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There is a metallic taste to the air on the Bridge of the United Space Force spaceship, USF Hercules. It is the aftertaste of a battle with the reptilian Drazines who detest everything human.

Lieutenant Shirley Adhar is at the Comms Station. Captain Swartz is in his captain’s chair and the Bridge workstations hum like a hive. Shirley, or Shirl as she prefers to be known, is unkempt for an officer. She never does much with her regulation length, blonde hair and she rarely bothers with jewellery or makeup. She has small ears, blue eyes and a flat face dotted with freckles. People rarely see her eyes for she always squints at them in defence. 

In the galley Ensign Jones is in a party mood.

“Hey, what was going on last night?” Ensign Wilde asks him.

“Those engineers are wild,” Ensign Jones replies.

“You took a man to your bed?” Ensign Assan asks.

“The females you toad! I reckon the physical needs of the job gives them that something.”

“That is some ‘job’!” Ensign Murray says.

“How many is that now Jones?” Ensign Mann asks.

“I don’t want to brag.”

“But you will anyway?” Ensign Blane concludes.

“Alright, I can’t help it if you’re jealous.”

“Jealous?” Ensign Wilde says, trying to hide his annoyance.

“I make it twelve so far,” Ensign Blane says.

“Thirteen actually,” Jones corrects.

“How do you do it?” Wilde asks.

“You need a diagram?” Jones replies.

The others laugh and for once Wilde is embarrassed.

“Can’t give away all my secrets. Suffice to say you don’t take no prisoners and don’t take no for an answer.”

“You’re an unprincipled dog,” Assan says.

This only made the others laugh.

“Come on guys, better get to work,” Lieutenant Strong suggests to mumbled comments. 

Ensign Jones goes to Tactical on the Bridge; Ensign Mann takes the Helm; Ensign Murray mans the Science Station; Ensign Booth Navigation, while Ensign Assan and Ensign Blane go to Engineering; Ensign Watts and Ensign Malkovich go to Maintenance and Damage Control and Bonnington and Wilde take their posts as Marines.

On the Bridge Captain Swartz is trying not to get agitated.

“Bridge to Engineering.”

“Yes Captain?”

“How long until we can get underway?”

“Will be another hour,” Chief Engineer Ross says. “We took quite a pounding.”

“Please do all you can. The Drazines are still prowling this area and we’re dead in the water.”

“Will do our best Sir.”
“Thanks Tobin.”
Captain Swartz turns to Commander Jon Edmundsen and Lieutenant Commander Eva Jans.

“Jon, Eva can you work with helm and navigation to plot the safest course out of here?”

“Yes Sir!” They both answer.

After a couple of hours, they are underway, travelling through Drazine space towards earth, repairing as they go. Most of the ensigns and some of the officers are relaxing in the Galley. Lieutenant Shirl Adhar walks past some of them.

“Nice legs, pity about the face,” Ensign Wilde, the extrovert, says.

“Will you quit it? She’ll hear you,” Ensign Jones, the stud, whispers.

Shirl flinches a little but carries on walking back to the Bridge. Her appearance is plain. She already has a low self-image from her upbringing and the comments from the crew aren’t helping. Her parents had her late in life and were stodgy and controlling. They clothed her in drab, dowdy clothes. At least now she has a smart uniform, but still, she doesn’t pay any attention to her appearance and she doesn’t take a sonic shower as often as she should. The only thing she feels good about is her job as ships Communications Officer.

Suddenly there is an explosion near the front of the ship. The whole ship lurches throwing the people in the galley to the floor.

People just get to their feet when there is an explosion a mid-ship and they are thrown to the floor again. Parts of the ship immediately depressurise hurling the occupants into the vacuum of space.

“This is the Captain. All hands abandon ship!”

Adrian Jones on Tacs and John Mann on Helm just look at each other, then run along with Shirl Adhar, the Comms Officer, to the nearest escape pod midway between the Bridge and the Galley. The escape pods are filling up fast, they reach the last one on the Port side and enter. 

“There’s thirteen of us,” Kevin Wilde complains. “This pod’s only built for twelve.”

“You want to throw one of us out?” Strong asks.

“I’m getting the hell out of here!” John Mann at the helm shouts. “Any objections?” He doesn’t wait for answers, electronically shuts the door, and blasts off away from the ship.

Ensign John Mann has no idea where he is going. He only knows he must get away fast.

Outside the other pods are disrupted but the enemy misses their pod due to its speed and can’t be bothered to make chase as they figure there is nowhere habitable nearby anyway. John Mann and his passengers struggle against multiple g forces as they make their escape. Presently they reach terminal velocity, and the g forces subside.

“Trust us to get stuck with Minnie Mouse,” Ensign Keith Wilde whispers, indicating Shirl.

“What do you mean?” Ensign Darren Booth asks.

“Cheese?” Keith says.

“Not with you,” Darren replies.

“Body odour?”

“Oh.”

Ensign Adrian Jones, Junior Tacs Officer, knows Ensign John Mann, the Junior Helm Officer, from their time together on the Bridge.

“Hey John,” Adrian says, “can’t we land somewhere and get out of this rust bucket?”

“Doing my best,” John replies.

“Hurry up will yer! It’s dead cramped!” Ensign Keith Wilde says. 

John ignores that comment and tries not to worry about their fuel, now down to a third. So, he allows them to slow slightly as they are flying against the pull of a nearby nova, but when they escape its gravity he accelerates to the maximum speed and cuts the engines. With only inertia, their speed remains constant. After many hours and many more complaints they are caught in a gravity well and begin to accelerate towards a solar system.

“There’s a system up ahead,” John says. “I’ll let gravity pull us in. The fourth planet looks habitable.”

After several more hours the air con units are struggling. The temperature has risen to over thirty degrees and the humidity is over ninety percent.

“This can isn’t built for thirteen,” Lieutenant Kevin Strong says to Trevor Blane.

“It’s all in our karma,” Ensign Trevor Blane, the Buddhist says.

“I know, let’s sing something,” Ensign Terry Murray says.

The heat and humidity must have been getting to them because they all acquiesce. 

“What shall we sing?” Keith Wilde says.

“How about the ancient song ‘Old man river’?” Adrian Jones says.

“What the hell,” Lieutenant Shirl Adhar says.

“That’s settled then,” Lieutenant Strong says.

They sing a few verses, badly, but to their surprise, they feel a little better.

Buffeting from atmosphere interrupts their reverie.

“Hey! Steady on John!” Ensign Keith Wilde says.

“Doing my best,” John struggles to answer.

After more minutes of buffeting and the interior getting hotter they fly steadier. John eventually brings them to land in an oasis bordered by desert and sea.

“Just a few checks...atmosphere breathable and pressure close to normal.”

“Where are we?” Lieutenant Kevin Strong asks as John opens the hatch.

“I have no idea,” John says.

“You must have some idea,” Ensign Keith Wilde says.

“We were near Alpha Eridanus when we were attacked. After the attack I don’t know which direction I took. I just had to get us away,” John says.

“But we’ll be rescued soon, right?” Ensign Karl Frayne, the twenty-two stone, muscular, Security Deputy says.

John stifles a cringe.

“Don’t bank on it. We’re off the beaten track. It will be worse than looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack,” Lieutenant Strong says.

They disembark.

The men are disoriented at first.

Not so for Shirl. She goes straight to the sea, sits on a rock and cups waves in her right hand. She looks across the deep blue, clear water.

“Beautiful isn’t it?” she says to no one in particular.

“Just great, we’re stranded and she’s getting all moon struck about it!” Ensign Adrian Jones, the stud, says.

The men decided to explore. They set off in six teams of two to cover the oasis. Some come back with fruits, some with wood for a fire and one team find two caves where they can stay for the night.

That night there are aggressive animal noises, and they are glad to be in the caves.

Shirl takes a cave to herself. The night is warm, and she lies down on her uniform.

“Not a fitting way to treat it,” she says to herself.

In the morning, the thirteen gather for breakfast. 

Ensign Darren Booth, the nice guy, is eating a green plant. Suddenly, his face goes green, and he collapses.

“What’s happening?” Shirl asks.

“He’s dead,” Keith Wilde, the extrovert, says.

“No one else eat that green plant,” Kevin Strong says.

“Looks like an overdose of Semstrazine,” Trevor Blane, Junior Medic, says.

“What’s that?” Kevin asks.

“And it makes people go green?” Keith asks.

“That can be one of its side effects,” Trevor says.

“Are you saying that one of us deliberately poisoned Darren?” Kevin asks.

“Of course not. What reason would we have, or she for that matter?”

“I can think of one or two,” Adrian says.

“Oh? Do tell,” Kevin says.

“Well for one, food is short. The fewer of us the more to go ‘round. Also, there’s only one girl. The fewer males the better our chances.”

“I’m not a toothbrush or a piece of soap!” Shirl snarls.

Seeing that her protest brings no response she storms off out of the boys’ cave and walks behind the caves on to the oasis. Once there she soon forgets her angst. There are green and blue vines with petunia-like flowers on them. Bird-like creatures fly about and sing merry songs. Insects like butterflies, in many assorted colours, flit from flower to flower. Slow moving animals climb the trees and loll from time to time, without a care in the world. Small, rabbit-like creatures scurry around, stopping every now and then to dig up food.

Shirl walks to the beach. The waves are gentle, and the water looks exceptionally blue today. She strips off down to her underwear and goes for a swim. The water is warm and pleasant. After a while she goes back and washes her clothes, finding it hard to keep sand out of them. She cups her hands and takes some water to her face. It smells bright and fresh. By the time she is finished she is transformed. The water agrees with her complexion. No longer does she smell of stale clothes and B.O. She smells as fresh as a spring tide.

Adrian is quick to notice. “Wow! What have you done to yourself?” He says.

Shirl visibly brightens, says, “Thanks.”

Later that night the boys light a fire for Shirl.

They warm by the fire they have lit for themselves.

“I really didn’t think ‘smelly, nice legs pity about the face’ could be so attractive,” Adrian says.

“We’re marooned here for the rest of our lives and she’s the only female,” Keith says.

“No, really, she looks good. This place agrees with her,” Adrian says.

“We must treat her with respect,” Assan, the Muslim says.

“I agree,” John, the Christian says.

“Sounds like a lot of fun!” Adrian, the stud, says.

“I know, let’s draw lots to see who should date her,” Terry, the fun guy, says.

“Hang on a minute, we only just buried Darren! We should have some respect for him,” John says.
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