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It was his first day on the job.

The console interface was as he expected.  It had lights and touch sensitive buttons and displays that looked somewhat familiar and yet were quite foreign in their design.  While he had received excellent training for the past four years, he knew that every new job would take time for him to acclimate.  As he stood and examined his work station, he knew he'd have to pick things up quickly or be replaced.

His supervisor was not human.

Lieutenant Moon had four arms and two legs and four breasts and two eyes and a small mouth with thin lips.  Her face was thin, with a pointed chin and pointed nose, and her eyes seemed to be set in a permanent squint.  She also had a commanding yet dismissive way of addressing him.  He wondered if she hated to have a newcomer, fresh out of the Academy, working in her department.

“Don't just stand there looking lost,” she said in her husky voice.  “What is the status of the intermix chamber?”

He touched a button and a graphic came to the display screen.  It just happened to be the right one.  “As per specs,” he replied.

She shook her head.  As she did Ralph noticed that she had no hair.  Instead, tiny bristles moved in waves as they reacted to the changes in the movement of her head.  For just a moment, he could swear he saw one of the bristles open its' eyes, but he couldn't be sure.

“Captain on deck!” one of the other ensigns shouted.

All four non-commissioned officers, and the Lieutenant with the bristles for hair, snapped to attention.

“At ease!” came the reply.

Each of the inferior grade officers clasped their hands behind them and stood at parade rest.  Ralph noticed that it was more difficult for the Lieutenant because her physical structure would not allow her to clasp all four hands behind her torso.  Well, not at the same time, anyway.

The Captain, an unusually short and extremely stern human female, held a computer pad in her left hand.  She had a square torso and what appeared to be strong arms and legs.  Her brown hair was cut short and tapered to her skull.  Her face gave the impression that she did not suffer fools gladly.  “Who handles the controls for the intermix chamber?”  Her voice was strong.

Ralph spoke up.  “Me, sir.”  He thought it odd to be addressing a woman as “sir”, but knew it was protocol.

The Captain held the pad out to him.  “And your name?”

“Ensign Ralph Baker.”

She nodded as he stepped forward and took the pad from her.  He was glad that he hadn't dropped it during the exchange.

“Our new mission is to make modifications to the FTL engines,” she said.  “Part of those modifications include tinkering with the intermix ratio.”

Ralph nodded.

She pointed to the pad.  “These are very precise instructions.  Please make sure they are followed exactly.  Timing will be critical.”

“Aye, sir,” the Lieutenant replied.

“We begin the test in one hour,” the Captain said.  She looked at Ralph and gave him her best steeled stare.  “Make sure you're ready.”

“Yes, sir,” he replied.  He thought of saluting, then knew there was no salute that was appropriate in the manual.  He nodded instead.

The Captain turned on her heel and walked out of the room.  The door slid shut behind her.

The Lieutenant turned her head to glare at Ralph.  “Ensign Baker,” she said in that magisterial tone, “Captain Blank has put her trust in you.”  Her black eyes narrowed.  “Don't let her down.”

“Aye, sir.”

He spent the next hour deep in study to familiarize himself with the console and the buttons.  He ignored the other people in the small control room where they worked.  The walls were some six meters apart, and the ceiling was much higher than that.  There was a center console with four displays that were manned by the ensigns, and a control console that was manned by the Lieutenant.  

The control console was separate from the central console, and was located on the wall opposite the door.  As he read over the instructions on the pad, Ralph did his best to memorize them. Even though he had earned his degree in FTL propulsion, in his very inner soul he knew he didn't really understand it all that well.  Oh, he knew he could pass all kinds of tests and examinations, as he did at the Academy.  And he could solve many problems thrown at him as part of his graduation requirements.  He knew what to do, and what happened with each action or lack of action.  He just didn't completely understand why.  He knew what worked and what didn't.  He understood the inner workings of the engine, well the mechanical workings, anyway.  But he didn't really understand the physics and actual reasons why the FTL drive propelled their ship through space.

Deep in his heart he knew he was a fraud.  And, on that day, as he had done many times before, he did his best to cover it up.

The Captain stared at the view screen.

“Are we ready?”

“Soon.”  Ensign Jonathan Lennon, a five year veteran, sat at his station at the back of the bridge and continued to enter commands into the controls.  “Still working on the equations.”  He was human, tall, with dark brown hair and piercing brown eyes.

“You'd think,” First Officer Wimpee said, “that after so many years and research projects, they'd have that all figured out.”

“Sorry, sir,” Lennon replied.  “Forgive me, sir, but this is why they call it research.”

Captain Blank and First Officer Wimpee traded glances.

“So we're the guinea pig?” the Captain asked.

Lennon heard the sarcasm in the question, and grinned.  He knew that no answer would be adequate.

The panel exploded.

Ralph was at his station, his eyes fixed on the display, when Ensign Salvez was blown back against a bulkhead.  Across from him, Ensign Wind Hawk left his station to tend to her.  

“Don't leave your station!” the Lieutenant commanded.

“But sir—”

“I will attend to the Ensign!”

Wind Hawk glanced at Salvez, who was crumpled in a corner, and stepped back to his display.  Lieutenant Moon stepped away from the center console and knelt next to Salvez.  She touched the ensign and felt for a pulse.  Ralph thought Salvez might be injured.

“She's still alive,” Moon murmured.  One of her hands touched the communications badge on her belt.  “Medical emergency, deck seventeen alpha, room twenty two.”  Then she stepped back.

A moment later two medical personnel came through the door and attended to Salvez.

“Tend to your stations!”  Moon shouted to the three remaining ensigns.  She glared at Baker.  “Follow your instructions!”

Ralph cradled the pad in his left hand and held it up against the display.  He was ready to use his right hand to make the necessary adjustments.  On the top right of the display was a countdown timer.  At the correct time, he touched the correct buttons in the correct sequence.  The display fluctuated.  The ratio fluctuated.  Then Ralph felt his stomach fluctuate.  Then time itself seemed to fluctuate.  He did his best to follow the instructions, but the countdown time was also in flux.  It moved forward, then backward, then stopped altogether.  Then it jumped ahead, then back, then froze again.

“What the fuck?” Baker whispered.

Then the timer raced ahead at twice the normal speed.  Ralph knew he had to make the final adjustment when the timer read 0:05, but it moved so fast that he wondered if he would be able to touch the keypad at that precise instant.

The timer stopped at 0:09.

“Oh shit.”

Then it jumped to 0:02.

All is lost, he said to himself.

Then it jumped back to 0:07.

Suddenly Baker understood.

The time showed 0:03, then 0:05.

Ralph stabbed the correct button and everything stopped.  The timer stopped.  The display froze.  He saw in peripheral vision that the other two ensigns had also halted.  And the Lieutenant was beyond his peripheral vision.

“Oh my God.”

The time jumped to 0:00 and everything went back to normal.  Ensign Wind Hawk let out a huge sigh.  Next to him, Ensign Sooter put one of his hands, well, tentacles, to his head and leaned heavily on the console.  And Lieutenant Brae Moon stood to his right, her composure rattled for a brief instant.  Then she straightened up, shook her head and made ripples in the bristles.  Then glanced at the ensigns.  Ralph wondered if she was hoped nobody saw.

The medical personnel disappeared.  So did Ensign Salvez.  There was no twinkling light.  There was no noise.  One moment the medics knelt next to Salvez, a bandage on her head, and the next moment they were gone.

Ralph knew exactly what had happened.  Teleporting had become the standard mode of transportation throughout the ship.  He had seen it many times, but Ensign Ralph Baker always felt a sense of unease every time he saw it.

“The Captain wants each of you to write a brief report on what you experienced,” Lieutenant Moon ordered.  “Send it to me in thirty minutes.”

Each of the ensigns nodded.

After Moon turned away, Sooter mumbled.  “This should interesting.”

“And instructive,” Wind Hawk added.

Ralph just grinned.

Second Lieutenant Paulina McCartney stared at the screen.

“Your calculations were off,” she said to Ensign Lennon.  She was mostly human, tall, athletic, with light brown hair that was braided and swirled about her head as though she was crowned.  The cresting on her face was not unattractive.

That statement made Captain Blank scowl.  Her strong brow furrowed, giving her an almost cro-magnon appearance.

“No they're not,” the Ensign replied, then began to scroll through the lines of code he had written.  He'd always hated it when someone pointed out his errors.

“There it is,” the Lieutenant said, and pointed to the screen.

Lennon frowned.  And he'd hated it when he was wrong.  And to him, the Lieutenant's point was an accusation.  “Well, you wouldn't let me debug the code, so these things are bound to happen.”

“That's no excuse,” McCartney shot back.  Her voice was full of reproach.

Lennon knew he might be on thin ice, that is, close to a charge of Insubordination, and decided not to speak again.  He re-keyed the equation, then touched the button for the computer to debug the entire program.

Again, Captain Blank and First Officer Wimpee glared at each other.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“You're new on the ship, aren't you?”

Baker nodded.  “This is my actual first day on the job.  I've been on board for two weeks completing the orientation and training regimen.”

Lieutenant Commander Biliox was seated behind his desk.  Well, it was actually a table, but he treated it like a desk.  As the head of engineering, Biliox was responsible for all aspect of operations when it came to the engines.  He thought of himself and tough but fair.

Ensign Baker sat in a chair across the table and listened to the man, well, being, that was two pay grades above Lt Moon.

“You're report makes some interesting observations.”

Baker nodded.  “I tried to relate my experiences as accurately as possible.”

Biliox nodded again.

Ralph watched the light reflect off the Chief's fur.

“And you say that, essentially, time stood still?”

Baker nodded.  “Actually, sir, time seemed to stop, then move backward, then forward, multiple times.”

Biliox regarded the ensign with his dark green eyes.

“And, as I reported, during the final nine seconds, at least my countdown clock moved in an unusual way.”

Biliox nodded again.  “I read it.”

“I've never experienced anything like that, sir.”

Biliox scratched his black fur with the claws of his right hand, well, mitt.  “To be honest, neither have I.”  He cleared his throat.  Baker thought the being had growled.  “But why didn't any of the other ensigns report that?”

“I can't say, sir.  I can only report what I experienced.”

“And how did you know when to enter the final command?”  Biliox leaned over the desk and Baker was immediately intimidated.  It was as if the interrogation was conducted by a black bear who  happened to have three advanced degrees in addition to the rank of Lieutenant Commander and the role as Chief Engineer.

“When the timer read 0:09, then 0:02, I thought I'd missed the window of opportunity.  Then the timer went back to 0:07 and I realized that it was two seconds off from 0:09.  I had the feeling that the next time shift might be to 0:03, then back to 0:05.”

Biliox remained in his imposing position.

“My conclusion was based on observation and intuition.”

Biliox didn't change his position.  “You went with a gut feeling?”

“I guess you could say I did.  Sir.”

Biliox leaned back in his chair as his dark green eyes bored into Ensign Baker.  Then he did something totally unexpected.  He laughed.  Hard.  He slapped his knee, then the top of his table, then turned in his chair and doubled over.  It took a full minute for the Lieutenant Commander to regain his composure.

Baker was totally confused.

“I'm gonna let you in on a little secret,” Biliox said.

Baker sat still and listened.

“The whole thing was a fake.  Well, the events in your section were faked.”

Ralph felt his brows shoot up and his jaw drop down.

“This was an exercise,” the Lieutenant Commander revealed.  “The Captain wanted to see what kind of people she had working in your department, so he had me rig up a procedure like this to test you and Ensign Sooter and Ensign Wind Hawk.”  Biliox chuckled.  “The engine test didn't go as planned, but nothing exploded.  No crewmen were injured or died in the making of this bit of fiction.”

Baker was incredulous.  “So we weren't really testing the FTL drive?”

“Oh, we were testing some new modifications,” Biliox replied.  “And, like I said, the test didn't go as planned.  It's just your little experience in that control room was not real.”

Baker gaped.

“We already knew about Ensign Salvez.  She handled a similar test six months ago, and her promotion is pending with Galactic Command.”

“So that's why she was 'injured'.”  Ralph used the classic gesture of the air quotes.

“And Lieutenant Moon was in on it, of course.”

Baker wanted to shout, but knew it wouldn't be the right thing to do.

“And you passed,” Biliox said.  “You stayed at your console and completed the instructions.”

“And the other two?”

Biliox shook his head.

Finally, Ralph could hold it in no longer.  “What the fuck?”  He managed to whisper the words so as not to upset the officer who's rank was two levels above his own.

“You will find out later, of course,” Biliox said, “but Captain Blank and I need to know who we can count on in a crisis.”  He pointed to Baker.  “We know we can count on you.”

Ralph wondered what kind of special status he had just earned.

“We can't promote you, like Salvez,” Biliox said.  “It's been too soon.”

Baker shrugged.  Whatever, he thought.

“But there might be something we can do for you.”

Ralph felt his brows rise again.  “My own room?”

Biliox chuckled.  The rumble was unnerving.

“I bunk with three other ensigns, and we each have different schedules.  Makes it hard to get any sleep with people coming in and out at all hours.”

“Haven't you been using the mask and ear plugs we issued to you?”

“I have, but the ear plugs make the canals of my ears itch.  Makes it hard to get comfortable.”

Biliox grinned.  Well, at least the corners of his mouth curled at the base of his snout.

“Let me see what we can do.”

After the meeting ended, Ralph Baker stood in the corridor and stared at the ceiling.  The saying came to his mind:  May You Live In Interesting Times.

“It will be several days before we can try it again.”

The Chief Engineer stood before the Captain and First Officer.  Brenda Blank was seated behind the table she used as a desk.  To her right was Commander Wimpee, who preferred to stand.

“It was not just the error in the formula that caused the problems,” the Chief continued.  “We have significant issues with the fuel flow that will require the installation of new equipment.”

Blank let her brows rise.

“We will be able to fabricate most of what we need.”

“Most?”

Chief Biliox had learned a great deal about the expressions and moods of Captain Blank.  He knew she was baiting him.

“Anything we can't fabricate can be created by modifying existing equipment.”

They spoke for several minutes on technical issues.

“I'll have Lieutenant Ricardo Starkey head up the refit,” the Chief continued.  “At the moment he's best suited for the job.”

Blank nodded.

“He'll be assisted by Georgina Harrison.”

“Isn't she that young, hotshot engineer just out of the academy?” Commander Wimpee asked.

“Yes, sir,” the Chief replied.  “She's full of new ideas.  We'll need her imagination to make this work.”

Again, Blank and Wimpee exchanged glances.

“Make it work,” Blank said.  “Dismissed.”

The room was quiet for a moment.

“Lennon and McCartney on the bridge.  Starkey and Harrison in engineering.”

“Right.”  Wimpee chuckled.  Well, at least it sounded like a chuckle.  “The Fab Four.”

Blank grinned. “I don't think I've met Ensign Harrison.”

“She's barkinian,” he replied.  “Very eager to please.”

“Aren't they—”

“They call themselves 'an advanced canine species',” he interrupted.  “Males are generically referred to as 'sires', while females are 'bitches'.”

Blank held up a hand.  “Too much information.”

He later discovered that Ensign Eleanor Salvez was uninjured.

Ralph Baker sat alone in the back of the Forward Lounge and surveyed the room.  He noticed that the Ensign walked in without a limp and without any bandages or telltale medical devices on her body.  Ralph also noticed that the Ensign had a very attractive face and frame.  She was shorter than he, perhaps five foot two or three, and carried herself with a great deal of confidence.  Well, he thought, if you've passed the Captain's test, you are in a somewhat exclusive club.  But, then again, was this one of the standard tests administered by Captain Brenda Blank to every new crewman who comes on board?  Did he test the commissioned officers like that?  Did Lieutenant Brae Moon have to pass the same kind of test?

Salvez picked up a drink at the bar, scanned the room, then walked toward Baker.  Ralph didn't feel uncomfortable.  He felt surprised.  Ensign Salvez had given him the impression that she was cold and disapproving.  Perhaps her attitude had changed?

There was an unoccupied table not far from Baker.  Salvez walked over to it, then spoke to him.  “Ensign Baker,” she said in a strong voice.  “Come join me.”

Ralph took a seat across from her.  “How are you this evening?”

She actually grinned.  In the two weeks since Ralph had come on board, he'd never seen her do that.  “So how did you like the test today?”  She looked at him and her face seemed softer, more approving.

“Didn't know it was a test.”  Baker sipped his ale.

“Well, that's the point, isn't it?”  She took a sip from her own drink.  It was dark brown and unfamiliar.

“So, let me get this straight,” he said.  “All the changes to the time counter, your injury, were all to test me and the other two guys, er, beings on how we would react?”

She nodded.

“And did they test you in the same way?”

“No.  I was told that the ship was being boarded.”

Ralph felt his face show surprise.

“And that I had to defend the ship.  They handed me a hand weapon and told me to hide behind the center console.”

Baker visualized the scene.

“And I was told to shoot the next being who came through the door.”

“Split second decision.”

She nodded.  “I waited for a short time, ready to fire, when the door slid open.”

“Did you fire?”

“There was no one there.”  Her face showed a little bit of annoyance.  “Then Lieutenant Commander Biliox, who I hadn't met, stuck his head in for a second.”

“And you shot him?”

Salvez pointed to her temple.  “Knocked him down.”

Baker was astonished.  He chuckled

“My weapon wasn't set to harm or even stun anyone.  There was no energy to the light beam.”

“So Biliox wasn't injured.”

“No.” She shook her head.  To Baker's delight, her hair moved in a most pleasing fashion.  “But behind Biliox came three other crewmen who fired at me with weapons that were set to stun.”

“Oh ho!”

“I fired several times, hit each one of them, but, of course, none were hurt.  They kept coming.”

Baker imagined the desperation she must have felt.

“They came around the console at me and I tried to fight them off hand to hand.”

Ralph chuckled.  “Any broken bones?”

“No.  At that moment, Captain Blank came into the room and shouted for us to stop.”

“And you were surprised.”

“And pissed,” she said.  Then she took another sip of her drink.  “I was mad that they felt they had to test me like that.”

“Like they had no confidence in you until you proved yourself.”

“I thought you might understand.”

They sat and regarded each other with new eyes.

“So how many other crew members have been tested?”
“I've talked to at least a dozen,” she said as she leaned back in the chair.  The Lounge had filled up and the noise level had increased.  “The word is that Blank wants people she can trust.”
“And this is how she finds out who's worthy of trust and who isn't.”

She nodded.  Then she glanced about.  She didn't seem to like the noise and commotion of the people around her.  She turned back to him.  “You had dinner yet?”

He shook his head.

“Let's go someplace quiet.”

As they walked along the corridor, Salvez grinned to herself.

She'd noticed him the moment he'd walked into the small room where she worked, and liked the way he looked.  He wasn't particularly tall, perhaps five foot ten, but was thin enough through the abdomen, and appeared to have strong arms.

But what attracted her the most was his eyes.

Although she liked his blond hair, and thought it looked fairly thick compared to other human men, she like the blue of his eyes and the way he seemed to stare right through her, well, and everyone else he found with his gaze.

She thought she might have imagined that.

But still, after they'd talked for just a few minutes, she decided she liked his voice, and his manner, and his sense of humor.  Eleanor Salvez had met more than a few men in her life, and was not a neophyte when it came to love and romance.  Once before she thought she'd found a man that she wanted to marry, but, to her dismay, that man turned out to be dishonest with her and dishonest with everyone else.  And she was not surprised when he was booted out of the Academy for cheating.

But with this new guy, this Ensign Ralph Baker, she found that she couldn't help but like him.  She couldn't explain it, and, to her surprise, discovered that she really didn't care to explain it.

So, as Ensign Eleanor Salvez walked along the corridor with Ensign Ralph Baker, she decided she'd call up an excellent dish from the foot dispenser, then decide how she felt about him after that.
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“Report from Chief Biliox,” the Ensign said.

Captain Blank, seated behind her desk, er, table, held out her hand.  The Ensign took two long steps, then stretched out her arm to place the pad in Blank's hand.  The Captain let her brows rise as she noticed the unusual qualities of the Ensign.  Then she noticed that the ensign was almost uniformly green, except for the uniform, with what appeared to be leaves covering her head.  The arms and hands were slim and flexible, with tiny leaves where the fingers should be.

“What is your name?” she asked.

“Ensign Vanessa Vine.”

“Thank you.”

The Ensign turned and left.  The door slid closed.

Blank started to read the report, then stopped for a moment.

“Vanessa Vine?”  She scowled.  Then she huffed.  Then she shook her head as if a fly had bothered her and resumed her study of the report.

Dinner was unusual.

The enchiladas looked like the classic dish from Mexico, but were flavored a little differently.  The guacamole was a slightly different shade of green.  And the beans were shaped more like tiny tubes of sausage, not the classic curved shape.  And the beer she served with it was refreshing.

“That was excellent,” he said as he wiped his mouth.  “Thank you.”

She smiled.  The gesture changed the entire arrangement of her face.  Ralph found it most pleasing.  “De nada.”

He smiled.  “I've had food dishes from Mexico before, but these seemed a little different.”

“My father is from Mexico.  My mother is from Galton 3.”

Baker wasn't familiar with that planet.  No matter.  She was pleasant enough no matter her family heritage.

“I grew up in two cultures,” she said.  “Mom learned to adapt her cooking.”

He nodded and grinned.

“You don't really want to know what was in those enchiladas,” she said with a grin.

His grin faded just a little bit.  “Well, too late now.”  He patted his stomach and hoped his digestive system could handle whatever it was that he just ingested.

She chuckled.  “Do you have duty tomorrow?”

He frowned.  “Not until late afternoon.”

She nodded.  “You're on the second shift this week?”

“Yes.  I'll be working more closely with . . . you, now that I think about it.”

She smiled again, then made a decision.  She stood up and held out her hand to him.  He stood up and slipped his hand around hers.  She decided she liked how warm and dry his hand was in hers, and came to a conclusion.  She drew him to her, wrapped her arms around his shoulders and kissed him full on the mouth.  He was both surprised and aroused.  She broke the kiss and hugged him with her strong arms.  He nuzzled her neck and tried to find that special place that might make her shiver.  Perhaps behind her ear.

The light went from normal brightness to very dim.  He heard a whirring noise and realized that her bed had just extended out from one of the walls.  Her quarters were small, just a single room with a separate bath.  He had wondered where she slept, then decided that he had just learned the answer.  It had been the young man's idle speculation while he was in the company of an attractive young woman.  At that moment it had become a practical concern.

Clothes came off as they found the bed.

“I am Eleanor,” she said as she laid back onto the mattress.

“I'm Ralph,” he said as he laid on top of her.  “Very pleased to meet you.”

Her kiss was fierce.  So was her embrace.  Her skin was smooth and taut over her torso.  Her breasts were soft on the outside and firm on the inside.  And they tasted good.  Her caresses showed her acceptance as he tried to work some magic with her.  Her sighs and small moans showed how she approved of his ministrations.

His hips slipped between her thighs as he slid on top of her.  A moment later he felt something guide his shaft into her.  The sensation startled him for a moment, but then was soon intoxicated by making lover to her.  She wrapped her arms around his shoulders as he slipped his hands under her hips.

They moved in concert and the pleasure was indescribable.

She kissed his shoulders and his neck as he moved within her.  With each thrust he pushed deeper and deeper into her.  And with each thrust she seemed to moan or gasp just a little louder.

“Yes, yes,” she whispered.

He responded by driving more insistently.  He felt her legs open wider as he moved.  Her body seemed to be a perfect fit for his.  He knew it had been a long time since he'd made love with a woman, and wanted to enjoy this, however long their time together might be.

“Don't hold back,” she breathed.  “It's been so long.  Please don't hold back.”

He couldn't help but lose what little control he had over his passion.  Soon he could do nothing but pound her.  They grunted with the effort as he felt the peak approach.  He wanted to stop and take a firm grip on her, but found it impossible to even hesitate.  He rammed harder and harder and she clutched him tighter and tighter and they climaxed together in a loud and tight ball of flesh.  He shuddered as he emptied into her and she shuddered from the simultaneous orgasm.  He couldn't help but hold her tight as the last of this passion left him.  Then he began to breathe again and collapsed onto her.  She welcomed him with her arms and her legs.

They remained mated as they huffed and puffed and felt the satisfaction they had given each other.

Ralph's head spun a little and his body felt a little numb, but the sensation was not unpleasant.  He felt her body beneath him and knew they fit well together.  I could get used to this, he thought.

Then he felt something that made him react.

Even though he was still hard, the release had softened his resolve.  But he felt as though something inside of her had  insinuated itself between his shaft and her flesh.  He slipped his hands out from under her, intent on a hasty withdrawal, when she stopped him.

“It's me,” she said.

He frowned at her.

“Galton women have some . . . special qualities.”

His face showed his surprise.

He felt something stimulate his shaft.  And he wasn't sure what to make of it.

“My mother and father mated every day, at least once,” she explained.  “It was one of the reasons there were a dozen children in the family.”

He nearly barked a laugh.

“I've been taking birth control for a while,” she whispered, “so there's no risk.  But I'd really like it if you stayed awhile.”

The stimulation increased, and soon he was just as randy as before.  He let her pull him back down onto her.

“Put your hands back where they were,” she urged.

They didn't sleep for some time.

“There's been some disturbing intelligence reports of late.”

Lieutenant Robert Trower addressed his subordinates.  As the Assistant Security Chief, he often addressed groups of people as part of his routine security duties.  That day was anything but routine.  He was human, mostly, with dark hair, skin, eyes.  His two arms and four legs were muscular but no overly developed.  The ensigns under his command thought he looked vaguely like a Centaur, but knew he'd be insulted if anyone mentioned it.

“We're going to have to put on extra personnel,” Trower said.

“Sir?  Does that mean we'll be working extra shifts?”  Ensign Ginger Bakken was not new to the ship.  She was a competent security officer, and had a young son who often required special attention.  She had spoken to Trower just after the man, er, being, was assigned to the ship, and they had come to an arrangement.

“It might,” the Lieutenant replied, “but it also means we might need to borrow people from other departments to fill in on some shifts.”

“Rookies,” an ensign mumbled.

“It's going to take some training, and, above all, patience, to deal with these new people.”

Heads nodded.

“An engineer who's more comfortable with a field coil might have to learn how to use a hand light weapon.”  Trower grinned.  “And let's not allow anyone to think they've become Marshall of the Western Territories.”

The Ensigns chuckled.

“No gun smoke on any shift without orders.”

Everyone laughed.

One of the ensigns walked away and imitated the iconic limp.  He gestured to his comrade.  “Mister Dillon?”
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To say that the Chief of Security was muscular would be a vast understatement.

Lieutenant Commander Poltru was tall, about six foot six inches in the old empirical measurement system, with a  physique that reminded Ralph Baker of the quintessential superhero.  The Ensign's first impression of Poltru was “even his muscles have muscles”.

“I need your help,” the Lieutenant Commander said.

“Yes, sir.”

Poltru was seated at his desk, well, table, in his small office.  Baker sat in a chair across from him.  The colors on the walls and floor were muted earth tones.  Behind the officer was a small window that looked out into space.  Ralph could tell by the smeared images that the ship traveled faster than light.

“At the moment we are short on security officers,” Poltru said.

Ralph noticed that the Lieutenant Commander's voice was deep, with an unearthly echo to it.  “Anything I can do.”

The officer nodded.  Well, Baker noticed, the man, er, being leaned forward and his chin dipped slightly.  The Ensign wondered if Poltru was unable to nod because of his overdeveloped physique.

“I don't want you to become a security officer.  But I want to train you just in case you're needed.”

The Ensign was surprised.  “What would that entail?”

“There are manuals you should read, and videos to watch.  Also there is some physical training.”

Baker nodded.

“And you will have to qualify on the range to be able to use a pistol.”

It made sense to Ralph.  “When do you want me to start?”

“I'm afraid I need you right away,” Poltru said.

Baker nodded.  He'd been trying to make eye contact with the Lieutenant Commander, but couldn't exactly find the eyes among the black color of Poltru's skin.  Ralph had known humans of African descent, and those of various skin shades, but Poltru seemed to have the skin color of a black hole.  Humans have the white parts of their eyes that show when the iris moves from one side to the other.  On some humans who's skin color was particularly dark, Ralph had only been able to make eye contact by looking for that white area.  But Poltru didn't seem to have any white areas.  And Ralph wasn't sure the man, er, being, had eyes at all.

“My shift ends at midnight,” Ralph said.

“I know,” Poltru said.  “I checked your schedule before approaching you.”

How thoughtful, Ralph thought.

“Report to this office tonight after your shift ends,” the Lieutenant Commander said.  “I will give you some instruction.”

Ralph had hoped to meet up with Eleanor after his shift.  Get off after he got off, so to speak.  Guess not.

“The training will not interfere with your sleep schedule,” Poltru said.  “And you will have time for . . . recreation, after the training.”

Ralph scowled.  Exactly how much did Poltru know about him?

“As part of security,” the Lieutenant Commander explained, “I am required to know everything that is relevant about the security personnel on this ship.”  Poltru paused.  Baker wondered if the being had grinned, well, in his own way.  “That includes the activities of the personnel 'after hours'.”

Ralph's expression must have said it all, because Poltru began to laugh.  It was a recognizable, full-throated laugh, full of schadenfreude and sarcasm.  Baker could see a gap open on the bottom of Poltru's visage, and recognized it as his mouth.  Or, more accurately, whatever Poltru used as a mouth.

Baker didn't know if he should be insulted.  After all, his romantic liaisons were none of anyone else's business, weren't they?

“Don't be upset,” Poltru said.

Ralph wondered if the being was telepathic.

“I can tell by your expression that you're unhappy that I know you and Ensign Salvez have taken up together.”  He sat back.  The chair groaned underneath him.  “If we were on a planet, and were both civilians, I would agree with that sentiment.”  He leaned forward again.  The chair groaned again.  “But aboard a ship like this, with both of us in the Service, one of the things you forfeit is your privacy.”

Baker didn't like that one bit.

“It was part of the package, so to speak, when you were accepted into the Academy.  From the first day you walked onto campus, you've been monitored.”

Ralph felt his anger rise.

“As part of your evaluations, the Commandant needed to know if you had any habits or faults that would jeopardize the operation of any ship where you were assigned.  And it was necessary to track your romantic 'interactions' to see if you might be compromised by any known spy agencies.”

“So you know every time I had too much to drink and threw up on my shoes, and every time a young lady and I 'tripped the light fantastic',” Ralph said.

“Security and Intelligence go hand in hand,” Poltru said.

Baker remembered that phrase from one of his classes.  “So, as part of my graduation requirements, I had to pass a test I knew nothing about?”

“In a way, yes.”

“And everything I do and say on this ship is monitored?”

“Yes.”

“Audio, video, interactions with the computer, personal logs?”

“Yes.”

“So if I express an opinion you don't like, what happens?”

Poltru stopped.  “What do you mean?”

“As a Citizen, I have certain rights, including while I'm in the Service.”

“I agree.”

“And one of those rights is freedom of expression, isn't it?”

“Yes.”

“So, for example, if I express an opinion about my supervisor being a supercilious twit, will that show badly on my next evaluation?  Or is my evaluation an ongoing thing?”

The Lieutenant Commander seemed to understand.  “Your rights will be protected.”

“And how do I know that?”

Poltru fell silent.

“Who makes the final decision on freedom of expression on this ship?  You?  Captain Blank?”

The Lieutenant Commander clearly didn't like the question.

“I understand that you need to make sure you can trust everyone on this ship, Lieutenant, but when does monitoring become controlling?  When does Security lead to Fascism?”

The two sat for several seconds in silence.  Baker was fuming.  Poltru sat stock still.

“There's a reason I don't keep a personal log,” Ralph said.  “My thoughts are my own and the business of no one else.”

The Lieutenant Commander didn't move.

“And my activities during my off hours are really none of your business, are they?”

“I think they are,” Poltru retorted.  “And so does the Captain.”

Baker was incensed.  He stood up.  “Perhaps you'd better find someone else to help with the security duties around here.”  He walked out.

She was ready.  Really ready.

When Ralph got back to his room, Eleanor was waiting for him.  The moment the door slid shut, she rose quickly from the couch and wrapped her arms around him.  Her kiss was intended to reach down to his toes.

Ralph couldn't help but respond.  He wanted to talk to her about his meeting with Poltru, but clearly she wasn't in a talking mood.  And her display of passion was just the distraction he needed.

Hours later they were finally sated.

Ensign Lennon finished his work.

“We should be ready for another test by tomorrow,” he told Lieutenant McCartney.  “I've debugged the code, double checked the equations, and verified the settings.”

“Then what's the delay?” she asked.

“I want the computer to go over the entire thing,” he replied.

She nodded.  As they stood on the bridge, among the other crewmen and officers, she knew that another failed test would be detrimental to her career.  “Carry on,” she told him, and waved a hand at him.

Captain Blank was seated in her chair, her eyes on the view screen.  Stars flashed by as the ship maintained a velocity twice the speed of light.

Once again, Paulina McCartney realized that she envied the Captain.  Once again, she wondered just what it took to eventually get to sit in that chair and command an entire space vessel.  And, once again, she wondered if she would have the fortitude to fight off any challengers to her promotions.

But, like her mentor at the Academy had told her, do your job well.  Work well with others.  Show confidence in yourself and your subordinates.  And never let them see you sweat.
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Baker heard the alarm go off.

Eleanor was still beside him, naked under the sheets.  So was he.  But he knew he'd better get out of bed or she'd assail him again.  He silenced the alarm, slipped out from under the covers and went into the small bathroom.

“Activate sonic shower,” he said.  In a moment, ultrasonic waves made his skin vibrate ever so gently.  Oils and beads of sweat and the residuals of lovemaking were cleansed from his body with technological efficiency.  As he stood over the drain, he raised his arms to allow the sound to clean every part of him.  When the cycle finished, he felt clean, but not entirely refreshed.

“On the whole, I would rather have had water,” he joked.

He turned to his sink unit and opened one of the drawers.  Clothing, both outerwear and underwear, were waiting for him.  He dressed, used the ultra-light unit to shave his beard, then splashed his face and applied a lightly scented lotion.

When he emerged from the bathroom, she was gone.

“So much for talking,” he murmured.

The food dispenser gave him a palatable breakfast, complete with coffee.  As he finished the last of the cup, he picked up a pad he'd left on the tiny table.  Using the controls, he called up the contract he'd signed before entering the Academy.  Then he found the section regarding privacy and security.

“The undersigned agrees to periodic security checks, to include, but not limited to, conversations with previous friends, neighbors, co-workers, classmates, and lovers, as well as current friends, neighbors, co-workers, classmates, and lovers.  The undersigned also approves of periodic surveillance for the purposes of verifying the loyalty of each individual.  This will include, but is not limited to, video and audio surveillance, un-announced interviews, and periodic testing.  The undersigned also grants permission for appropriate personnel to view and read private communications meant for friends, neighbors, family, and lovers.”

Ralph Baker despised the contact, and hated that he'd agreed to it.  “Well, I really didn't read it,” he told himself.  “That's what I get for trusting the chain of command.”

At that moment he suddenly became very self-conscious.  Were they watching him?  Was there a camera hidden somewhere?  He glanced about, then realized that, if they were indeed watching him, he'd never find out where the devices were hidden.  And as long as he conducted himself in an honest and trust-worthy manner, he had nothing to worry about.

He just hated that they didn't trust him.  He hated that they treated him like a suspect in a criminal investigation.  Didn't he do and say everything that he was supposed to?  Yes.  Didn't he show his integrity every day?  Yes.  Did he disobey orders?  No.  Did he do his best every day?  Yes.

“So I have nothing to worry about,” he said to the open room.  Then he stood and glanced about his small room.  “And you have no reason not to trust me.”  He looked at the chronometer on the pad, and knew he had to start his shift in a few minutes.  He went into the bathroom, brushed his teeth with the manual brush he kept with him, then rinsed his mouth.

As he left for work he hoped that Poltru got a good laugh, or a good rise, from his lovemaking with Eleanor.  “Hope it was good for you, too.”

“Another full day?”

Captain Blank was not happy.  As she sat behind her table/desk, she glowered at Ensign Lennon and Second Lieutenant McCartney.

“The computer found some miscalculations—”

“Miscalculations!?  I thought you had that under control!?”

The ensign took a deep breath.  “After some research, we—” he gestured to the Lieutenant  “have discovered some errors in the original program as it was sent to us by the Research Group.”

“Oh, great!  Even THEY can't get it right!”  Captain Blank slapped the table, er, desktop.

“We've been in contact with them,” McCartney said.  “They have provided the correct lines of code, and the computer is analyzing and verifying them now.”

“And it will take until tomorrow to complete,” Lennon added.

Blank took a deep breath.  “Better to get it right the first, well, no, the SECOND time, then not at all.”  She gestured to them as if to shoo them away.  

“Get it done!”

She was just leaving as he was arriving.

Ralph stepped off the elevator and almost literally ran into Eleanor.  He had to stop short in the corridor to keep from bowling her over.

“Excuse me, miss, but are you lost?”  His face was full of playfulness.

She smiled. “Not yet.”  Her face was full of promise.

They traded places and soon he was outside the elevator looking at her.  “See you later?” he asked.

“My place after your shift,” she said as the doors slid shut.

Despite his knowledge of the surveillance policy aboard ship, he found her statement a reason to get through the day.  As he entered the control room, he saw Lieutenant Moon at her station.  All four of her arms worked controls on two different panels.  She glanced at him but didn't speak.

Ensign Saba Sooter was also hard at work on his console.  His apparently jointless arms flew over the controls.  His movements were so quick Baker only saw a blur.  Across from him, Ensign Wind Hawk stared intently at something on a pad.

Ralph activated his console, then checked the status of the FTL.  Everything appeared normal.  He looked at the Lieutenant.  “Anything I should be aware of?”

She looked back at him with one of those looks that asked the age-old question.  “Where have you been?”

He didn't understand.

“Captain Blank wants to run another test of the enhanced FTL drive.”  She nodded to Sooter, who handed him a pad.  “Familiarize yourself with the specs.  The test will be in two hours.”  She turned back to her own console.

“Aye, sir.”

The specs on the pad were disturbing.  While Baker knew he was not a genius, the settings required by the test would, as far as he knew, result in an explosion that would kill them all.

“Sooter, Wind Hawk and I will make sure the ship doesn't blow up,” Moon said.

Baker noted that she'd spoken before he could ask a question.

“Your job is to make sure the specifications are set according to the time stamp and the chronometer.”

He nodded.  Just like the last test.  Ralph wondered if time would stop again, and his console would explode.  He knew Eleanor had not suffered an injury when it happened to her.  It was all for show.  But who knows what might happen this time, and if the explosion would be real, and deadly?  Or would this be just another test?

Ralph began to set the parameters.  He was careful to make sure the changes didn't happen until the precise time on the chronometer.  No sense tempting fate.  As he finished the set up for the test, he looked up to see that he was alone.  The chronometer on his console said that almost two hours had gone by and he hadn't noticed that anyone had left the control room.

The intercom twittered.  “Ensign Baker, this is the bridge.”

Ralph touched the panel.  “Aye, sir.  Just completed the entries and calibrations.”

“Are you ready to start the test?”

Ralph recognized the voice of Chief Engineer Biliox.

“I was going to double check my entries, sir.  Could I have a few minutes?”

“I'm afraid not,” Biliox replied.  He sounded both sympathetic and unyielding.  “The Captain wants to start the test on time.”

“I understand that, sir, but if my entries are not precise, we could blow up into millions of pieces.”

There was a brief silence.  “Then I hope there weren't any mistakes to your entries.”

“But sir—-”

The Captain came on the intercom.  “All hands, we are about to start the next test.  Brace yourselves as best you can.”

Baker turned off the intercom.  “Oh boy.”

The chronometer countdown on his screen said less than ten seconds.

“Tell my mother I died in the line of duty.”  He huffed.  “And tell Eleanor—”

The entire ship lurched forward.  Ralph was thrown to the floor.  His head banged on the metal plating and he saw stars.  It took a moment for him to regain his faculties.  He scrambled up and stared at the panel.  The chronometer ticked along at normal speed.  The adjustments he'd entered scrolled across the screen.  At the bottom was a reading for the relative speed of the ship.

“Holy shit.”

The ship lurched to port, then to starboard.  Baker slapped his hands onto the console and hung on for dear life.  His torso bumped hard against the central processing console and his ribs started to hurt.  He found it hard to breathe, and realized he might have broken a rib.

Then the ship lurched to a stop and Baker was once again thrown to the ground.  He landed on his right shoulder and felt something break.  He let out a whelp of pain.

“Ensign Baker,” Biliox said over the intercom.  “The test is complete.  Please return the FTL drive to normal settings.”

Ralph tried to reply but was in such pain that he could only bark or yelp.

“Ensign Baker?”  Biliox sounded annoyed.

“Medical . . . emergency,” Baker managed to utter.  Then he passed out.

“We can't keep doing this.”

Captain Brenda Blank was seated in her office as she stared at the communications screen.  Staring back was Admiral Samuel Shoop, who was in charge of the new propulsion system.

“This time we had significant injuries.”

“Define 'significant',” the Admiral shot back.

“No deaths, but twenty injured.  Four seriously.”

The Admiral was human, with a stern face and thin lips.  His eyes and hair were brown.  Behind him was the bland wall that was part of his office at Fleet Command.

“We've discovered errors in the lines of code that came from your research group.”

Shoop nodded, an annoyed look on his face.  “So I've heard.  Appropriate action has been taken.”

Blank wondered if anyone had been demoted.

“For now, I think you should continue with the testing.”

Blank clearly didn't like that.

“Your ship has the best people aboard to work out the details.”

She heard the compliment, but realized the implications.

“If anyone can get it right, it's you and your people.”

“Sir,” she said, then the screen went blank.  She huffed.  “If you and your department can't get right, what makes you think we can?”
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Ralph Baker woke up in sick bay.

He soon recognized that he was on an examination bed.  Above him were diffused lighting that emanated from a domed ceiling.  A nurse came over to him.  She was humanoid, well, sort of.  Her hands touched him on various places of his body.  Ralph noticed that her hands were webbed.

“Doctor Tickle?  He's awake.”

A stern, human face appeared next to the nurse.  “Ensign Baker, I'm Doctor Tickle.  This is Head Nurse Shuh.  How do you feel?”

“Like I've been put through the ringer,” Ralph replied.

“That's understandable.”  The Doctor's voice was deep but showed some kindness.  “You suffered damage to the rotator cuff on your right shoulder, and had two broken ribs.  We've been able to repair both of those injuries, but you're going to feel soreness for a couple of days.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

He nodded.  “If you feel up to it, the Captain and the senior staff would like to talk to you.”  He walked away toward another patient.

Nurse Shuh helped him sit upright.  The room spun momentarily, then stabilized.  Shuh handed him a cup with a blue liquid in it.  “Drink this.  It will help with the dizziness and the pain.”

Baker nodded, then tasted it.  And noticed that there was no taste.  It was like drinking blue water.  In a few seconds he had downed the entire dose.  Shuh took the cup, then helped him stand upright.  With her slight build and slim arms, Ralph wondered if she could support his weight.  But she was stronger than she appeared.  She was able to brace him with her body until the medicine took full affect.  Within a minute or so he felt very much better.

“Thank you, Nurse.”

She smiled at him.

“The staff is waiting at the conference table just off the main bridge,” Doctor Tickle said.

Ralph took one step, then another, then found that his balance had returned and was able to move about without assistance.

“So what happened?”

Captain Brenda Blank sat at the head of the table and used a commanding voice to ask the question.

To her right was First Officer Wimpee.  “Once again, there were significant problems with the specifications.”  The Commander was an aquatic species.  While he had humanoid form, with just two arms and legs, his skin was covered in scales just like the fish found on Earth.  In the moderate light of the conference room, his blue and gray uniform seemed to compliment the silvery color of his scales.  A frill lay flat on the crest of his head.  His eyes were large, each with a center pupil.  His nose was tiny to the point that it was almost nonexistent, and his mouth had lips that appeared to be exaggerated.

Ralph Baker was seated at the far end of the table.  He noticed that there were nine other officers seated around the large, square table, each of them from a different species.  Lieutenant Moon was seated to Baker's right.  In front of her was an electronic pad filled with notes.  One set of her arms rested on the table while the other set rested in her lap.

“The settings on the FTL drive,” Moon said, “were set exactly as per the instructions given.”  She nodded to Baker.

Ralph appreciated the compliment.

Wimpee rattled off terms and phrases that Baker didn't understand.  “Wouldn't you say that is correct, Ensign Baker?”

Ralph was caught by surprise.  “I'm not familiar with the research and the underlying principles of these tests.”  He shrugged.  “I just followed the instructions as given.”

“But you understand the concepts?” Wimpee asked.

“No, sir, not entirely.”  Great, he thought, I'm already lying to my superiors.  He knew he didn't understand a word the man, er, fish, er, being, had said.

The First Officer didn't press the matter, which allowed Baker to sit quietly and listen while her remained more or less in the background.  After several minutes of discussion on a range of topics that baffled the Ensign, the Captain stood and spoke to everyone.

“We're going to have to get this right,” she said.

Baker noticed that Brenda Blank was shorter than most of her crew.  She appeared to be sturdily built, with broad shoulders and hips and thick arms.  Her facial features were strong as was her voice.  Ralph decided the woman commanded respect and would settle for nothing less.

“If we're going to contend with the Tarpons, we're going to need this enhanced drive to work properly and reliably.”  She stared down to Lieutenant Moon and Ensign Baker.  “After the science stations compile data and assess our performance, there will be more tests.”  Both Moon and Baker nodded.  The Captain looked at Baker.  “I trust your injuries weren't too severe?”

“The Doctor was most helpful,” Ralph quipped.  A low rumble of laughter emanated from the officers around the table.  Even the Captain grinned.  “I feel much better, thank you.”

Blank nodded.  “We'll let you know when the next test is scheduled.”  She looked at the rest of the assemblage.  “You know what needs to be done next.  Get your reports to Commander Wimpee as soon as possible.”  With that the meeting broke up.

Out in the corridor, Lieutenant Moon touched Ralph on the arm.

“You handled yourself pretty well in there,” she said as she nodded to the now empty conference room.

“Honesty is the best policy,” Baker replied.  “I really don't understand what they're trying to do.  And the concepts and terminology they discussed are foreign to me.”

To his surprise, Moon agreed.  “This is very high level science,” she explained.  They began to walk down the corridor to the elevator.  “I understand some of it but not nearly all.”  They stepped into the elevator car.  “Deck seventeen.”

After a moment, Ralph decided to speak.  “What exactly are they trying to do?”

Moon grinned.  “Make the engines do something they were not designed to do.”  She looked at the control panel on the side of the car.  “Where are your quarters?”

“Deck twenty.”

“Your shift is almost up,” she said.  “Go back to your quarters and get some rest.  I expect will have another test tomorrow.”

The car stopped at deck seventeen.  “We'll both need all our wits about us, I should think.”  Moon walked out of the car and down the corridor.

Eleanor did not attack him.

When the door slid open, she was seated on the couch, a pad in her hand.  She beamed when he came in.  “How was your day?”  Her voice was full of sarcasm.

“I was injured,” he replied as he walked into the small living room.

“I heard.”  She put down the pad and beckoned him to sit with her.

He sat down carefully, careful not to tweak the muscles over his ribs.  He tried to speak but she touched his lips with her hand.

“Are you hungry?”

At that exact moment his stomach growled.  Loudly.  He gently moved her hand away.  “Does that answer your question?”

They both laughed.

“How about some dinner?”

“Capital idea!”

“Here is the file you asked for.”

The ensign, entirely human, handed the pad to Captain Blank.  She nodded.

“It was too big to send through the internal network,” the Ensign said.  “Chief Biliox suggested I bring you a copy on the pad.”

Blank nodded.  “Good idea.  Thank you.”  She stopped herself.  “And what is your name, Ensign?”

“Colton Weatherington,” the man replied.

“Thank you.  Dismissed.”

The Ensign left the room.

Only when the door slid shut did Brenda Blank react.  “Whatever happened to a name like John Smith?”

The cheeseburger and fries hit the spot.

The tankard of ale washed it all down and left Ralph Baker with a feeling of contentment.

“Feel better?” she asked.  Her grin was sly.

“Yes, thank you,” he said with a smile.  Then he made eye contact.  “I'm not sure I'm healed enough for—”

She touched his arm.  “Don't worry about it,” she said.  Her face was full of kindness.  As she sat in the chair across the small table from him, he noticed something in her eyes and wondered if she might have fallen in love with him.

“It's been really great,” he said.  “But I've had a really tough day.”

She chuckled.  “Yes, it has.  And you've helped me in ways you can't imagine.”

He smiled, then gently rose and carefully picked up the plates and dishes from their dinner.  He placed them on the shelf of the food dispenser and they disappeared.  When the table had been cleared, he sat down again.  Gently.

“I must admit, I think my feelings for you have begun to grow.”  He made eye contact with her and she returned the look.  “I mean, beyond our time in bed together.”

“I know,” she said.  There was a kind of sparkle to her eyes.

Was everyone on this ship telepathic, or am I just that easy to read? He asked himself.

“I'd like to continue seeing you, if that's alright.”

She leaned back and adopted a mocking expression.  “Ensign, I'm surprised at you!  I have more seniority than you, which means I outrank you.”

He grinned and shrugged.  “That didn't seem to matter the last couple of nights.”

She giggled.  He liked the sound.  Then she leaned over and touched his cheek.  Their kiss was tender.  “I'll go back to my quarters so that you can get a good night's rest.  We'll see each other tomorrow.”

They both smiled.
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The Ensign was not human.

She, well, it?  It was hard to tell.  The being that wore the Fleet uniform and stood before Captain Brenda Blank had tiny twigs for hair.  The eyes were light brown, and the skin, well, outer covering of the body, was white.  The hands had three fingers and an opposable thumb.  And the torso was thick through the middle and willowy through the arms and legs.  The feet, well, whatever passed for feet, were stuffed into standard issue boots.

“Take this pad back to Chief Biliox and ask him to review my notes,” Blank said.  “I've made notations at several places and he should review them and give me a reply.”

“Aye, sir,” the Ensign replied, and took the pad.

“And what is your name, Ensign?”

“Brant Birch, sir.”

“Thank you.  Dismissed.”

After the Ensign left the room, Blank huffed yet again.  “It takes all kinds to make a universe.”

When he got to his station the next day, everything changed.

Lieutenant Moon was absent.  Ensign Wind Hawk sported the insignia of the junior grade of Lieutenant.  As Ralph walked into the control room, he noticed that Eleanor and Sooter were at their stations.

Wind Hawk addressed the others.  “Lieutenant Moon has been transferred to main engineering to work as second in command to Chief Biliox.  Earlier today I was promoted to Lieutenant, junior grade, and made your commanding officer.”

Baker noticed that the man stood with his feet set shoulder length apart while his hands were clasped behind him.  He was taller than the others, with short black hair and reddish skin tones.  And he spoke with a measure of authority.

“I don't expect your duty assignments to change, but I do expect more of these tests to be conducted.”

The ensigns nodded.

“For now, we will continue the duty roster as it stands.”  He nodded to Eleanor.  “Your shift ends in a few minutes.”

She nodded back.

He looked at Sooter.  “As soon as can be arranged, I'd like you to work the shift after Baker.”

Ensign Sooter nodded his head, well, the blob on top of his body that appeared to be a head.

“As I understand it,” Wind Hawk continued, “your species has ancestors that were nocturnal, so the late shift should work out well for you.”

“Understood.”  The voice was high and sounded like the famed cartoon mouse.

“Baker, you will work the second shift as before.  I will be on first shift.”

Eleanor spoke up.  “Will we get a new crew member?”

The man shook his head.  “Not until the next crew rotation.  We'll just have to make do, at least for now.”

She seemed to understand.

“Salvez, your shift is over,” he said to her.  “Sooter, you are to report here at twenty three forty five hours to relieve Baker.”

Both ensigns nodded and left the room.

“Ensign,” Wind Hawk said, “I think it would be best if you were familiar with all four control consoles.”

“Aye, sir.”  He thought a moment.  “One question.  When we ran the last test, I was the only one here in the control room.  What happened to you and the others?”

“I was in main engineering with Sooter manning specific consoles.  I was tasked with flow regulation.  Sooter, I think, was monitoring the temperature of the reaction chamber.  I don't know where Lieutenant Moon was working.”

And, he thought, Eleanor was in her quarters after completing her shift.  Curious.

“Thank you, sir.”

Four hours into his shift, the siren for Red Alert sounded.

“All hands to battle stations!”  The voice of Commander Wimpee came loudly over the intercom.

Ralph Baker had no idea what to do.  There was no one in the control room with him, and, to his knowledge, nothing he was supposed to do out of the ordinary.

“What the fuck?”

His console showed that the ship had begun to maneuver.  He felt the centrifugal force as the large vessel heeled to port.  He knew that there were dampers to counter the inertial stresses inherent with combat maneuvers, but he found that he had to hang on to the console to keep his ribs from being broken again.  Then he felt the gravity of the floor pull on him as the ship changed course and flew on the vertical axis at a high rate of speed.  He wondered if the inertial dampers were damaged or inoperative.  Was it, perhaps, at “roller coaster” mode?

The monitor for the FTL drive showed
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