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Rhonda “Ronnie” Pearson, formerly a captain of the Coalition Expeditionary Forces, hadn’t expected a grand welcome. However, she’d presumed there’d be a little more than an empty entry hatch for a greeting. At least it was open.

It had occurred to Ronnie that she’d gone down the wrong boarding tube. She’d even gone back to the tube’s entrance on Station Fungbao’s commercial ring to verify this was the right ship. She went so far as to double-confirm with the data on her cuff. Yes, this was The Fortanach. It was an odd name, Fortanach, and she said as much to the empty tube as she trudged back down the tube once more, duffle bag in hand, to face the empty hatch again.

This was not what she was used to, and it made the space between her shoulder blades itch. What Ronnie was used to was a watch desk, and at least one soldier standing by to check her name against a list on the duty tablet to see if she was expected.

She'd also presumed she’d been expected. After all, it had been Colonel Jonah Kinnerk himself, newest owner of The Fortanach, who’d communicated with her. He’d asked her to join his ship shortly after she’d learned she no longer had a position in the expeditionary forces. That situation was made even more odd because she’d received his call only moments after learning that she’d been jettisoned from active duty.

Thrown ashore was the old-Earth terminology for it. No longer needed. Fend for yourself. Which was fine, but perhaps a little heads-up warning next time?

As there’d been no place she’d needed or wanted to be at that moment, she’d taken the offer of employment. Colonel Kinnerk had sounded quite pleased that she’d accepted his offer. He’d even said he was looking forward to greeting her, welcoming her aboard The Fortanach.

She’d hoped to ask him about the name he’d given the ship.

“I guess that’ll have to wait,” Ronnie muttered to herself. Then, to no one at all, she asked, “Permission to come aboard?”

Not receiving a response, she took it as permission granted, and stepped across the threshold.

Once aboard The Fortanach, she proceeded down the ten-meter corridor where it formed the base of a T on a much wider corridor. The corridor had seen its share of use, and little of that use appeared polite. At twenty-meter intervals, hastily painted wide yellow stripes ran down one wall, across the floor, and up the other wall marking where the emergency doors for the airlocks were located. The stripes were not original and apparently were meant to replace wood panels that would have hidden the doors. The comm panels near each set of airlock hatches were missing their nice wood-paneled covers as well.

In fact, Ronnie noticed that much of the ship deck that was cosmetic had been stripped down to the utilitarian. Even the plaque across from the airlock where she stood was made of plastic and glued to the wall next to the original brass plaque. The original plaque declared this the Friends’ Deck, while the poorly leveled plastic plaque contended that this was the Troop Deck.

There was a hodge-podge of hatches and doorways in sight. Some looked as if they’d been added as an afterthought, with sloppy welds compensated for with atmosphere sealant. Other doors looked original. The ones on the inside wall all looked utilitarian. Some of the ones on the outside wall still hinted of an older glory with their battered trim and wood panels, abused with initials crudely gouged into them by soldiers who’d been in transit either to combat or returning from it.

Ronnie sighed. There was a lot more work here than Colonel Kinnerk had implied.

However, he’d said she was the best supply and requisition officer he’d ever encountered in his twenty-four and one-third years in the expeditionary forces. Though Ronnie knew he was trying to appeal to her ego, she also knew her commendations and letters of appreciation had fattened her service file over her nine years of service. She might not have agreed verbally, but she was certain without a doubt that the colonel was correct.

Clattering sounds roused Ronnie from her musings. They came from aft. A deck plan, printed on a plastic sheet and also glued to the bulkhead, indicated that the mess hall was in that direction. Noise also implied the presence of someone else on the ship.

Ronnie thought it best that she find them and identify herself as quickly as possible. That way, there’d be no misunderstandings about her presence aboard The Fortanach. She didn’t think anyone would panic and shoot her, but better safe than sorry. She hefted her duffle bag and returned to walking.

Sixty meters put Ronnie at a pair of brown, scarred double doors which were double-hinged to swing both ways. Bright light poured from their round windows. She could see basic light tubes intermingled with battered chandeliers scattered across the ceiling. The chandeliers seemed to have a pattern, but the light tubes seemed randomly added, an afterthought.

With an elbow push, Ronnie moved one door aside and stepped into the mess hall. She caught a glimpse of someone disappearing through a door in the middle of the opposite wall. Self-service counters made a barrier before the same wall. Most were covered in sheets, but two of them were uncovered, the pans mostly missing, and steam rising from those that were present.

There were long, rectangular tables in the room. They were more uniformly placed than the lights overhead, but Ronnie could see they weren’t exactly parallel. There was just enough skew in their placement that she knew it would bother her every time she was in here. She had to comfort herself with the knowledge that the tables would eventually be gone. There wasn’t any way that Colonel Kinnerk would expect the wealthy clients in his future to sit in such an ordinary place. A poorly aligned ordinary place.

After setting her duffle on one of the tables, Ronnie weaved her way past the tables to the door that led, she presumed, to the kitchen. Though brief, the walk only served to reinforce how poorly the tables had been spaced. She knew the lights above were even worse, but she could ignore those by just keeping her head down. But keeping her head down also showed her grime-filled bolt holes on the deck where tables had previously been. They were in straight lines. Hadn’t anyone bothered to look? Clearly not.

Ronnie lifted her chin for the last few meters, avoiding a collision with one of the serving counters, and pushed her way into the kitchen.

Though the kitchen space was neatly laid out, it, too, had not been well maintained. The stainless steel was stained with layers of grime. The white of the floor was scuffed with hundreds of boot heel marks and nearly as many food stains that hadn’t been properly cleaned.

As much as Ronnie didn’t want to sit in the mess hall, she was even more certain that she didn’t want to eat anything from this kitchen.

“Hello.”

Ronnie blinked and turned in the direction of the voice. A human male, not tall or short, not thin or fat, but ordinary in every way, approached. He had a kitchen towel over both shoulders and one in his hand that he appeared to be using to dry a serving tray. His left hand had several bandage strips on the thumb and forefinger.

“Hello,” Ronnie replied. “I was looking for Colonel Kinnerk?”

“Colonel Kinnerk?” The man’s entire body paused as he appeared to consider the name. “I don’t think I ever heard of him. You on the right ship? This is a civilian ship, you know?”

Ronnie growled silently at herself. It had only been nine years of service but she had adapted quickly and gratefully to the consistencies, patterns, and expectations. And the colonel hadn’t introduced himself as such. Ronnie had known who he was even though Colonel Kinnerk had only used his given name.

“Jonah?” she asked. “Is Jonah on board?”

The man’s eyes brightened. “The owner! Now I get it.”

Ronnie forced a smile. “Right, the owner.”

“Nope.” The man resumed wiping at the serving tray. “What I heard is that he would be joining the ship once it reached Station Taivas.”

“What?” This wasn’t the sort of news Ronnie had expected. Then, “What about Major Jefferson? Jeffrey?”

“No idea who that is,” the man said. “Listen, if you want to speak to someone in charge, check the Bridge Deck. Wodde’s up there most likely.”

“Wodde?” Ronnie knew of no one by that name, first or last, not even a middle name.

“Wodde van Wieren, he’s the transit captain. He and his crew were hired to move the ship and he hired a bunch of us to help. I’m Karl Ludolf.”

Ronnie was now aware the man had moved closer and offered a hand in greeting. The air around him had a hint of chlorine. At least something was clean.

“Rhonda Pearson,” Ronnie said, keeping her hands at her side. “Pardon me, but I have an aversion to shaking hands.”

It was more than shaking hands but Ronnie didn’t think this was the time to unload her detailed list of issues to a stranger.

“No problem.” He pointed past Ronnie’s shoulder. “That elevator is unlocked. No palm print required. Three floors up to reach the Bridge Deck.”

“Thank you, Mister Ludolf.”

“Karl,” he said. “And just a heads-up on that. Wodde seems to be very lax on protocol, so you might want to try and use first names, even for the T’roett.”

“There’s a T’roett on board?”

Karl grinned.

“Yep. He’s our engineer.”

“Good to know. Thank you...Karl.”

Ronnie returned to the crooked rows of tables to retrieve her duffle.

She’d met a few T’roett over her years in service. They were pacifists. Despite that, they’d still served in the expeditionary forces as doctors, engineers, and any other job that didn’t require them to take part in or directly assist in violence.

As a supply and requisition officer, Ronnie had purchased and distributed ammunition and weapons. It was part of her job and why she’d had such little interaction with the T’roett. They never worked in supply. Being in supply meant they might have to distribute tools of war. The fact that they were working on warships, enormous weapons of war, required a twist of logic that bemused Ronnie.

Still, the T’roett were smart, intelligent, and diligent. Having one of them in the engine room meant that they weren’t going to blow up any time soon.

The elevator had a palm panel rather than a more ordinary call button. Karl had told Ronnie the elevator was unlocked. In that case, any palm should work. She placed her hand on the panel and it lit upon contact. But rather than a scan as she would expect for a locked elevator, the only thing that happened was the doors slid open with a slight grating sound.

Ronnie stepped in and looked at the buttons for the different decks. The original names were still present, with the military designations glued next to them. She was currently on the Troop Deck, previously designated the Friends' Deck, which was just above the Systems Deck. She thought the name changes were weird, but then she saw the next one up which was now called the Officers' Deck but before was called the Extended Family Deck.

Above the Officers’ Deck was the Rec Deck, the Bridge Deck, then the Command Deck, and finally - without a military title - the Observation Deck. The button for the Observation Deck didn’t glow. Ronnie knew why. It was one of the things that Colonel Kinnerk, Jonah, had been most keen about rectifying.

When the elevator chimed to inform Ronnie she’d arrived on the Bridge Deck, she was puzzled. The door hadn’t opened. She pushed the button to open the door several times but nothing happened.

“Sorry,” said a voice behind Ronnie that caused her to jump. She turned as the voice continued. “That side is locked. For good reasons. Or so I’m told.”

Ronnie smiled, mostly from embarrassment. The elevator had two sets of doors and the back ones hadn’t grated open, so she hadn’t realized they had moved.

“What good reason?” she asked the human male - short, stocky - facing her. She knew it didn’t open onto open space. Even the Observation Deck had an airlock, just in case. But Ronnie hadn’t seen the deck plan for the Bridge Deck, so she wasn’t aware of the layout.

“That’s the officers’ dining hall that way. The cook doesn’t like people wandering into the kitchen. Least that’s what I was told.”

“Eccentric cook staff. Sounds like ex-military. Are you Wodde van Wieren?”

The man laughed.

“No chance,” he said before pointing down the corridor. “I’m at-will. Name’s Aki Dagr, communications and life support, level four. Wodde’s likely on the bridge. That way, obviously.”

“Thank you.”

“No problem.” Aki looked at Ronnie for several heartbeats before saying, “Trade you places?”

Life support and comms? He didn’t even know who Ronnie was or what she did and he wanted to trade places?

Apparently, Ronnie’s confusion made itself known. Aki smiled.

“I need to use the elevator.”

Trade places inside the elevator. Of course.

“Right. Sorry.” Ronnie dragged her duffle bag out of the elevator, stepping to one side. “No problem. Rhonda Pearson, by the way. That’s my name.”

“Nice to meet you, Rhonda.”

The elevator doors slid shut and Ronnie was alone with a fifty-meter walk ahead of her.

The corridor here was different than on the Family/Troop Deck. It was carpeted for one thing. The carpet was a little worn down the middle, likely a testament to the large number of officers who’d come and gone over the two years of service the ship had seen. Ronnie was certain she could get it replaced at a good price. She’d made some interesting civilian contacts over the years of trying to keep the expeditionary forces supplied.

The doors and hatches had seen less abuse on this deck, too. There weren’t any hastily added hatches. They all looked original and should need little more than a good refinishing to bring them back to their past glory.

The walls appeared to be paneled with light wood. Closer inspection proved them to be a very thin veneer, scratched through in several places where luggage or furniture had knocked against it with too much force. Still, it shouldn’t be too difficult to source the same wood, maybe even a couple of notches up in quality. Something that could take a little abuse at the least.

There were framed works on the walls, too, in the spaces between the doors and hatches. It was clear by the images of Sol-class battleships, Centauri-class destroyers, and Wolf-class frigates, that the works weren’t original to the ship. The plain, chrome frames were a big hint, too.

Overhead, every other light panel was done in stained glass and replicated skies that Ronnie presumed represented looking up from different planets. Half of one panel was liberally covered with clear packing tape, the cracks in the panel making the image barely identifiable. If the stained-glass panels had been factory produced, she could find quick replacements. If not, it would take a little more time and a bunch more money.

Ronnie doubted Colonel Kinnerk’s coffers were as endless as the Coalition Government’s. But from his comments, they did have some depth to them.

At the far end, Ronnie had to walk around another elevator, this one occupying the center of the corridor. On the other side, ornate double doors hid a wide emergency decompression hatch. Its emergency doors were politely hidden behind original wood panels. Ronnie passed through both the doors and the open airlock to reach the bridge.

The bridge consisted of four broad tiers that ended at an even broader domed polyplex crystal window. The window gave a hundred-and-eighty-degree view left and right, and a hundred-and-ten degrees forward and up. Just over Ronnie’s head was a balcony that likely gave anyone on it a grand view of space and the control stations on the Bridge Deck.

On the Bridge Deck, the first tier had three broad chairs that could have qualified as thrones in any other setting.

The next level was communications and life support. The third tier was navigation. The fourth tier was empty, but there was evidence that stations had once been there and later removed. Likely, based on Ronnie’s knowledge, these would have been weapons and countermeasure stations.

There was one man down on the third tier, working at a nav station. He had the top panel open and was poking at wires and computer cards with a pen attached to a work tablet. Another man was on the second tier, at a life support station. He appeared to be scanning through the ship’s systems.

The third man occupied one of the throne-like chairs. Except for one leg dangling over a throne arm, he was obscured from Ronnie’s view.

“I thought you had that fixed,” said the hidden man.

The man at the navigation station stopped what he was doing and appeared to be taking several calming breaths.

“I did have it fixed, Wodde,” the navigator said. “Then it glitched again. Aki’s getting a part from stores and then it’ll be fixed again.”

“Wonderful.” Wodde sounded pleased, more so with himself than with the information. “And life support, Magni?”

“Still working,” muttered Magni, flipping the screen image to a different window. “For now.”

“Also wonderful.”

The room fell into silence only disturbed by the occasional curse by the navigator. Ronnie cleared her throat.

“I’m looking for Wodde van Wieren.”

The leg disappeared from the arm of the throne, and a half-second later a man with long hair and a long mustache popped up, looking over the back of the seat he was in. Ronnie endured a blatant body scan that ended with a smile, or a leer, depending on who was defining it.

“And Wodde,” said the man on the throne, “is looking for you.”
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After a couple heartbeats of silence in which Ronnie returned Wodde’s look, but with less leering and more blankness, Wodde’s smile faltered.

“All right, then,” said Wodde as he clambered over the arm of the chair and leaned against it. “Who might you be?”

“Rhonda Pearson.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell.” There was a smugness to the comment. Wodde said it in a way that made Rhonda wonder how many people he’d made the same response to, likely in some less than reputable space station tavern.

“Colonel Kinnerk sent me. Hired me actually.”

“Still doesn’t -” Wodde snapped his fingers and pointed at Rhonda. “You’re Ronnie! Got it. I gotta say, you’re not what I expected.”

“Why do you have to say it?”

Ronnie’s question appeared to confuse Wodde. He seemed to think over the question and what his response should be, but was interrupted by another man entering the bridge.

“Who’s this, Wodde?”

Ronnie stepped sideways and turned so that she could see Wodde, the two men on comms and life support, and the new addition to the conversation.

“Minke, I’d like you to meet Ronnie.”

Minke, who looked to be nearly as wide as he was tall, gaped at Ronnie, then Wodde, and then repeated the action several more times.

“You didn’t say Ronnie was a girl.”

“Woman,” muttered Ronnie. She was getting a feel for the kind of juvenile and misogynistic behavior she was going to have to deal with on the journey. Fortunately, it was only going to take three days once they hit the between.

“I didn’t say Ronnie wasn’t a girl either.” Wodde looked in Ronnie’s direction and then amended his statement. “A woman. I didn’t say Ronnie was a woman or a man.”

“But, ‘Ronnie,’” said Minke, adding air quotes.

“Don’t be so sexist, man,” Wodde said. He winked at Ronnie which only added irony to his statement.

“All right,” said Minke. He took a second to compose himself, but he would likely need oxygen and a shower based on Ronnie’s observation. Minke was now red-faced and beads of sweat peppered his brow. “But that’s two girls - women. Two women on board.”

“I served on a ship once that had fifty women on board,” said the man who’d been working on the navigation panel. He hadn’t looked up once in the time Ronnie had entered the bridge.

“Stow it, Hallstein,” barked Minke. To Wodde, he said, “What’s her job? I don’t need more people than I got. Not for a three day trip.”

“She’s one of Jonah’s people.”

Once more, Minke gave Ronnie and Wodde a triple look.

“I thought all his people were gonna meet us at Station Taivas?”

Wodde shrugged. He’d gotten the captain’s seat turned around and was settling once more into its throne-like embrace.

“Plans change, Minke, you know that.”

“What are you here for?” This time, Minke spoke directly to Ronnie.

“Supplies and requisitions.”

“We’re leaving in a couple of hours,” said Minke. He looked lost. “We don’t need supplies now. It’s too late for supplies now.”

“I’m doing an inventory of the ship,” explained Ronnie. “Colonel Kinnerk wants me to do a thorough inventory of all the spaces, determine what’s salvageable and what needs to be fixed, and then develop a list of priorities.”

“You’re going to be going through everything?”

“Not personal stuff, no, but I’ll be going inside every cabin, closet, and other spaces to assess conditions.”

“Well, right. Good fun.” Minke turned back toward the hatchway, stopped, and turned around again. He jabbed over his shoulder with a thumb. “I forgot. I need to. Gotta take a whizz and I’ll be right back. Quick whizz and I’ll be right back.”

He turned again and in his own manner, jogged off the bridge, past the emergency airlock, then through the ornate double doors, disappearing from view.

“Does the bridge head not work?” asked Ronnie. She could see the door and its sign on the far wall.

“Works fine,” said Hallstein from his navigation station. Ronnie saw the ghost of a smile on his face as he turned to reach several buttons on the far side of the nav panel.

“Minke likes his privacy,” said Wodde. He jumped out of his seat. “Come, I’ll show you to your quarters. ”

Wodde
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