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Space Mariner third class Kumahl Levi worked in a small cubicle.

It was a fairly standard ship cubicle, supplied with a small view screen capable of showing all of the cargo holds, and with his login, nothing else.

The communication system permitted ship-to-ship and ship-wide internal communications, but only private messages to the section heads.

Access to the ship’s mainframe computer was only that required for the conduct of transport operations and nothing further.

The cubicle included a slightly broken black chair, and not enough elbow room.

Personal items were not permitted, so the grey cubicle was as blank, pristine and boring as the day it was made.

Only slightly more worn.

Thanks to his placement aboard the AESV Albatross he was working ship time; scheduled 6 hours on/12 hours off, instead of the 8/16 he’d be working in a placement back on Earth.

For the most part, his work was tedious and monotonous; he sat in his cubicle watching the transport panel.

And as he was the most junior transport officer, working through the “night” didn’t help.

Thanks to the barely detectable hum and vibration of the engines, the slightly too warm temperature and the close, re breathed ship atmosphere, his tiny workspace was soporific. Only the occasional flash of a light or ping of an alarm to keep him awake.  

And of course, most of the interesting work, like pulling apart the transporter mechanisms, and performing routine maintenance happened during the “swing”.  

With one hour of his watch left, there was one ship-to-ship transport scheduled.

Thankfully no training, and hopefully, no emergency drills during his “off” shift.

Now and again, he adjusted the wavelengths or time compensators and noted the calculations in the logs.

Or triggered automatic recalibrations.

Or a manual one for something a bit different.

All the major repairs and refits were done in the ship yard, so precious little of that to do.

There hadn’t been a serious incident this tour, but he was so bored he almost wanted some kind of emergency situation.

Despite the monstrous amount paperwork that would require.

As if on cue, a burst of static heralded the transport.

“AESV Albatross this is AESV Mermaid, do you read?”

“Yes Mermaid, I read you.”

“I have one standard container to transfer.”  

“I can receive one standard container. You have permission to enter the loading zone.”

“Confirmed. Please prepare Albatross for loading.”

“Mermaid, I can receive in five minutes on my mark,” Kumahl set a stopwatch for five minutes and ten seconds, and at five seconds he started counting down.

“Five. Four. Three. Two.”

“Mark,” they said together.

“Albatross, I am sending the cargo manifest.”

After a short pause, Kumahl confirmed, “I have received the manifest.”

The transport appeared in the loading bay as expected, so he started the contamination scans.

“Mermaid, I have received your transport, and am initiating scans.”

“I understand.”

And that’s where it started getting complicated.

The biohazard warning flashed and pinged, and for something to while away the last few minutes of his shift, he ran a detailed analysis to determine the hazard rather than just venting the atmosphere to destroy it.

And that’s where it started getting puzzling.  

Because the biohazard was human.

And if the analysis was correct, a human female.

A living human female.

Alone.

In deep space.

Well, not deep space exactly, but a vacuum sealed shipping container, that shouldn’t in theory, contain humans.

According to interstellar law, all ships had a clear duty to help those in distress in space.

And there had been recent reports of human smuggling to the outer colonies.

And this was an Allied Earth Shipping Vessel...

He sent alarms to security and deckhands, an alert to the Captain and hailed the other ship.

“AESV Mermaid, this is AESV Albatross, do you read me.” 

“Yes Albatross, I read you.”

“The shipping container includes a human female that is not in the cargo manifest.”

“Say again please.”

“Your shipping container includes a human female, not in the manifest.”

“Kumahl are you pranking me?”

“No Seth. Unless there is an error in the scanning, a human is in the container.”

“Confirmed. I will seek further information. Please stand by.”

Internally, a security squad in protective suits arrived in the cargo hold and held a buzz of backward and forward comms with the dockworkers.

Kumahl knew it was there, but couldn’t hear it.

He watched them preparing to break into the container.

As security stood, weapons at the ready, the dock workers brought in the heavy-duty laser cutters, cut through the lock, and opened the doors.

There was a pause; presumably security was demanding an orderly exit of the container.

A woman walked out with her hands up.

She wasn’t wearing a ship suit, but weirdly in this day and age, an old-fashioned ankle length dress.

With what looked like lace on it.  

An armed officer darted forward to secure her for the medical check and further interrogation.

“Albatross, I can confirm the woman was not detected in the departure scan. Are you sure there’s one there?”

“I can confirm. I am looking at her.”

“I will send you the scan.”

After a couple of minutes, Kumahl confirmed, “I have received the scans.” 

He ran a quick eye over the scans, “I will seek further information. Please stand by.” 

He copied the information to the Captain, requesting departure clearance for the Mermaid.

It seemed an open and shut case.

The woman was not in the container when it left, and was somehow beamed in during the transfer.

It was an enormous risk; if the calculations were off by a fraction of a second, she’d be floating dead in the vacuum of space.

You had to admire that level of precision. 

He watched as she was escorted from the cargo hold and the Captain returned permission to depart.

“Mermaid you are cleared to depart.”

“I am underway. Let me know what happens with your mystery human.”

“Will do. Albatross out.”

And that was the end of the matter as far as Space Mariner third class Kumahl Levi was concerned.

He logged the activity of the day as far as transport was concerned, and closed out his station ready for the next shift transport officer.

Greater minds than him would look at how the woman had achieved the transport.

It was an interesting mystery, and he looked forward to reading the reports.

Assuming they weren’t classified.  

In the meantime, he was off shift, and after that level of excitement, he needed a beer.

Or two.

«« • »»

Morag Clementine understood the need for security.

After all, as far as they were concerned, she’d just materialised out of nowhere.

But did they have to be quite so rough? 

And tie the restraints quite so tight?

And literally throw her in the brig?

At least that what she assumed this cold featureless room was.

It was all smooth metallic grey, like brushed steel - floors, walls, ceiling. The joints between the walls and the floor and ceiling were featureless, concave surfaces.

It was disorienting, like being in a grey bubble.

There was no where to sit, or lie down, and nothing to do.

She’d always considered herself a law-abiding citizen, and for the most part, leaving aside a few pirated TV shows, smoked joints and occasional speeding, had always done the right thing.

That an armed squad who was so impolite as to be considered rude was in charge of her had come as quite a shock. 

On top of what had already been a full day, she was exhausted.

She’d got married that morning, phase shifted in the afternoon, and now, teleported into a shipping container in the evening.

To say it had been a full day was an understatement.

She was about dead on her feet, and expecting her day to get worse, so she curled up on the floor and took a nap.

It seemed she’d just dozed off when she was woken by a hiss of gas in the room.

For an instant she imagined something like Zyklon B, but after a few moments of not choking, was reassured.

Perhaps it was reasonable of the guys in sealed suits to assume she was a carrier of something.

Not that she knew anything about the ship, but as an Australian, was aware of the disastrous consequences of injudicious imports; cane toads, foxes and Indian myna birds to name a few.

Not to mention quarantine breaches like fire ants, European Wasps and Mediterranean Fruit Fly.

There was definitely a great deal to be said for biosecurity controls.

Or offshore detention for asylum seekers, but that was a different kind of security concern, one she didn’t agree with.

The gas had barely stopped hissing before waves of coloured lasers bathed the room from top to bottom, and bottom to top.  

She felt a tiny pinprick, like an insect bite, and rubbed her arm as the lasers ceased their display and the fog was sucked back out of the room.  

After a while she gave up her expectation of immediate action, and went back to sleep.

«« • »»

Kumahl was woken early by a crewman with orders to attend the Captain’s ready room.

Immediately.

Not that you ever really changed into pyjamas during a tour so that wasn’t a problem.

But he had to prepare the bed for the next watch, splash water on his face and brush his teeth which took a little more time than immediately.

No time for coffee before scuttling down the passageways either.

All too soon he was knocking on a door, waiting for permission to enter.

“Enter.”

Kumahl straightened his uniform hat, pulled his tunic down, and took a deep breath.

He opened the door, shut the door, took two paces forward and saluted the Captain.

She was standing at the map table with two women and a man.

Going by the uniform insignia, three officers, perhaps even her Command Executives. 

“At ease,” she said.

Kumahl relaxed, spread his legs a little and folded his hands together in front of his hips.

“Levi, I understand you have some knowledge of temporal effects on subatomic particles?”

He was puzzled by the question, “my Doctoral dissertation was on the astrophysical effects of long-term gravitational time dilation on subatomic particle cohesiveness Sir.”

“And I understand Professor Smythe was impressed by your innovative treatment of gravitational time dilation?”

Curiouser and curiouser.

“Ah, yes Sir.”

“And you co-wrote a paper that is still debated in academic circles?”

“Er, yes, but I’m not sure...”

The Captain glanced at each member of the group, and they nodded back. 

“Let me introduce you to Chief Medical Officer Yang,” she said, pointing him out on her left.

“Security Chief Singh,” the woman in the centre.

“And Chief of Logistics McMasters,” the woman on the right.

Kumahl stepped his feet back together, and saluted each in turn. They nodded back.

He relaxed again, curiosity eating him alive.

“We’ve been discussing the young woman from the shipping container,” the Captain continued.

“Doctor Yang says she’s in good health, and not a biothreat to the crew.

“Chief Singh has run a DNA scan, and she’s not in any known database. Ordinarily we’d conclude she’s a separatist, therefore suspect her motives in getting on board the Albatross.

“But Chief McMasters, has detected anomalies in her subatomic particles, and we’re not sure what that means right now.”

Kumahl nodded, but didn’t say anything, though he had an idea where this was going.

“We’d like you to talk to the woman, who claims to be from 1905, see what you make of her story and come back to us on this.”

“Yes Sir.”

“Now, we don’t want this getting out into the crew.”

“No Sir.”

“So until the situation is resolved, we’re relieving you from transport duty, and explaining this as punishment
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