelly looked to be well fed and healthy unlike me.

Very suspicious.

I slept that night with one eye open. Wilson saved my life, again.

While I slept, he monitored the room through the station’s sensors.

When security shut down the cameras turning off the sensors, he quickly turned them back on and woke me up.

In my head, I heard “Athena, wake up! Someone just tried to make your cell a black hole by turning everything off. Get ready! I think they may try to hurt you for real this time.”

Playing dead wasn’t too hard to do. Days without sleep and very little food had left me looking like death warmed over, anyway.

I heard cloth ruffling across the room and a boot scrape, just before I was attacked by Shelly.

The woman grabbed me and tried to strangle me. My years of martial art training kicked in. I broke the stranglehold she had on me and punched back.

Facing off against me, my opponent pulled a shiv out of her jumpsuit. Shit just got real!

“Can I ask you, why you are trying to kill me?” I said to her, panting.

“No,” she said, “Just a job. You have to die. It supposed to look like an accident.”

She lunged at me, her shiv at the ready.

I had nowhere to run to, my life was on the line. She missed me as I dodged to the left.

Using my right arm, I blocked the knife lunge and punched her with my left fist. This stunned her for just a moment. I followed up with a hard kick to the groin. She continued slicing at me while we grappled. I got my hand to her face and tried gouging and punching at her.

She slashed my arm and hand deeply. Blood was running down my arm and onto the cell floor. Repeated strikes to her head blinded her for a moment. I used both hands and wrestled the knife away from her. Not waiting and knowing that no help would come, I stabbed her repeatedly with her knife. We both fell crumpled to the floor. Shelly’s body lay bleeding out in the center of the room.

I crawled over to her and left the blood-covered shiv next to her body. Pushing myself up I crept back to ‘my’ corner. I sat back down in my now usual place. With what was left of my shirt I managed to stop the bleeding on my hand and arms.

A short time later the cell door opened the guard called. “Sergeant Shel, are you ready to come out now? Job all done?”

The silence of the dead greeted him.

The guard turned on the lights and came into the room. He saw her body on the floor and ran to it. Turning her over he checked her vitals.

I made a grunting noise.

He turned and noticed me, sitting there still covered in blood, staring at him. Quickly, he grabbed the sergeant’s hands and pulled her body from the room closing the door behind him.

It was another full day before that door opened again.
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Chapter 3

The small fleet dropped into sector twelve unannounced the next day.

The HQ traffic controller jumped in surprise when his control board lit up and started beeping at him. He quickly checked the IFF and saw that the ships belong to the home fleet. Using fleet frequency, he hailed the ships.

“This is Fleet Admiral Yager on board the EOH ship Falcon. I need docking clearances immediately!” The Admiral looked really pissed.

This was way, way beyond the traffic controllers pay grade, so he sent out the clearances. “Someone is about to have a bad day,” he thought to himself.

The fleet consisted of one of the new battleships, a cruiser, and five destroyers. It certainly looked formidable. As he watched, six armored troop transports left the ships and headed for the Fleet station. Leaving formation, the five destroyers began a CAP (constant air patrol) around the inner sector. Protecting an Admiral looked like it was serious business!

Six transports soon docked with the station. A quickly formed honor guard was waiting for them.

Governor Buckley had hastily dressed and arrived almost too late. Buckley growled at his chief of staff “Why didn’t I know the Admiral was coming? Did you not get a notice? You are supposed to be on top of things like this! Why else am I paying you!”

“Sir, the Admiral sent no notice. We received nothing, not a single communique. I have no idea why he is here. There must be something serious going on for him to bring that much firepower with him!”

The transports unsealed, and the hatches opened up. Off first was the Admiral’s security team. Six very scary troopers in assault gear exited and took up firing positions around the entrance to the ship. At some unknown signal, the admiral and his staff exited. Just behind the admiral were two ESS agents.

The ESS was the special police that answered only to the Senate and the Chairman of the Empire.

“Holy Shit, Governor! Why are they here? Whatever this is, it must be a huge threat to the Empire!”

The Governor nodded he looked at his staff telling them “ Whatever these agents need, supply it to them. They answer only to the Senate. Give them everything that they need.”

Before the Governor cto the only to theould step forward and greet the party, the agents interrupted him. “Excuse us, Governor?”

Buckley paused in mid-step and asked, “yes?”

“We are placing you and your entire staff under arrest.”

“What! How dare you. I am the Governor of this sector! What in the hell are the charges?”

“The charges are attempted murder and treason.” The agent signaled the Admiral.

The other five transports opened, and several hundred armored combat Marines marched out.

“We are declaring military martial law and taking command of this station in the name of the Senate. Admiral Yager is now in charge of operations here.”

Two squads of Marines followed the agents as they entered the station. The lead agent pointed at one of the station guards, who was standing there with his mouth open.

“Where are the holding cell and the brig located at?”

I was not having a good week.

After the ordeal of the past three days, I was tired, hungry, and cold. The pain was almost unbearable.

Checking my link, it had been more than 30 hours since I last saw one of the guards.

I tried yelling, but the room is soundproof.

Another beating from the guards would be nice right about now. At least with the waterboarding, I would get some water. I’m having trouble sitting up, and the pain in my arms has gotten worse since the fight.

Maybe they intend to starve me to death?

Wilson chimed in whispering into my ear “Hold on Athena, help is coming.”

At least I think that was Wilson. I’ve been slipping in and out of consciousness all day. Hearing the door open I looked up.

“If she’s dead, it’s the death penalty for all of you! By all that is holy! What have you been doing to her?”

Two men in a uniform that I didn’t recognize entered the room. “I want a medical team in here NOW!”

At that point, I fell over and passed out.

Awakened by the sharp pain in my ribs, I heard voices and loud beeping.

“... nurse, I need 3 units of whole blood ... get a hemostat up here ... she’s seizing, hold her ...” and I passed out again.

When I awoke again, I was in a white room, this must be sick bay. Once again, I could hear voices. Someone was yelling.

“Dammit, I’m not telling you again. Lock up every security guard on this station! I want everyone that had anything to do with THAT locked up!”

Feeling the drugs kick in I passed out again. I awoke in a haze. Checking my link, several days had passed me by. The monitors must have alerted them as a doctor, and those strangely uniformed men entered the room.
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Chapter 4

“Ensign, can you hear me?” at my nod and groan, he nodded and sat by my bed.

“My name is Dr. Agda. I’m your primary care doctor.”

“How hurt ... am ... I?” The doctor replied to that one.

“You have three broken ribs, a cracked ulna on your right arm, a severe concussion, three broken teeth, a dislocated wrist and three fingers. You have deep cuts on both your arms and right hand. Because of lack of water and heavy bleeding, you are very dehydrated. There are numerous scrapes and scratches and deep bruising. You are very lucky to be alive.” He paused looking at his hands.

“I saw the video, the former sergeant was a very skilled knife fighter.”

I thought for a moment and answered the unspoken question. “When I was young, my father wanted me to be prepared to defend myself. He trained me in Krav Maga and other fighting skills. During my time alone on the station, I kept in shape doing the fighting drills. I never expected to have to use them.”

“It’s a good thing that he taught you then. The agents here have further questions for you, I believe. If you need help, press the bedside button.” With a smile, the doctor left the room.

The taller of the two agents sat down. “If you are up to it, we would like to talk to you about the state of affairs. We represent the Senatorial police also called the ESS. We have reviewed the reports of what happened out in the Diablo sector.” The Agent paused to allow me to catch up.

“All actions that Admiral Kane took have been upheld by the Senate. Somehow, the entire record of the Diablo incident and your recent incarceration and torture was forwarded to our office at the ESS. I’m sure you can imagine our surprise when the vid was viewed. It was as if someone ‘kicked over a hill of ants’ at the Senate building. Everyone demanded military action.

A fleet was sent. Governor Buckley has been arrested along with his entire staff. What happened to you impinges on the honor of our government. Is there anything that we can do for you to help?”

It was kind of hard to breathe with the broken ribs. I asked the agent, “what’s my status? Legally. Am I still a POW?”

Both agents nodded their heads. “Yes, you are still a POW, technically. It’s our understanding that the original plan, before the gov ... before Mr. Buckley’s intervention was to have you resign your service with the PPLN and sign on to the Empire’s Navy. No reduction of rank at all. Now? Now it is becoming a very large, very loud, very public political snafu.”

“I’m sorry, agents, I don’t understand. Snafu? What is going on?”

“Fifteen years ago, when we joined the two groups together, the joining wasn’t perfect. Political sub-groups formed to repeal the joining. Most were and are still underground movements. When the records came to light about both your existence and torture, some of those groups came out into the light. Protests have broken out across many worlds. Several well-known politicians have ‘come out’ as leaders of these movements. The Senate believes that you are a lightning rod or figurehead with these groups. We are going to turn you over to the Admirals and to the fleet. Please pay careful attention to the situation that you are in.”

With that, they left the room.

“Politics, why is it that I get wrapped up in things I either know nothing about or have nothing to do with. All I have ever wanted to be is an engineer.”
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Chapter 5

The med staff moved me from the station back aboard ship where I’d be safer.

Once again, my old friends Turner and Hooch were my security detachment. The boys were actually talking to me now and are very sweet.

In some ways, my getting beat up and tortured helped me. Not really, but it might be nice to think that way.

No jail cell for me yet, I’m confined to sick bay at least until my broken bones heal. This time I have a nice viewport to look out of, even if it’s at the station that I now hate looking at.

Wilson has been unusually quiet the past few days. I suspect that he got himself into trouble helping me out and is keeping a low profile. None of the Admiral’s staff or security has asked about him. I haven’t volunteered anything either.

I borrowed a new tablet from security so I could read and keep busy. I suspect that it’s bugged and they’re watching me.

As I’m not a programmer, Wilson fixed the tablet, so they only see me reading ‘old’ manuals and books, not the new and shiny manuals that Wilson actually got for me. One has to stay current, don’t you know?

I have been looking at the instrumentation that the sick bay uses. Not something that I know much about, but I made some notes to myself to read up on it. What I am reading about now is, the new jump engines. They are way more efficient than our old mark 21Bs. They have similar parts, and the repair procedures are roughly the same.

Everything that was old is now new again. Part of me wants to learn how to build one from scratch, and the other part wants to take one apart. Tinkering is in my blood.

Fun!

Unfortunately, they still won’t let me into the engine compartment. At least not yet.

Very soon, I will be joining the Imperial Navy and leave my old one by the wayside. In some ways, I don’t want to go. I have spent my whole life in the PPL Navy. But now I am the only current member of it. So, time for a change. I expect to hear from the Admiral or her staff any day now.

It took about another week.

My ribs and arm had healed, and I was starting to irritate the med staff.

I looked up from my reading and saw Admiral Kane and her staff entering the room.

“Good morning Admiral,” I said as I nodded to the staff. Admiral Kane smiled at me and sat in the chair beside my bed.

“Ensign, it is time to decide your status here. My staff tells me that you are recovered medically and are ready to resume work?”

At my response of yes, she continued. “I have had calls from Navy shipyards and station construction asking for you. Several of our best fleet engineers wish to pick your brain.”

I smiled. Things were looking up. Lots of new ‘toys’ to play with! Then she said it and shot me down.

“Unfortunately, because of the political shit storm that former Governor Buckley has caused, all of those potential assignments are now out the hatch. What is going to happen is, we will have the public ceremony of you leaving the PPL and formally joining the EOH. Your assignment will be to sector 25 aboard the training vessel Empire.”

Sector 25? That’s way out in the boonies. There goes the fun I wanted to have. Visions of a lonely freighter filled with cadets entered my mind.

“From the look on your face, I see that you know where that is. It’s not a permanent assignment, Ensign. Right now you have too high a profile. This is more of a way to keep you out of sight while still putting you to work.”

“Oh, OK, I understand, Admiral.”

“If you like you can take leave and go visit your family.”

“Thank you, but no, I will resume my duties if that is all right with you.”

Looking troubled the admiral turned to her staff “is your family not happy you are alive?”

“No, no. Everything is fine with them ma’am. Traditions are different in my family. Don’t get me wrong, they care about me. My family believes that if you choose a military career that becomes your life. You may call and visit if you must, but the military is your family until you retire. My father is a planetary militia colonel.”

“Well, then; the ceremony will be tomorrow. Lt. Commander Smith will get with you tonight and go over any legalities that you need to be aware of. Dress blues for tomorrow as this will be on the vid. Have a good day.”

That was three hours of my life that I will never get back.

The trip to uniform and supply was an adventure in boredom. The techs had to research the uniform since I was its only member and my old one had been destroyed. They claimed that it took three hours to reprogram the cloth extruder. I could have helped with that, but no, I was still a POW.

I had dinner that evening in the mess hall. This was my first time back since my arrest. Turner actually allowed me to speak to the cooks, claiming it was because I was about to join the Navy. Less pointing, more talking this trip. For once I was spoken to by some members of the crew, it was nice.

<<< >>>

Something my dad says all the time, ‘what a clusterfrak’ described this ceremony pretty well. Never leave something like this up to a committee especially a political one, bad things tend to happen.

The group that did the invites did not tell catering or the hotels how many people were coming to this thing. They also failed to put on the invites that this was military, not politics. All the politicians and their wives showed up wanting food and housing like it was a major social affair.

Big old mess.

Didn’t bother me, not MY circus, not MY monkeys.

It was fun watching them scurry around. My biggest part in this was to just stand at attention. I shook some hands, resigned my commission in the PPL Navy and was sworn into the Imperial Navy. The Admiralty surprised me with a promotion to Lieutenant (JG). I guess they didn’t want me to be the galaxy’s oldest Ensign. Everything was easy peasy, or at least you would think that.

The newsies and the protesters were like swarms of annoying flies that just would not go away. The newsies were just desperate for me to say two words in their direction. The protesters were either for or against me or both. Very confusing. If I hadn’t been in the middle of it, I would have thought it was a mob at a ball game.

After the swearing in, I had a nice private dinner with the Admiral and her staff. She apologized for what she was about to do in sending me away, but after seeing the surrounding circus at the ceremony, I could understand her reasoning.

The next morning, I put on my new uniform and made my way down to the shuttle bay. Overnight I had received my orders along with a vid refresher course on military deportment. When I reached the shuttle bay, I reported to the chief in charge. I got in line with the rest of the transfers. Unlike some, I only had a small carry-on bag with me. I was the last to board and was strapping myself in when I noticed a commotion at the hatch.

“Captain Whitfield, I’m sorry, but this shuttle is full, there is another scheduled for...”

“I don’t want another shuttle Chief,” the tall Captain argued, “I need to be on THIS, shuttle!”

“But, sir,”

“Dammit, Chief that’s an order. You will bump someone, or I will make sure that the waste disposal area gets a new basic rating. I swear I will bust you so low ...”

“Yes. Sir. Of course, Sir.” the flushed looking Chief glanced at his tablet. “Lieutenant, Lee? I’m sorry, but you are being bumped. I will schedule you for the next available.”

The smug looking Captain grinned at me as he pushed past me onto the shuttle.

The Chief closed the hatch and cleared the shuttle for liftoff.

A loud whine and screech tore me from my musings, and I shouted at the crewman “Chief! Stop that shuttle! That sounds like a drive containment breach!”

BOOOM BOOOM BAAAABOOOOOM!!!

The massive explosion happened just inside the shuttle bay door.

The shuttle blew completely apart raining fire and destruction all over the bay. A large chunk of what looked like a tail fin landed about a meter from me. Alarms began to wail. Crewmen in bunker gear swarmed into the compartment and began fighting the fires.

I made my way out of the bay past the med-techs that were standing by. I was not injured.

I returned to the security department since I was the last one on and off they most likely wanted to talk to me. After my interview, I reported to the Admiral’s staff for my orders.

“Lieutenant, thank you for coming in.”

The harried-looking Commander directed me to wait for the Admiral. Exiting her office, Admiral Kane saw me and asked me to follow her. The meeting room was full. I found a place at the back of the room to wait and listen.

Calling the room to attention, the Admiral began the meeting. “What do we know about the explosion? Was it an accident?” the room was silent.

“Don’t all speak at once! Captain Daniels what does the maintenance department say about that shuttle.”

“Sir, that shuttle had just passed a recent inspection last week, it had new anti-matter injectors and updated software. Engineering has determined that it wasn’t mechanical.”

Looking at me leaning against the wall at the back of the room, she said, “Lieutenant, you were on the shuttle, can you say what happened?”

The other officers, recognizing who I was began to murmur to each other.

“Before the Lieutenant Lee starts, let me say that she was bumped by one of the destroyer command captains.”

“Yes, I was bumped. As the shuttle took off, it emitted a loud whine followed by a screech. It then exploded. Most likely it was the external pressure blow out valve that made the whine as it tried to vent the steam from the anti-matter tank. On those new engine’s the valve vents, just before full power initiates. Something must have been blocking the vent. That’s near impossible because of the placement of the valve cover and the new stop-gap preventer. That screech was the cover trying to move. But that’s just my opinion.”

Captain Daniels had a funny look on his face.

He turned to the Admiral and said, “Can I have her, Admiral? She just said what took my engineers three hours to come up with and we have the wreckage to study.”

“Due to political reasons, the Lieutenant is on her way out to the EOH Empire training ship to learn her way in our Navy.”

She gave me a menacing stare “Lieutenant Lee, and I will be discussing her knowledge of our newest shuttle craft engine. Captain Reynolds, you look like you have something to tell me?”

“Yes, Admiral, surveillance of the shuttle bay before the event shows some suspicious activity. A maintenance worker is seen working on the shuttle in question just moments before it began loading. We are truth-scanning all the maintenance staff now for sabotage.”

“Thank you, Captain. OK, folks get to work if this is sabotage I want to know: Who they are and how they did this. So get to work. Lieutenant, my office please.”

That was a bit unpleasant.

I did not have to spill the beans about Wilson, but she was not happy about my having secret tech manuals before I was officially in her Navy.

At least I know that my job prospects are growing broader.

I spent the night in the BOQ (Bachelor Officers Quarters) and prepared to try again with the shuttle. As I was about to leave my link signaled a call.

It was the intelligence Captain “Lieutenant, glad I caught you. We identified the saboteur, it was an assassin. He was paid to cause that explosion. The fee he charged was paid through third-party sources, so we can’t prove anything. Watch your back! It looks like it may be the Buckley family behind it.”

Great, just great. I caught the shuttle no problem and transferred to a destroyer, the Tokyo Bay, on the station. Several other transfers and I along with a hold full of cargo was soon outbound for sector 25 and my new posting.
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Chapter 6

According to Encyclopedia Galactic, sector 25 is a lonely place.

“One of the last sectors to be explored before the war, it has little to no economic value. The asteroid belt and planets hold no rare or hard to find minerals. There are very little commerce and few settlements. What is most visited in the area, is the Navy resupply depot with its comprehensive general store. It features a wide selection of essential amenities including those hard to get items, such as cigars or nail clippers.”

To the Navy, this was the perfect place to put a ship full of cadets and trainees. Nothing to break or to destroy, other than the station they were on.

If I hear “are we there yet?” one more time I will just scream You would think that an ‘all knowing’ super smart computer could find something to do, but no, he’s like a small child that way.

This ship, unlike the carrier, is a closed system for Wilson. No fleet communications to investigate, no networks to play in, no real trouble to cause.

I did try to keep him occupied, I let him tell me some stories. Toys that talk? And something about a red shoe? Such a weirdo.

I was happy.

I now have unrestricted access to most of the tech manuals and the occasional visit to ship’s engineering. I tried to not be a pest but, it was a long voyage.

So far so good, no assassins no unexplained deaths. It’s difficult to keep one eye open while sleeping.

My new assignment is to be an engineering third, basically, a gopher. Other duties to be determined sounds ominous. Hopefully, it’s not too bad.

Most days on this ship I sit in the mess hall, reading up on the 15 years of tech that I missed, trying to stay out of the crew’s way. That, of course, doesn’t stop crew members from talking to me. Seems I’m famous, more infamous really. It’s that whole enemy thing, that and building my own space station.

The trip out to the school was pretty long, about two weeks. This destroyer is a Delta class B, which means it was old when the war began. At 40 years old it’s ancient for a warship. The engines have at least been upgraded so, I guess, that makes it a B2 model. I would have to ask the chief. Regardless, it is mega-slow compared to the new Empire class ships.

It was the ship’s alarm that roused me from my sleep. My first thought was “not again!”

I threw on my uniform and went to my assigned emergency station. Although passengers were considered cargo for trips like these, we were still Navy officers and crew. In theory, we had the basic training to help fight the ship.

The CIC was my station for whatever this was. On a destroyer, the CIC is one of the most protected spots on the ship. If something happens to the bridge, the CIC can take over and still fight. Since I was an engineer, I was put in with the emergency repair backup crew.

As I entered, the Lt. Commander in charge gave me our ships status. Three ships had been detected hiding in the nearby asteroid field. When we had hailed them, those ships attacked us. The attack vessels looked to be some sort of pirate or raider ships. Very unusual for them to take on a Navy destroyer, even one old as this one. Our captain, a decorated war veteran, fought his ship with great skill and navigation.

The first pirate ship, an old AA Stuka IV, was quickly destroyed using the ships main guns. After that, the other two pirates kept their distance.

Pirate number two got a little too close on a torpedo run, and our point defense system took him out. Unfortunately for us, the torpedoes that the pirate had launched hit us damaging our engines.

At half speed, we were now unable to outrun the last raider ship. That pirate began strafing our ship looking for weak spots in our armor. Damage reports from across the ship began filtering into CIC. The repair crew was sent out, including me. Engineering and life support had been hit the hardest. Our team was split up.

I proceeded to life support with my part of the team. The ship was shuddering with the pounding it was taking. The Life support area was in an older part of the ship. The bulkheads here were starting to screech and groan with the strain of the ship’s maneuvers. The life support panel had broken loose from one such bulkhead. Fortunately, we were able to shore it up and repair the damaged circuits.

Soon the battle was over, the captain suckered the last pirate with a couple of fire and forget missiles and easily destroyed him. Engineering was a mess. Half our engines were out, and the ship had several large holes to deal with. Repairs started immediately.

The crew got the ship repaired just in time for help to arrive. It was the training ship Empire. Her rookie flight school patrolled the area, while we docked, using the aft docking ring. The wounded went aboard first. Not very many were injured in the attack.

My first impression of the Empire as I stepped off the destroyer was ... BIG. This was a big ship.

Dreadnought sized it was the largest non-carrier ship I had ever been on. I knew, from my reading, that although it was a school, it was still an active naval vessel.

Flight school, officers’ academy, and intensive technical training were taught here. You got your basic training in the Navy on a planet in sector 6. Here, this ship was the vocational school. Standing at the end of the walkway was a commander that looked as though he wanted my attention. I approached him, coming to attention.

“Sir?”

“Ah, Lieutenant Lee I presume? The captain and I had a very long communication from the Admiralty concerning you. We are looking forward to seeing what you can do. Follow me please.”

As ordered, I walked with Commander Wang, he told me his name as we discussed my trip.

He agreed with me that the pirate attack was unusual, in that they don’t normally go after Navy ships. The Captain was found on the bridge. She was a short, stout woman with gray hair.

Captain Michaels signaled the navigation officer to take command of the ship. She turned in our direction, “Commander, in my ready room, please. You too Lieutenant.”

The ready room was located just off the bridge for easy access.

“You may be seated. Lieutenant, the Admiralty sent a very long message concerning you. I am aware of the political issues that your recent imprisonment may have caused. It appears that none of it was your fault. It is the assassination attempt that is the main issue. Naval Intelligence believes that the pirate attack against the Tokyo Bay was another attempt on your life.”

My jaw just dropped open with surprise. “What Captain? Why? Have they discovered who it is that’s trying to kill me?”

“It appears that there is a $30 million credit bounty on your head. Intelligence thinks that the Buckley family is fronting the attacks. But they can’t prove it. Just so you know, the former governor has been released. His political connections have kept him out of jail, but he has lost his government position. We think these attempts are all very personal.”

“Why was he released? He had them torture and try to kill me!”

Nodding her head, the Captain looked at me. “He was very careful to not have any written or vid records of him giving those orders. All the orders appear to be given by his staff. None ever came directly from him. All the evidence is circumstantial and to arrest a politician that is not enough to convict.”

What kind of crazy galaxy have I come home to? I should have stayed on my station I thought.

Catching my attention, the Captain said “ What we plan to do with you is move you around on the ship to see what skills you have. Based on your prior Navy experience and your actions aboard the destroyer, we know that you have engineering skills. I understand that that is your chosen career. However, you are in the Navy, and there are other skills that you should know. Flight training is one of them. You can fix ships, now learn how to fly them. Contact my office if there are issues. Try to pay close attention to your surroundings. Security will be increased on this ship while you are here, but watch yourself. Commander Wang will show you to your quarters and get you set up with locations and orders.”

The next morning, a ‘bouncy’ midshipman gave me a tour of the ship ending in the flight bay.

Time to start my new job.

I never dreamed that I would be flying the ships that I wanted to build.

Flight instructor Macdonald greeted me as I entered the room. “Welcome, Lieutenant, to your first day of flight training. We fly two different fighters here along with shuttles and assault craft. You, get to learn all of them.”

At my grimace, he chuckled. “Don’t worry, we are not making you into an expert fighter pilot. But we do want you to be able to at least solo in all of the spacecraft. Think of the performance details that you will learn. You can’t say that knowing first hand, how a ship operates won’t help when you repair it?”

“Yes, sir. You are right. Being able the see a problem or malfunction will make repairing it easier.”

It is time to hit the books. I had ahead of me several weeks of the class tutorial to catch up on and then on to the basic flight.
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Chapter 7

It took about a month of class tutorials and cram sessions, but I was ready for my first solo.

The instructors chose the Mark 30 shuttle craft for my first ship. Hard to damage, it was an easy to fly model.

Each Mark 30 was unarmed but equipped with emergency escape pods.

This was just a solo flight, not a combat mission. A small navigation course was laid in to go up and around the ‘school’ and then back again. Easy. I did my pre-flight, walking around the ship checking off the list as I went.

Powering up the shuttle was super easy as the flight controls were very simple.

In my head, I heard Wilson say “Atomic batteries to power, Turbines to speed... Ready to move out!.” Such a weirdo for an AI.

Soloing was easy. Why had I not done this before?

As I finished up my course and headed back to the ship, the proximity beacon started to sound.

Trouble.

Switching on the communicator I heard “...not a Drill, This is not a drill!. Battle stations! .... Battl ....” then a loud buzzing.

Something was jamming the communication system. It is like déjà vu all over again. The school was in a battle of some kind, and I’m trapped in an unarmed shuttle.

Unable to get to the docking bay, I hid my shuttle.

What looked to me like a couple of pirate fighters flew past my position. They had not spotted me yet. I was parked in the shadow of the ship real close to the hull. I was hoping that these were regular pirates, not the bounty hunter kind.

The school training squadron launched fighters to assist the CAP (Constant Air Patrol), that was always out there.

Lots of dog fights I was worried about my fellow students some of them were very young to be in combat.

A pair of Stuka IV fighters came into view, alarms filled the air, I had been spotted! I quickly turned on the ship’s power. My hand came down of the controls, and the shuttle lurched into full speed. My ship careened from side to side barely in control. I zigzagged, trying to confuse them and gain some time. My ship was one big unarmed target!

Or was it? I have a tractor beam and two escape pods on board. Time to use some engineering skill.

I engaged the autopilot, telling Wilson to take over flying and keep the ship moving. If we survived this, I might have to admit to his presence at the school.

Making my way to the rear of the shuttle, I adjusted the tractor controls. Changing the beam to a widespread, I maxed out the power.

This had better work, or we were dead!

Returning to the controls, I ejected an empty escape pod. Grabbing the pod with the tractor beam. I yelled at Wilson, “draw one of those fighters in closer.”

The Stuka IV had shielding on its sides, the top and the bottom of the fighter. The only unshielded place on the fighters hull was the cockpit. To kill it with one shot, I needed to hit it dead center in the front.

Lining up the ships and crossing my fingers, I reversed the tractor beam and ‘threw’ the pod at the fighter. It struck dead on the Stuka exploded in a ball of fire. Now if I could get that to work twice.

The other pirate seeing the explosion turned tail and ran for it. I guess he thought this shuttle was armed. Communications had returned as the student fighters gained the upper hand over the pirates. Flight control noticing that I was still out here ordered me back in.

Explanation time was at hand.
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Chapter 8

Lots of work to be done, in the aftermath of a battle.

Prisoners to take control of, damage to assess, and the wounded to care for.

Battle (AAR’s) after action reports are a part of this too. Mine was almost not seen in all of this turmoil, notice, I said almost.

My arms and most of my upper body were inside one of the fighter engines trying to repair the exhaust manifold when one of the captains aides came looking for me.

“Lieutenant, your presence is requested in conference room 10.”

“OK, let me get changed and...”

“The captain said now, go as you are.”

Oh, boy here it comes.

Work coveralls covered in propulsion fluid and grease, I made my way to the conference room. It was a full house, standing room only.

With a pensive look on my face, I saluted and came to attention when Captain Michaels saw me come in.

She spoke to me. “Have a seat lieutenant,” eying my clothing “better yet, remain standing. Do you have any idea why you are here today?”

“Would it involve my after action report, Captain?”

Calmly the captain answered me. “Yes, your report. We almost missed it, it was lumped in with the other pilot’s reports. I had assumed that when the alert sounded your ship had returned to the hanger bay. Imagine my surprise to learn that an unarmed shuttle destroyed a fighter using an escape pod as a cannon. In watching the record of your flight, I understand why you did it. What you did was amazing. The problem that we, the command staff has is, HOW did you do it? You are, of course, an engineer. The tractor beam adjustment should have been extremely easy for you. The autopilot, however, does not have an evade and elude configuration. None of the shuttles do. Explain yourself please.”

The whole room full of officers seemed to be peering at me. It made be extremely nervous.

“Is the Captain familiar with my previous record, sir?”

Looking down at her tablet the Captain replied: “I have the record here, Admiral Kane sent it along.”

“Did you read the part about the station that I built?”

Cocking her head, the captain said, “Yes, that was why she sent you to us.”

Bracing myself, I continued. “In the wreckage of one of the frigates was a prototype AI named Wilson.”

“What! Hold on, Lieutenant! Do you mean to tell me that there is a rogue AI loose on MY SHIP!”

“No SIR! Not your ship. He has embedded himself into my link and well, I guess, he could be on your ship. But I’m pretty sure he’s here in my head.” I pointed at my head.

“Lieutenant, you told the Admiral that this AI stayed behind and was running Firefly station. That is what this report says.” She gestured to the screen in front of her.

“Oh, he did, sir. He left a clone of himself there and tagged along with me. You have to remember, at the time I was not under anyone’s orders. I was considered a P.O.W.” I paused. “He saved my life, sir. It was him that sent all of those incriminating records to the Senate and to the ESS. As far as I can tell, he has been keeping out of trouble so far on your ship. I will say that if you attempt to purge him, he might cause a great deal of trouble.”

“So you are saying that we are stuck with him? Is that it Lieutenant?”

“I think so, Captain. He can be pretty annoying sometimes, but he is very helpful. It was him who piloted the ship so I could take care of using the pods as a weapon.”

“Can you explain some more? He does not sound like any of the AI’s that we use today.”

I looked at the command team, they were all listening to me. “From what he has said, he was THE prototype. The first autonomous AI in the PPL. It was a test, to see if he and those like him could be used for warships. He says that his personality matrix is based on a 20th-century vid-star. He likes to tell strange jokes. He also says a lot of very unusual things like quotes or sayings. From studying the records that I could find with my access, his creators never made any more like him. They moved on to less autonomous, more Wilson says, boring AI’s. He’s unique, sir.”

Glancing at the security chief, the Captain asked, “Have any of your techs noticed him in the system?”

“We didn’t know to look. The security AI’s are supposed to alert us to intrusions like this. I will put some extra people on it.”

The Captain turned his gaze back to me. “Be advised, Lieutenant, I will be reporting this higher up the chain. You may have to deal with fleet HQ, again.”

“Yes, sir, I understand sir.”

“Now you can go back to your engine. Oh, and Lee? Just so you know. Those pirates were bounty hunters. The bounty on you is now over $100 million credits, watch your back please.”

As I left the room, I overheard the security chief speaking. “Captain? Why did you allow her to keep that AI?”

Pensive, the Captain looked at his head of security. “If that AI could pilot a shuttle, what about a cruiser? Or all our weapon systems? Environmental? Life support? She can keep him.”

White-faced, the security chief nodded

At least Wilson was given a reprieve, and his secret was out in the open. Two days after my meeting with the captain, new orders came in for me from Fleet HQ. It was too dangerous for me out here, my orders were changed, they were sending me to the Capital Planet.
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Chapter 9

Fleet had sent a cruiser with an escort destroyer to pick me up.

For the record, they were ‘just passing through’ and were able to give me a ride. Secretly, they were here for me. Military Intelligence really wanted someone’s head on a plate for these attacks. Anyone who can arrange both an explosion on a Navy ship and two attacks by pirates is a person of great interest to them. Agents from MI planned to use me as bait to draw out the bad guys.

Reluctant as I was about the idea, I decided to go along, it was better than looking over my shoulder the rest of my life.

On board the EOH Wang Chung, I spend my time in discussion with engineers and intelligence. The engineers wanted to hear about my lost fifteen years and all about constructing the station, again.

Intelligence also tried to train me how to be more covert. It was a fun couple of weeks.

I even got to help work on the engines. Go, engineers!

Arriving in the America sector (sector 5) and the Capital planet, signaled that the party was over. Time to go back to work.

This was to be an attempt to draw my assailant out. The Navy wanted me to speak to Senate committees on piracy, prisoner of war rights, and naval forces integration. I was not the expert, just a witness to these meetings. I was asked to comment and give personal experiences. Basically, a dreary day filled with useless talk. I really hate politics.

The first attack came on the second day, and it was very very public. My security team and I had just sat down at a local cafe for lunch. There was an explosion in the kitchen. A bluish white mist began to fill the room. The diners that were closest to the kitchen began grabbing  their throats and crying out in strangled pain. Blisters began being formed wherever the mist touched exposed skin. My escorts grabbed me and literally tossed me out into the street.

Someone used a form of weaponized chlorine gas on the cafe. Fatalities included the kitchen staff, twenty civilians, and one agent from my detail. Things just got real personal.

The attack proved one thing, we seemed to have a security leak. No one had our schedule, it was not written down. We had picked our dining location at random. NCIS was brought aboard the investigation. Their agents sprung into action, investigating everyone. Not one person was left to chance.

A break in the case came when checking government bank accounts. One of the security public surveillance monitors had received an unusually large amount of credits the day of the attack. Interrogation led to a PAC (Political Action Committee). Staffers had been instructed to be kept aware of my location 24/7. The orders had come from one of the owners. Finding the owners got kind of murky after that.

NCIS was still investigating when the second attack occurred.

My team and I had just entered the reception hall when shots rang out.

“Down, down” screamed my bodyguards.

“Shooter on your left, check right!” one of the other guards yelled, as we took cover behind a fallen table.

The other guests were scattered in all directions. Gunshots rang out as personal security teams and gunmen battled it out across the room. The security forces were not as professional as mine was. Random guests were getting shot!

My face was pressed flat to the floor. I had an agent covering me.

I didn’t see it when a trio of the gunmen, using human shields, rushed our position. I heard the screams as my team shot them down.

“Alive, we need them ALIVE!” my team had switched to stunner’s, but some of the contract security had opened fire, within seconds the gunmen were all killed. Unfortunately, so were the hostages.

The noise in the hall dropped as the cries of the wounded took over.

My team finally, allowed me to sit up. All that I could see was the piles of the wounded and of the dead. The charging gunman after being stunned had been shot numerous times. Paramedics were torn from saving the wounded guests. To try to save at least one of the gunman. In the end, none of the assailants survived.

Needless to say, I wasn’t invited to any more events.

NCIS saved the investigation.

Communications between the latest bounty hunters and a local law firm were revealed. Records, taken from the firm, linked it to the PAC group and ultimately the Buckley family.

The evidence was still circumstantial, however. The investigation ground to a halt.

Then it happened. Computer records from the NCIS investigation, somehow, were leaked to the press identifying the Buckley’s as persons-of-interest.

Because of all the innocent lives that had been lost, even the Buckley’s allies were screaming at them. The political tide had finally turned.

Right or wrong, it became a trial in the public eye.

NCIS and other government agencies were tearing into the Buckley families lives. Family skeletons and scandals were being exposed.

Something had to give.

We left for my new post on the regular shuttle, no task force this time.

The Navy published my interview with some of the local newsies where I emphasized that I trusted my fellow crew members in the Navy. The Navy hoped to guilt anyone who would take credits to help kill me.

Here I was, right in the middle of it all.

The Admiralty was at a loss for what to do with me now. After much discussion and turmoil, I was given two options.

Remarkably, they let me choose rather than ordering me.

Go to ground. Allow my family in Hong Kong to protect me was one option. Or I could travel to my next assignment and trust the Navy to keep me safe.

Both really hard decisions. My father was a high ranking planetary militia officer. His troops would help, but did I really want to put their lives in front of mine?

I chose to move on with my next assignment. The Navy was my life. I trusted the people that I work with. You have to trust someone to survive in space. I got lucky. The new assignment was my dream job. The New Madrid shipyard and repair facility.
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Chapter 10

Naval intelligence sent two bodyguards with me. We left on the regular commuter shuttle.

It was funny, in a morbid way. When other crew members saw me standing in line, they postponed, or just flat-out refused to board the shuttle.

So much for trust. I almost had to pilot it myself.

Command had to ask for a volunteer pilot. I had heard that the bounty on me was over $150 million credits. It would almost make me want to kill myself, to collect the money!

Flight time was pretty short, less than a day.

No one died.

Never having been here before, it was a real treat.

The New Madrid shipyard was simply HUGE. It covered all of the orbitals surrounding a small moon-like asteroid. That chunk of rock was used for the shipyard’s raw material and was one the largest mining operations of its kind in the galaxy. This was an engineer’s dream.

The shuttle was approaching what looked like an asteroid.

One of my guards was like, “that’s not an asteroid, that’s a battle station.”

I had to punch him for that one, those old vids are still very popular. No storm troopers were waiting for us when we exited the shuttle.

New station equals a new job.

Old business came first though. On the trip, Wilson and I had prepared a short vid, more of a show and tell about Firefly station. It showed the hows and whys that went into this. Construction details, as well as my impressions and of course, my mistakes. We had left out the really embarrassing ones. No need to make myself look that bad. This made my introduction much easier. After a couple of showings, most everyone’s questions had been answered.

My new assignment was to work with developers of new space station features, predominantly hydroponics and life support areas. When I had built my station, those areas were vital in keeping me alive.

I knew a little about this subject. The overall project commander was Chief engineer Ronald Eversole. He had been a civilian designer of mining stations recruited by the Navy just for this project.

So far, the project had successfully developed stronger and more pressure resistant bulkhead doors and hatches.

A good hydroponic room can keep a station alive. It provides both food and air helping to reduce carbon dioxide in the air. Necessary space is at a premium on a station. Having enough room for your plants is always an issue. That was my job on this project, finding room. Most current designs went for a standard room or series of rooms interconnected for redundancy.

The idea that I had was a spiral of hydroponic pods circling around the station core. The heat from the exhaust ports would help heat the plants, putting less strain on the HVAC system. Access tubes and lifts would interconnect the pods for maintenance and harvesting. This design hopefully would reduce the power drain and aid life support for a station.

It took me several weeks to build the pods and interconnect the lift system on our mini-station. The Navy had built a scaled down version of Eversole’s design as a test bed. I rarely saw the man. He left orders in my project in-box if he needed something changed.

I was very busy. I seldom saw anyone other than techs. My security team had changed gears, two weeks into the project. They integrated with station security and were rarely here as a physical presence. The station as a whole was about a week from completion when a small accident happened.

Space is dangerous, and accidents do happen.

This one looked like a real accident. A power conduit was not aligned properly and when turned on it overloaded and blew. It destroyed part of the main security panel. Camera’s, sensors, and alarms were affected by the explosion. Repair crews began work immediately to repair things. Extra crews had to be brought in to check for hull integrity and look for possible cracks.

My section was unaffected by the overload. My whole concept was working, and it was working well. All of the plants were alive. Oxygen levels, at least in hydroponics, were up 25% compared to normal. The whole crew was excited about the upcoming demo for the Navy. Our designs might make a difference and help to save lives.

Working alone, on a malfunctioning pod high up near the exhaust ports, I never saw who struck me from behind.

At the last second, I heard what I thought was Wilson yelling at me in my ear. I awoke in one of the grow pods with a painful lump behind my ear. “Wilson, what’s going on?”

“Athena, you were attacked. I think they left you to die. The pod controls are sealed, and someone has initiated an overload in the fusion engines. There is a design flaw or something, and they can’t be shut down. They sound as if they are going to explode.”

Something was really wrong, those were the brand new Merlin engines that were the same ones on our front line ships. No way it was a design flaw.

“Wilson, can you access the emergency communications?”

“No, we are being jammed. Somewhere on this deck is a frequency jammer.”

My mind was working at what seemed like light speed. This station was built with the newest hatches and bulkheads. Were they strong enough to survive a fusion explosion?

When we lose power, no more life support. At my workstation, I had a portable power source and a large box of power system equipment.

I got to work. Praying to all the space gods, I used my portable power module to reroute the system routines, to power the backup life support equipment. This was a Navy station. Redundancy was the name of the game with us.

Nothing makes time crawl by, like waiting for a large explosion. When it finally happened the station jumped and bumped like it was a carnival ride at a cheap circus.

The core of the station blew out like a volcano. Bursting out of the top of the station. The armored bulkhead shielding and hatches held!

Life support was out everywhere, except in hydroponics. What little air I had was minimal, but it was life-sustaining.

Wilson, jabbering in my ear, said that he could now talk to security.

I contacted my team and told them I was still here and alive. It took several hours for them to cut the doors open. The explosion had welded them shut. My injuries were light, but I still ended up in the med-bay. Not really hurt I was sitting on the bed reading my tablet. It was here that Chief Eversole found me.

“Lieutenant, are you OK? I thought for SURE that you would have been killed.” Eversole looked away from me toward the main entrance.

“Chief, the bulkheads held. The Navy will be so excited! Plus, my hydroponic layout increased output by over 25%....”

“I’m sorry Athena, but just how DID you survive? Life support should have failed in the explosion. I don’t understand it!”

“Well, Chief” not really getting his point here, “the Navy always builds redundancy into everything that they use. I was able to power the backup life support system.”

Chief Eversole had a sad look on his face when he turned back to me. “I’m sorry about this Athena, but you were not meant to survive that explosion.” At that, he pulled out a short-barreled fragmentation gun. “It’s too late to make this an accident, sorry.”

I threw my tablet at him as I dove under the bed.

He bent down, trying to shoot me. I kicked him in the head.

Stunned, he fell backward, accidentally firing his gun. The sound of the gun going off was very loud, sparks flew as the medical equipment around us shorted out from the shot.

I yelled for help as I scrambled on all fours to get away from him. He rose to his knees and fired another shot at me, hitting another medical equipment station. I ducked behind the desk and tapped my link trying to contact my support team.

Eversole fired once more into the desk. I then heard shouts and loud sounds of a struggle. I peeked over the desk. A security officer was on the floor cuffing the now stunned chief engineer. Shakily I stood up. The officer reacted as if to a threat, gun coming up. When he saw my uniform, he relaxed.

“Are you OK, Lieutenant?” He asked me. “I’m fine, thank you, officer.” At that point, my ever late security protection team showed up and took over.
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Chapter 11

“Why would Eversole risk his entire career and billions in construction contracts to kill me?” That was the question I asked Admiral Anders, the shipyard commander. “I just don’t understand that. His design was successful, he would have been set for life.”

“He’s not talking, but we dug into his background and uncovered a few things. His mother’s maiden name is Buckley. His direct uncle is the now former Governor Buckley. The majority of the stockholders in his engineering company was his mother’s family. He really didn’t have a choice in his actions. If he decides to talk, we will at least know for sure. One good thing out of all of this. Eversole was a perfectionist. He kept records of everything.”

At my look, the Admiral smiled. “Yes, even the recordings of his ‘family’ telling him to kill you and make it look like an accident. We finally have proof that we need. The former Governor is on a vid recording hiring a killer. An arrest warrant was issued a short while ago.”

“That’s great! Finally, I can relax.”

“Don’t let your guard down just yet Lieutenant. Wait until the bounty is dropped.”

When ESS and NCIS officers attempted to serve their warrants of arrest, they found the house empty. The leader of the family had left the planet on a hidden ship.

Still, on medical leave, I took a much-needed break.

The shipyard asteroid base had a very large civilian area.

I went to the mall. Window shopping was therapeutic. I ended the day by sitting in a casual bar. A pretty good house band was playing, and I enjoyed their music. A nice looking man sat down next to me. I looked closer at him and saw that he was the band’s main singer.

“Did you enjoy our music?” Telling him I did, he relaxed.

“What’s your band’s name? I came in too late to catch that part.”

“We call ourselves the Cavaliers.”

“Where are you from?”

Saying he was from Hong Kong, we sat and talked a bit. It was nice to talk to someone non-military about home and of regular things. His band mates came up from time to time to introduce themselves and get drinks.

They all had bizarre musician names like Pinky, Rawhide, and Perfect Tom.

My new friend said his name was Buck.

After a little while, I excused myself and got up to leave.

As I left, I turned to the group and said “ Nice talking with you, I’ll come back another time, maybe you should change the name of your band to the Hong Kong Cavaliers. It has a better ring to it.”

I returned to my quarters.

My new orders arrived the next day. With the killers caught, I was being transferred to a third officer position aboard one of the new heavy cruisers.

The mini-station we had worked so hard on had been mostly destroyed, but the Navy was very interested in its design. The newly strengthened bulkheads were to be incorporated into existing ship designs. I hope that they will save lives. My hydroponics design was sent to the fleet scientific station for more testing.

The Buckley family was on the run. Somehow, I suspect that I will hear from them again.
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Throughout the course of history humanity has reached for the stars. Interstellar travel was a dream of mankind. The invention of the Doohan drive or fusion engine in the 21st century made achieving that dream a reality. We now had the ability to leave our solar system and travel ...anywhere.

Suddenly, everyone wanted to go out there, out, into space. Colony ship construction began almost immediately. Those individuals or groups that had enough funds or resources, built themselves a ship. Political groups, extremist groups, paranoid collectives and religious cults all built or purchased ships to leave Earth. Many of Earth’s religious minorities left in search of freedom. Following them into space were, profit seekers, those who looked for the last great score. The corporate world embraced the movement sending out their own colony ships. These were different in that its colonists were wage slaves or those in financial bondage. Those that could leave, did.

The remaining world governments and the United Nations looked to use colonization as a way to help with population control. Large swaths of “undesirables”, criminals, illegals, or unwanted found themselves scooped up. Colonization by force. Pack them up and ship them out, often never to be seen again. Cryogenics were in their infancy, mostly they were just fantasy, not science. Drugs could only extend sleep periods and enhance calm aboard ship.

The colony ships became generational. A colonists entire life would be spent traveling to a new world. Many people had families aboard ship and it was they that began the new colony. My own ancestors were such travelers. Exiles because of being different, of having a non-standard religion or belief. The lists of missing or overdue ships was as long as it was famous. Space is vast. Many of Earth’s historical figures and political movements disappeared to be swallowed up by the dark. Many of the earliest colony ships just simply vanished into the depths of space.

It was these ships that history began to call the Ghost Ships of Terra.

So ends the second book of the Athena Lee Adventure. When I wrote this book about a year ago I really didn’t know what I was doing. I had a story in my head that I wanted to get out. I needed to share her story with everyone. I didn’t know how to write, edit, or even put a book together. My new friends helped me and the books was published. The story continued to book four and beyond. The early books are a bit simplistic but they chronicle my career and demonstrate what I have learned as an Author. Athena Lee will continue as will I.

If you enjoy Paranormal that is what also write. To date the series contains five books with many more to come. Join Agatha Blackmore as she fights the supernatural in a strange and alternative America.

Thank you for your time and I’m glad you enjoyed the book.

Be sure to check out my Facebook Page for more stuff!
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