

    
        
          J Alan Erwine's Taste of Tales

        

        
        
          J Alan Erwine

        

        
          Published by J Alan Erwine, 2025.

        

    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Greenie

Fight or Flight

Green Grievances

Choices

Danger on the Spectrum

The Galton Principle

The Magenta Equations

The Lives of Billions

Sign up for J Alan Erwine's Mailing List

Further Reading: Slave to the Stars

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Greenie


[image: ]


Ensign Marie Haggerman collapsed face first onto her billet. Solar Federation Academy had been difficult, almost impossible, but she’d persevered, and she’d graduated. She knew that once she was on her first assignment, she’d have difficult days, but she hadn’t expected her very first day to be such a nightmare.

“Greenie,” Lt. Commander Wallace had shouted at one point. “Why is the communications grid offline?”

Marie didn’t know. She’d literally just walked onto the bridge after eating dinner. “I’m not sure, sir,” she answered. “Let me look.”

“Not knowing isn’t acceptable,” he shouted with something of a grin. No one on the bridge looked at either of them. Marie wasn’t sure what she’d done to earn his disdain, but she could tell it was going to be hard to shake.

She rolled over onto her back on her billet, wishing she’d had a better response to him when he’d asked, but how could she have known what was going on. She was the secondary communications officer on the third shift. It was probably the lowest bridge position on the SFS Carter, but she had made it, and now she was faced with a commanding officer who seemed to dislike her from the moment they met.

“Ensign Marie Haggerman reporting for duty,” she’d said with a sharp salute at the beginning of her first shift.

He looked her up and down several times, his eyes lingering in a few places that a commanding officer’s eyes had no right to linger, but she was used to it, and besides she was a new ensign, and needed to make a good impression.

“Straight out of the academy, I assume,” he finally said. He wasn’t very tall, maybe 5’ 8” and he certainly was carrying more weight than any Solar Federation commander should be allowed to carry. His sagging cheeks reminded her of a very sad dark basset hound, but she didn’t dare smile at the thought.

“Yes, sir,” she answered.

“Uh huh.” He turned back to another crew member, leaving her standing there with no direct orders. After a minute, he turned back to her. “Still standing there...Greenie?”

She wasn’t sure what to say.

“Station,” he snapped at her.

She quickly saluted and went to the second communications officer’s station on the bridge. She thought she could hear him laugh slightly. What had she done?

Sleep finally came to her, but she knew afternoon would be here soon, and she’d have to eat, workout, and take care of a dozen other things before her shift started at 2300 hours.
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Waking up was never easy for Marie, but knowing she had to face Wallace made it that much harder. She went to the mirror and examined herself. She barely recognized the shoulder length brown hair. Most of her life she’d had hair all the way down her back, but that wasn’t regulation, so she’d had to cut it. She also didn’t recognize the sad face staring back at her. Life had always been hard for her, and while she’d never been an entirely happy person, she couldn’t ever remember being this unhappy at any point in her life before.

With a sigh, she realized it was time to head to her shift.

“2252? Trying to make a good impression, Greenie?” Lt. Commander Wallace asked her as she stepped onto the bridge.

“Just reporting for duty, sir,” she answered. She noticed that Commander Jenkins gave Wallace a sideways glance that seemed to disapprove of the way he was talking to her, but he didn’t say anything.

“Station,” he snapped. As she walked towards her seat, she heard him laugh and say, “Greenie.”

“You have the bridge,” Commander Jenkins said to him. “Try to keep the ship intact.” The last seemed to be a sarcastic comment, but Marie didn’t dare turn to see how Wallace was reacting. She didn’t need to draw any more attention to herself. “And take it easy on the new crewmembers,” Jenkins said, and Marie knew things were going to get much harder for her.

“Approaching Artemis Station,” the ship’s navigator said. “Expect to dock in six hours.”

“What would everyone think of letting Greenie pilot us into the station?

No one answered, and finally Marie turned, “Sir?” She noticed that Commander Jenkins had left the bridge.

“You can do it, can’t you, Greenie?”

The rest of the crew was looking very uncomfortable, but she wasn’t sure if it was because of the way he was treating her, or if it was because they were afraid that she might actually take control of the large ship, endangering the lives of all 400 crew members.

“No, sir. I can’t. I...”

“Don’t they teach piloting at the Academy anymore?”

“Sir?” Marie was even more confused by his adversarial tone. “I was trained to pilot a shuttle, but I’ve never even simmed piloting something like this.”

“Maybe you should go back and learn some more,” he answered. “It used to be they actually trained our recruits.”

Marie looked around the bridge, the only crewmember that would even look at her was an older woman at the science station. She could see the sympathy in the woman’s eyes, but it didn’t help her understand what was going on.

As her eyes moved back to Wallace, she could see him staring at her. She swallowed hard and turned back to her station. She could feel tears welling up in her eyes, but there was no way she could give him that kind of satisfaction.
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Artemis Station was one of many space stations orbiting the Earth’s moon. In fact, it was the newest station, having only come on line two months ago, and no one from the ship had been there before.

The station had .75 G, created by the rotation of the station, which felt much better than the fluctuations of gravity on the SFS Carter, gravity that was created by the constant changes in thrust. The station was bustling with activity, some people rushing to unknown destinations, and others milling about looking at shops, or talking to people they hadn’t seen in months, or just talking to people, but none of that mattered to Marie. She’d just gotten off duty and there was only one thing she needed, a drink.

She found herself in a place called Sharon’s. It was a dark and mostly quiet bar that was very well kept up, although a little cluttered behind the bar. Marie sat on a barstool at the bar and almost slid off. Living most of your life at 1G made you expect things to happen in a certain way, and that’s not how it was at lower gravity.

“First mission?” a gruff voice asked. Marie saw an older woman coming down the bar towards her. She was a slight woman with angular features. She looked like she’d lived a tough life, but there was something about her mischievous smile that made Marie instantly take a liking to her.

“Does it show?” she asked.

“A little,” the woman answered putting a shot glass in front of Marie and quickly pouring scotch into it, which was exactly what Marie had planned to order. “I’m Sharon,” the woman said. “This is my place.” Her arms stretched out to indicate the bar.

Marie looked around. “Nice,” she said.

“You think so?” Sharon asked leaning towards her. “Personally, I think it’s shit, but it’s better than being on Earth.”

Marie sat back, almost falling off the stool again. A small brown dog came running around the bar and approached Marie. At first, she thought the dog was mangy, but then she realized it was really well cared for and just had longer hair than she’d expect for a dog of its breed, whatever mix of breeds it might be. The dog came up to her and sniffed at her leg. Then it sat down, wagging its tail.

Marie carefully climbed off the barstool and scratched the dog between the ears. It twisted its head so that she was scratching closer to its left ear. Then, seemingly satisfied, the dog stood up and ran back around the bar.

“That’s Sonny,” Sharon said. “He likes you.”

For some reason that made Marie smile. “I’m glad.”

“So,” Sharon said, “Did you come in on the Carter?”

“Yeah.”

“First mission?”

“Yeah. I was part of the new crew assignments they picked up on Earth.”

Sharon studied her for several seconds. “Not really liking it, are you?”

Marie shook her head. She wasn’t usually the type to talk to strangers, but there was something about Sharon. “Having problems with my immediate commander.”

“A real asshole, eh?”

Marie laughed. “You could say that.”

Sharon shook her head. “Lots of these space captains think they’re Captain Kirk or Han Solo, but really they’re more like Captain Crunch.”

Marie laughed. “It’s not my Captain, it’s actually...”

“Greenie,” a voice said from behind her. Marie instantly stiffened. “Didn’t know you were a lush. Maybe that’s why you can’t find your way around the bridge.”

“Whiskey, neat,” he said, tapping his fingers on the bar. Sharon stared at him for several seconds. Lt. Commander Wallace didn’t seem to understand. “Whiskey, neat,” he repeated, tapping his fingers on the bar again.

Sharon still stared at him. “Your mom must have beat you during potty training,” she finally said.

“Excuse me,” he said. “I want a whiskey neat.”

“Didn’t your mommy teach you to say please?”

“Now look here...”

“No, you look here,” Sharon shouted in a raspy voice, pointing a bony finger at him. “I’m not under your command. You’re in my damn bar. If you want a drink, you say please.”

Wallace wriggled where he stood. “Whiskey, neat...please...”

Sharon turned to start on his drink, and Marie was sure she saw a hint of a grin. At that point, Sonny came running around the bar. He sniffed at Wallace’s leg and started barking.

“What the hell,” he said. “Why is there a mutt in here?”

“This is his place too,” Sharon said, pushing Wallace’s drink towards him. “He’s a really good judge of people, and he doesn’t like you.” She paused for a second and then a small smile came to her lips. “He’s a really good judge of character.”

Wallace took his drink and walked away. Marie leaned forward, “I didn’t say please.”

“Oh, sweetie, you didn’t have to. I liked you the moment you walked in. I could tell that space brains there was a dick, so he gets the full bitch treatment.”

Marie downed her drink trying not to laugh.

“Even as an ensign, you can’t let guys like that get to you,” Sharon said. “You have just as much right to be on that ship as the basset hound over there does. Stand your ground and you’ll see.”
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The next shift, Marie was ready for Lt. Commander Wallace. She strode onto the bridge with as much confidence as she could muster. She didn’t even bother looking at Wallace or at Commander Jenkins. Instead, she walked right over to her station, nodded to Lt. Evans, and said, “You’re relieved, sir.”

“Thank you, Ensign,” the Lieutenant said. He was a tall and thin man in his mid-forties, not exactly good looking, but not ugly either. All Marie knew was that he was always polite to her whenever she took over for him, or when she met him in the halls, not overly friendly, but at least polite. So many of the other crew members, especially those from the night shift seemed to be following Wallace’s lead by smirking at her, or on their best behavior, ignoring her.

Marie began to inspect what the Lieutenant had been working on and immediately started where he’d left off. She was going to do everything she could to keep on Wallace’s good side, or even better, avoid him noticing her at all, or so she hoped...

“Greenie,” she heard his voice boom. “Not waiting for orders tonight?”

She turned and looked at the overweight officer and noticed that Commander Jenkins had left the bridge, that explained Wallace’s change in behavior.

“No, sir. I know what I need to do.” She hoped her voice hadn’t cracked as she’d addressed him. She’d never liked confrontation, but she was learning that she might have to learn to embrace it if she wanted to get Wallace off of her back. At least, that’s what she imagined Sharon would do.

“We’ll see, Greenie,” he said.

“Yes, we will, sir,” she said with more spunk than she thought herself capable of. “And, sir, the name is Haggerman.”

“Of course it is...Greenie...”

If Marie had wanted a good night, she wasn’t going to get it. The communications array went offline three times during the night. Each time it was due to an obvious computer glitch, but Wallace continued to blame her.

“Again, Greenie,” he said the third time the array went down. “Can’t you get anything right?”

“Sir,” she said, fighting back tears, “You know the computer is glitching.”

“Yes, I know,” he said, and she thought he might apologize, “But a good communications officer would have been able to keep the array up.”

She knew it was a lie, but she couldn’t argue with him. He was her superior officer. She thought about going to the Captain, but he hadn’t been seen since the ship had docked at Artemis. He was apparently being briefed on their next mission, but as soon as he came back, she swore to herself that she’d talk to him.

Just then, the Captain walked onto the bridge. She’d only seen him once, and she’d thought then that he was a man that oozed confidence, but now he looked nervous. He gestured, not very politely, for Wallace to move out of the command chair, and Wallace quickly complied. It was nice seeing him squirm a little.

“Helm,” the Captain said. “Plot a course for the Jovian system. We leave at 1600.”

“Yes, sir.”

“May I ask,” Wallace started to say.

“No, you may not,” the Captain said as he started to leave the bridge. “Just see that everything is working right. We’re going to need every system at its best.”

Once the Captain had left the bridge, Wallace turned to Marie, “Greenie!”
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The ship would be leaving in a few hours, but she had time for a drink before she tried to grab some shut eye. She walked into Sharon’s, wishing she could just go back to Earth and do something else, anything else.

“Still having trouble with the basset hound?” Sharon asked with a crooked smile.

“Does it show?”

“All over your face,” she said, setting up a shot glass and a bottle. Sonny came running around the end of the bar for more ear scratches, which Marie was more than happy to give. Some people were so much easier to please.

“No matter what I do,” Marie said, “He bites my head off. I could pilot the ship out of a supernova and he’d find some way to criticize me.”

Sharon nodded for a few seconds. “Of course he would,” she finally said. “He’s an asshole.”

Marie laughed. She wished she could say something like that, but he was her superior officer, so all she could say was yes, sir.

“Look,” Sharon said, pointing at her. “You’re too worried about getting this butthead’s respect. What does that matter?”

“He’s my superior officer.”

“So! He’s obviously not a superior person, so why care about him. Screw him. Do your job, and eventually he’ll see what you’re made of, and if not, oh well. Don’t lose sleep over a jerk like that.”

“I guess so,” Marie said, but she knew she didn’t sound very convincing.

“I’m right, damn it. I’ve seen more than you can imagine. Do you know why I’m running this little dive here instead of on Earth?”

Marie shook her head.

“My son died,” Sharon said, and her voice cracked slightly before she shook her head. “I know what you’re thinking, I’m an old bitch, so it must have happened a while ago, but he just died last year after a long illness. An illness that I took care of him through, so yeah, I’ve seen a lot.”

“I’m sorry,” Marie said. “I...”

Sharon shook her head. “I didn’t say I was done.”

“Sorry.”

“A few years before that, my husband walked out onto the porch and killed himself.”

Marie really didn’t know what to say. She knew about life trauma herself, but she hated hearing what others had gone through, but she really liked Sharon, so she wanted to learn more about her.

“So, yeah, I know about shit, and guys like your commander are everywhere, but you’ll earn his respect.” It seemed like Sharon had just shifted gears and decided not to finish her story, but Marie knew better than to push her.

Marie shook her head. “I don’t...”

“And if he doesn’t respect you,” Sharon interrupted, “Kill him!”

“What?” Marie looked up from her drink in surprise, but Sharon had her usual wry smile, and Marie realized she was kidding, or maybe she was kidding. She was quickly learning that you couldn’t always be sure of just how serious Sharon was.
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It took almost a week to get to the Jovian System, and each night was misery. Wallace blamed everything on her, no matter what the problem.

On the fifteenth day, Commander Jenkins walked onto the bridge. “Transfer Command to me,” he said to the computer system.

“Excuse me,” Wallace said.

Jenkins shook his head. “We need you to lead a mission. There’s a rebel cell that’s taken over Orbiter Twelve, and we need you to take a shuttle and negotiate with them.”

“Very well, sir. I want Leonard...”

“No,” Jenkins cut him off. “The Captain and I have already decided on who will be going with you. You’ll be taking Adamson, Baker, and Haggerman.”

If Marie was surprised to hear her name, Wallace seemed even more surprised. “Sir,” he finally said, “Haggerman’s green. This is going to be a delicate mission. Why her?”

Jenkins took a few seconds, clearly trying to think of how he wanted to phrase things, and obviously trying to calm himself down. “To be blunt,” he finally said, “Haggerman’s scores say that she’s the third best shuttle pilot on the ship. Only Adamson and the Captain have scored better, so she’s your back up pilot, and your back up communications officer.”

“But sir...”

“No buts. She’s a better pilot than me, and a hell of a lot better pilot than you, so she’s on the mission. If you don’t want her, we’ll find someone else to command the mission.”

Wallace stood up straight, and Marie hoped her mouth wasn’t hanging open, because she wasn’t
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