Chapter 2


The trip to SR3-88 would take just over three weeks from this point on the frontier, provided they didn’t get stalled for any length of time.  Admiral Mirson had left Angseth in charge of the operations of all three vessels since she was the more senior officer of the group.  Angseth wondered why Svenson wasn’t the one leading the charge since, as she saw it, this whole mess was over him anyway. The budget had landed in her lap, and it didn’t take an in-depth look to see that they were horribly under-funded.  Angseth’s work station had been flooded with files requesting repairs on all three ships, supply lists, and last-minute budget changes.  It was enough for Angseth to leave her office several times gritting her teeth in frustration.

There were three ships to account for: Captain Thomas in the battleship Regal, Science Officer Svenson in the Science Vessel Socrates, and Angseth’s own battleship Mabus.  Thankfully the Regal already had most of her budget worked out.  It didn’t take long for Angseth to make slight more cost-effective changes to her supply list.  Captain Thomas hovered over her shoulder the entire time, ceaselessly asking questions about why she made certain alterations.  When he began talking about the simulations at the academy, it made it all the easier for Angseth to chalk it up to his lack of experience.  After a while she learned to tune most of it out and only nodded her head at the right moments to show that she was still listening.  The Socrates on the other hand was a bit of a conundrum.  Even though the vessel was huge it had a relatively small crew.  That made for small food and supply lists, but the alterations that were required for storing all of their equipment was a bit extreme.  It was the first time that Angseth ever had to request the near-equivalent ratio of food to coolant for a vessel.  She made a note to perhaps peruse the ship to see if there was anymore closet space she could cram a spectrum reader into.  That was before she learned that the Scientists aboard the ship would be sharing bunks.  Even Svenson would be bunking with his first officer.

The Mabus…the Mabus as always was a challenge.  Her first draft of a budget extension was denied.  Mirson had always been up her ass about the protein demands of her crew.  Once again, Angseth had to drag out the old charts and place the report before the Admiral to provide full reasoning behind her budget requests.  Most of her crew were not human, and the few humans she had hailed from mostly heavier worlds.  Different species had different dietary needs.  Species classes B and D needed more protein, while Heavy-Worlders needed more calcium.  Mirson fell just shy of offering her vouchers at refueling stations along the way.  As she argued back and forth with him, she was given three-quarters of her budget extension, but not the full amount.  Admiral Mizzen wouldn’t have argued with her, just given her what she needed, then again, Mizzen wasn’t a human.

Angseth sat in her temporary office going over the last few figures along with Serec and Briar.  She had been at this for the past twelve hours and didn’t care if she never even looked at another number for the next ten years.  After rubbing her head she groaned.  “You know, for someone intent on having us escort this vessel, Mirson seems a little reluctant to give us the things we need.”  She scanned through the supply list to see if there was anything else she could cut.


Serec spoke from his desk “I suppose the Admiral feels he should only spend so much on cannon fodder.”


Angseth smiled but called out. “Hey, it’s bad luck to joke around like that.”


Serec grinned, then went back to his network of holo screens.  The light from the screens reflected in his glasses, also holo-capable.  Angseth closed her eyes and reached for her glass of water.  Serec was an average-looking human, one of the few non-heavies on her ship.  He was in his late thirties, but looked like he was pushing fifty.  He always preferred to wear his engineering jumpsuit even at inappropriate times.  Angseth wondered briefly how long it had taken Briar to peel him out of it the other day and put on a formal suit for the wedding.  The jumpsuit was covered in stains made from every kind of fluid that could be found covering the inner workings of a battle cruiser.  She could always tell he was coming by the jingle of bolts he always kept in his pocket. Smells of ship-grade hydraulic fluid seemed to precede him when he entered a room.  Angseth had first met Serec when she needed repairs to her Fighter.  She remembered walking up to the gentleman in the middle of the room assuming that he was the head engineering officer, but was surprised when Serec himself pulled his skinny body out of the engine compartment of another craft and walked over to her, then shook her hand.  Angseth still remembered the feel of the lubricant on his hand slapping her palm and the sensation of it ooze between her fingers.  Serec had been almost thirty-two at the time, but still had that excited kids grin.  Angseth knew at that moment that Serec would never be happier than he was while crawling around like some oily worm in the belly of a great engine.

She looked over her calendar for the next day to see if Admiral Mirson was planning an inspection of her craft before she left.  She hated the inspections.  Thankfully she seemed to be in the clear.


“Now that we have all the food and supplies taken care of, what do we have left for weaponry?”  Angseth asked Serec.


“I always found it funny that it’s cheaper to buy a bullet than a loaf of bread.”  Serec smiled then went over his list.  “We still have a good compliment of ammo.  We are shy a few rounds, but we used those to make mandatory calibration and target practice shots.  I don’t even think we’ll need anymore blasting compound.”


“I’ve been receiving some requests from the Socrates to carry a few of their supplies.  What bays to we have available?”


“Hmm…I think 15F through 19F should do nicely.  The walls can be removed to create a larger space if need be.”


Angseth looked over their weapons cache.  “Go ahead and order enough to fill in what we’re missing, and perhaps just a little extra.  I had read a bulletin this morning that said there was some pirate activity in the area we will be traveling through.  I don’t want to be caught unprepared.”


Serec made the proper adjustments, and then asked every one if all orders had been placed.  Angseth nodded, as did Briar.  Serec then sent the order through, and waited for the confirming e-mail.  A small beep went through the room, it was Angseths personal com.  She picked it up and spoke.


“Angseth.”  She stated.


“Captain.”  It was Thomas.  Angseth rolled her eyes, then settled back into her chair.  “I was hoping to compare notes with you as the capacity of our ships holding capabilities. “


“Spit it out Thomas, what do you want me to carry?”


“Well, there is some mining equipment—“


Angseth looked at the com, not believing what she had just heard.  “Mining equipment?  What the hell do we need mining equipment for—oh never mind.  Yes I can carry some of it.”  She rubbed her forehead then blacked out the areas of the decks 15F and 16F on her holo screen, indicating that they were now reserved. “I’ve got you down for bays 15F and 16F.”

“Thank you Captain, is there anything I can do for you?”


Angseth went silent for a moment then a grin spread across her face.  “How much of your protein ration are you willing to give up?”


“I…I’ll see what I can do.”


The com link faded, and Angseth sighed.  “That boy is going to get eaten alive.”


“Don’t underestimate him.”  Briar smiled.


“I think you’ve got some dirt for us.”  Angseth said, standing and closing the door.  The door slid shut and she locked it, slipping back into her seat, and resting her hands in her lap. ”Cough it up honey.”


Serec removed his glasses and turned his chair away from the holo screens, setting them all on stand-by.


“I took a bit of digging, but I have finally turned up the backgrounds of our fellow voyagers.”  Briar turned in his chair until the three of them had their backs to their terminals, and faced each other. “Which would you prefer first my sweet?”

Angseth smirked, but Serec answered for her.  “Thomas.”  He called out.


“Thomas...also known as Captain Henry Thomas.  A relative of Mirsons by the recent marriage we witnessed not too long ago.  He is now Mirson’s nephew in law.”


“That explains quite a bit.”  Angseth mused.


“But that is not the extent of his accomplishments.  Henry Thomas entered into Syren Galactic Junior Cadet Training Academy at the tender age of 7, where he was excelled past all of his other classmates at a record speed.  Where it usually takes one roughly six years to complete all required courses, this boy did it in four.”


“I hate him already.  Money and brains”


“He has been hailed as a prodigy in warfare and diplomacy, and the future looks very bright for him, provided he can keep his head on long enough.  After graduating with honors, top of his class etc. from SGJCTA, at the age of 12 he was enrolled in three of the most highly recognized training schools the Confederation has to offer. Cervea Officer Academy, Galactic Confederation Training Academy, and New West Point. I had to look up COA myself.”


“How could he be in three of them at once?”


“Since some of the extra courses he had taken at SGJCTA had credits that transferred over to the new schools, and if you remember, most of these schools depend on athletics and infantry training as part of their curriculum.   Since he was so young, or so the paperwork says, the infantry training was waved, which left him with nothing to take but the officer courses, which of course can be taken in a short amount of time compared to the infantry training.  Now since he did not take the infantry training he wasn’t able to get a full diploma at any of these schools, however they did award him a certificate of achievement, which as most of us know, is just as good.”

“But even with all that training, how could he make Captain so soon?”


“After schooling, he was placed as a Junior Officer aboard the Fleet Flagship, the Infinity.”  Briar took a sip of water.  “And there he has remained for the past three years.  Until he was called in by Admiral Mirson to attend the wedding of his daughter.  Made sense, except that after the wedding, Mirson had handed over the Regal to Thomas, and given him a promotion.  This would be the first ship that Thomas has piloted solo.  But he has had the training.”


“That’s…stupid.”


“Perhaps, but did that budget look as if it came from a stupid kid?”


Angseth bit her bottom lip.  Not very many seasoned officers could come up with a budget as balanced as that.  “Okay, so he has book smarts, but that doesn’t mean that I have to baby-sit him.”


“Ready for our second companion?” 


Angseth sighed. “Can’t get any worse.”


“Science Officer Theodore Svenson hails from Rovien.  Rovien is not so much a planet as a huge station that had been abandoned over 500 years ago.  Roughly 100 years ago, a group of scientists wanting to study without the constraints of Federation law decided to fix and settle in the derelict space station.  Federation law, and even Confederation law has very strict rules when performing certain experiments on a planets surface.  However a space station is private property, so rules are relaxed.  Over time, the original Rovites had renovated and restored the station back to working condition.  However since they lacked most of the man power, and it would prove too risky to apply for an immigration license, they fell to the only option they had left to them, Cloning.  Everyone aboard Rovien is a Clone of one of the original scientists.  Over one hundred scientists have settled there when the station was claimed, but now Rovien boasts a population of over two million.”

“Even if they cloned each scientist a hundred times, wouldn’t that make the gene pool very thin?”  Serec asked.


“Yes, it would, and it still wouldn’t be enough for two million people.  That’s because even though Rovien technically has no immigration license, that doesn’t block it from taking in refugees.”


“So they use Refugees to supplement their population?”


“Not just any refugees, you have to have be a scientist, and willing to perform acts of science that would push the limits of understanding.  As far as I know, no theory is too far-fetched.  The more progress you have made, the more they want you.  Rumors have it that Rovites have even stooped to taking blood samples of scientific leaders and cloning them back on Rovien.  However, Rovien’s lax laws have made it a home for those who do unspeakable acts in the name of Science.”

“Great, a station full of mad scientists.”


“Theodore Svenson is a clone of one of the original founders of Rovien.  He has about 300 brothers, and all records show that he is a Variable.”


“What does that mean?”


“In everyone’s genetic code, you have a set system of features.  Usually all these features follow the same path, but there is one random gene that allows for mutation.  In cloning, you have a genetic code to follow, and nine times out of ten, you will get the same exact thing, but sometimes there is a fluke, and the tenth one comes out…different.  Most of the time the fluke doesn’t live, however it appears Theodore was handed an easy sentence.  He became an albino, and from what I’ve been able to gather, doesn’t follow the same thought pattern of his brothers.”

“An individual clone.”


“In essence.  He is on medications, because he has been known to have…spells.”


“Spells, like when the Captain has spells?”


Angseth tossed her pen at him.  Serec laughed.

“I haven’t read much, but they seem to come into play when his hormone levels are off.”


“Great a clone with PMS.”


Angseth turned toward Serec.  “Would you please?”


Serec lifted his hand, mimicking a buttoning gesture over his lips.


Briar stifled a chuckle.  “Medication had almost eliminated the occurrence of these spells, however, the fact that he still has them makes him ineligible for a higher rank than Science Officer.”


Angseth nodded.  “No wonder he seems so nervous.  A side effect of the medication?”


“Who knows, perhaps it’s just his nature.”  Briar yawned.  “Anyway.  That’s all I could dig up on those two.  Hope it helps.”


Angseth nodded.  “Indeed it does.”


--------------------------------------------------

Angseth took one last look around the suite she had been staying in for the past week.  All seemed to be in order.  The bed was made, everything had been cleared off the dressers.  She wanted to make sure that she had left no sock or odd bauble behind, she wanted no reminder of her presence.  She closed and locked the door, then picked up her duffel bag and slung it over her shoulder.  The Mabus was waiting, and she couldn’t wait to get back in command of her ship. 


It took just a little over twenty minutes to catch a shuttle, walk and then ride to the holding bay where the Mabus was docked.  She could already see most of her crew lining up on the huge platform that served as the dock.  Briar was already there, as was Serec, scanning a data pad and seeming to curse under his breath.  Angseth stepped out of the shuttle and walked the 100 or so yards along the dock toward her waiting crew.  The Mabus was held in one of the larger bays.  Numerous tubes and umbilicals connected to bays carrying supplies and fuel.  A few tethers acted as redundancies to keep the ship in place even though the force fields and docking clamps did most of the work.  The gangplank had been extended and currently Briar was trying to get the security booth up and running.  The booth consisted of a field that scanned for all manner of metals and objects.  Two of Mirson’s guards were standing by, looking more bored than authoritive.  They were there to assure that no one brought any contraband on board. Contraband included exotic fruits, animals, weaponry, unauthorized electronic equipment, and any device that didn’t meet Confederation requirements.  During Angseth’s command of the Mabus, the most amusing thing anyone had tried to smuggle aboard was a “sophisticated” android.  The poor creature had been broken down into several components between different crew members.  It had been like trying to find the prize.  They had first uncovered a hand, which had been confiscated, then noticed a trend as more and more body parts were recovered.  In the end Angseth didn’t know if she should punish those involved for trying to sneak unauthorized technology on board, or for trying to bring a stow-away onboard.  That had been the most unusual case, aside from the usual wide variety of weapons, most of which Angseth wished that she could have kept herself.

Angseth and her Commanding Officers stood at the head of the column.  They would be the first allowed on board, and given an hour to check the ship over.  The crew would then be allowed to board.  Briar stood at the side of the security field.  He would be the last to board, only after everyone had been accounted for.  Serec was constantly checking on the updates of the loading of supplies.


“Relax Serec.”  Angseth said, noticing a bead of sweat moving down the side of his face.


“They’re running behind with our supplies.  I’ve always found it funny that they load the guns before the food.”  He looked up as Angseth picked up her duffel bag and smaller brief case.  She stepped calmly through the booth as Briar saluted smartly.  She smirked as she walked past him.  Briar turned his head as he watched her walk up the gangplank.  Tight muscles moved under her captain’s uniform, her gait broken only by the slight limp from her cybernetic leg.  Briar felt that Angseth was a woman totally oblivious to her own looks and presence.  “Get a good look Briar.  You’ll be going a whole hour without seeing her.”  Serec smirked

“Please put your bag in the scanner.”


Serec smiled and plopped the bag down on the table.  Briar always had subtle ways of being a pain in the ass when he wanted to.


“What do you know, I might have to do a more in depth search.  Seems you have a lot of mechanical components in here.”


“No shit Lieutenant.  That’s why I’m the chief engineering officer.  I carry components around with me.”


“Hmm…empty out the contents of your bag please.”


Serec snagged his bags then dumped out the contents.  Briar went through quite a few motions seeming to scan everything inside.  Finally Briar spoke.  “Well, it seems I made the mistake.  Go on and take your things Lieutenant.”


Serec shoved his items back in the bag, and then walked through the field. 


The security guards scanned his bags again for good measure, then Serec followed behind his Captain.  Briar had just thrown down the first challenge. That was okay, Serec would see how long the fur-ball could last without proper Air Conditioning in his quarters. The other officers fell into line as Briar began scanning each of their bags.  So far so good.  Hopefully no one would try to sneak some kind of odd critter on this time.


Angseth slowly moved up the gangplank to her ship.  She hated crossing the walkway.  The gangplank was little more than a covered umbilical with grating on the floor to walk on.  Angseth preferred the firm ground of either her ship or a station, and of course the blessed earth of whatever planet she had the fortune to walk upon.  The umbilical often shook and rocked like a waterbed, even though the loose framework prevented too much movement.  The subtle swaying and gyrations of the umbilical were often enough to knock the equalizers in her cybernetic leg off just slightly, making it harder for her to walk.  Angseth always wrapped one hand firmly around the guard rail, and focused purely on the hexagonal door at the other end.  The tube began even more of a subtle shaking as more of her officers stepped into the thing.  She quickened her pace and stumbled the last few feet.  With a sigh of relief she stepped aboard the Mabus.  Immediately she could feel the tenseness in her arms and head melt away.  The phantom limb that had settled in her cybernetic leg faded.  She was home.

The Mabus was a battle cruiser that was just over seventy years old.  This particular class of ship had been getting phased out over the years, each one either used for target practice or stripped down and used to make other newer ships.  Angseth was determined to keep the Mabus in service.   It had served her well, and perhaps if she was lucky enough, she could buy it outright and use it as a transport.


As far as warships went, the Mabus had an average comfort level.  The little décor it had was pleasing to the eye, and functional.  Most ships had the same flat grey on the interior, however the grey floors and walls on the Mabus had been replaced by off-white and indirect lighting.  Most of that was due to Angseths insistence that crews on such long voyages often grew depressed and disoriented when faced with the same flat color for so long.  Color psychology had worked, and thus far Angseth had one of the more active and ready crews in the Confederation.  The floors had been covered in a rubber-like substance to prevent the hoofed members of her crew from slipping.  Hexagonal-shaped halls opened and closed at regular intervals to keep air-flow and environmental systems optimal.


Angseth set her bag down inside the door and stretched.   Her back popped once, and she lowered her arms.  It was time to begin the time-honored ritual of the walk-through.  She left her bags by the door, and would not pick them back up again until she was sure the ship was in working order.  When she came back to retrieve her bags that would be Briars cue to start letting the rest of the crew onboard. Angseth stood beside the door and greeted her officers as they came onboard.  Serec and Briar seemed to be caught up in something further down the gangplank.  Did Serec actually bring something with him, or was Briar just being an ass?  She turned as Bearn, her medical officer came aboard with his wife, the assistant medical officer.

“Welcome aboard.”  She shook their hands in greeting.

“Good to be back onboard Captain.  Been waiting for a week.”  Bearn was a heavy-world human in his mid-thirties.  He had dark coffee-colored skin, dark brown eyes, and hair that hung almost halfway down his back corded into thick dreadlocks.  Angseth found her eye drawn to the intricate tattoo common of men in his tribe.  It took up the majority of the left side of his face, starting at his temple and extending down the side of his face, under his eye and ending at his jaw.  His wife, Sakari Bearn stood at his side, checking a data pad in her hands.  She was a smaller in frame than Angseth, but about the same height as the Captain.  Sakari was soft-spoken and nurturing, however she could have razor-sharp tongue when the need arose.  Angseth had watched this small woman reduce creatures from races twice her size down to dejected piles of flesh.  Her skin was slightly lighter in tone than her husbands, yet Angseth pitied the poor soul that mistook her for a small frail human.  Angseth had always held both Zaine and Sakari Bearn in very high respect.
 Angseth greeted other officers for the next few minutes, and gave a few last minute instructions before turning and heading toward the bridge.

Doors opened and closed behind her as Angseth walked through the halls and work spaces between the main loading docks and the bridge.  She ran her hands along the different rivets and gaskets, along the top of door frames.  So far it seemed to be in order.  The dust was at a tolerable level, and the pressure-equalizers were doing well maintaining the atmosphere of the vessel.  As another set of doors opened before her, Angseth felt the gravity in the ship begin to fluctuate.  Good, Serec was cranking up the gravity, since there were many heavy-worlders on her craft; they required more gravity to maintain a healthy circulatory system.  If Serec was already in position, then the next few moments would be filled with minor rolling black-outs as he ran a diagnostic on the ship.  Angseth smiled as she stopped at the door to the bridge, and then punched in a key-code at the door.  The door hissed open and Angseth stepped inside.


The Bridge was one of the only rooms not equipped with gravity generators.  The room was in the shape of a large sphere 75 feet in diameter.  Placed along the walls at regular intervals were small alcoves where monitoring stations for the ships navigation and energy levels were nestled.  Taking the vast majority of one wall of the sphere was a large view-screen.  Even though the Bridge was set fairly deep into the ship, the large view-screen gave the impression that they were sitting just at the bow of the craft. Currently the main holo-screen and those in the monitoring stations were either dark or flashed a stand-by message.  Hovering in the center of the sphere was her captain’s chair.  The chair was a large bubble-shaped throne that was equipped with holograpshs of all the stations and terminals around her.  The chair was padded in black leather, and had to one of the most comfortable things Angseth had ever sat on.


Captain Angseth stepped through the doorway and felt her body and leg relax as the weight lifted from her joints.  She braced her self and pushed off the floor, gliding through the air to her captain’s chair.  Her hands found a few grips on the side and she used those to maneuver herself into the chair.  She sat down, the leather warming to her body.  The holo-screens around her began to flicker to life, each asking for her pass codes and confirmation numbers.  Angseth ran her hands over the arm rests and then began to paging her officers.

“Serec, Please report.”


“The weapon systems have checked out, and all of the munitions have been stored safely.  All I’m waiting for right now is the rest of the equipment they want us to carry.”  Serec spoke with a bit of a muffle to his voice.  Angseth had a clear holographic image of Serec with several holo-screens floating around him and a stylus pinched between his lips as he worked on something else.

“Thank you.”  Angseth began to boot up the systems on the bridge.  Around her screens began to flicker to life.


“We even appear to lost that warp murmur we had when we came in.”


“Good, let me know when the supplies have all been loaded.”


“The umbilicals are beginning to beak away now.”


Reports began to come in from the Bearns and the ships mess-hall chefs.  Equipment was good, supplies had been put away properly, and everything was ready for the bulk of the crew.  Angseth pushed away from her Captain’s chair and descended to the entry hatch.  It only took her a moment to arrive at the main gangplank and pick her bags up.  From this point she could see Briar already performing preliminary scans on some of their known repeat offenders for bringing contraband onboard.  They had already been singled out from the group and Mirsons security officers were going through their things.  The officers seemed to be thankful to have something to do.  Briar looked up in time to see his Captain remove her bags and then he began to let crew members aboard.  Angseth stood and welcomed the first twenty or so, then made her way to her personal quarters to drop off her things.


Her own quarters were not very impressive.  Angseth preferred the minimal art-deco look.  She only had two rooms to herself, a bedroom and an office-like area.  The bedroom had a large bed, neatly made and covered in bedding that she had found at another station.  The design and texture appealed to her so she snagged them.  Her office was combined work-space and entertainment.  She kept most of the holo-screens herded to one side of the room.  As Angseth stepped in she was greeted by a holographic image of Samus Aran hovering over her coffee table.  “I thought I had turned all those off.”  She reached out and deactivated the image.  She also kept one of the few decent scans of a Metroid.  She recalled with a smile a time when she had brought a guest into her quarters with the Metroid holograph still activated.  The poor man almost wet himself.  Angseth tossed her bags in on her bed, and then made her way to the Bridge again.  Her obsession was nothing new to any one of her crew, her reputation had been almost built upon her obsessions.  Briar wasn’t as interested in Aran as she was, but the newer cadets could never get enough of her stories.  Angseth didn’t mind telling of her adventures on Aether, as long as the audience showed that same amount of curiosity that she had shown so long ago.  She didn’t like telling the stories at parties because then she was nothing more than a performing ape and she felt that she had to know a person to a certain level before she started sharing pieces of herself.

Upwards of 15 people were bouncing off the walls and into their stations abroad the bridge. Angseth paused for a moment inside the door before pushing off the floor and floating to her chair as the cry of “Captain on the bridge!” echoed through the room.  Angseth felt a smile come over her lips.  The Mabus was safe, it was home, and everyone aboard felt like family.  She settled into her chair again calling out.  “As you were.”  The main screen had been fully warmed up providing a stunning view of the interior of the docking bay.

 “Good morning ladies and gentlemen.”  Angseth called out to the room.  “It’s good to see everyone again.  I hope all of you have had enough down-time to last for a good while.”


There was a approving titter.  Could it honestly be that everyone wanted off that station as much as their dear Captain?  Or were they all just broke and needed a place to stay for the night?

  
Angseth called out.  “Ensign Creet, could you please hail the Socrates and the Regal?”

“Aye Captain.”


Angseth ran over her check lists as holograms of both Captain Thomas and S.O. Svenson appeared at either side of her.  She thought for a moment that they looked like the classic depictions of the shoulder angel and demons that were supposed to tempt humans and guide their choices, but shook that thought away.  She couldn’t start looking at them like that.


“Captain Angseth?”


“I wanted to check our projected flight path against our joint navigation systems.  We will travel in formation until we reach the edge of the Syren solar system.  From there the path should be clear enough to slip into warp.”


“Why so far out Captain Angseth?”  Svenson asked.  Angseth was a little surprised that the scientist of the group would be the one to ask such a silly question.

“I don’t want to risk our three ships creating too much of a wake.  Three masses as large as ours could create an eddy that will take a while to clear away.”  She responded as smoothly as she could.

“I see.”


Angseth downloaded the navigation route from their ships and synchronized the data.  Since they would all be taking the exact same route, they couldn’t wander off too far.  Wakes were dangerous things.  Every craft, no matter how large or small created a wake when they warped.  There was not much matter out in space, but there was still matter.  The molecules were spread further apart, but they were still there.  One of the first things that Angseth had learned when she quit the Marines and joined the Space-Force was all about Wakes and Auras.

Every ship created a magnetic field around itself just by existing.  This field was often used as a basis for all other technology.  Within this field were many layers, and more layers could be generated provided one had enough power.  The natural existing field was called the “Aura.”  All other external components on a vessel were based within the Aura.  By manipulating the Aura, one could create shields, send out external scans, vanish off radar and sonar screens, as well as base cloaking maneuvers.  The Aura was also used as a stable area when engaging in warp.  Angseth had seen it explained to her as a bubble that surrounded the ship, and when one warped, this bubble followed you.  The Aura also had a bad habit of attracting other molecules to it; this was a problem for much larger ships.  When one warped, you essentially left an absence of matter behind you.  This was called the Wake.  Anything in the immediate area was sucked into the wake.  The larger the ship warping out, the more matter it drew.  Any smaller craft could be caught in the wake and have their systems disrupted or get sucked off course.  When two or more large ships warped at the same time, their crossing wakes could cause an Eddy.  An eddy was a vortex of conflicting energy.  Eddies happened in the wild all the time, but once again, smaller craft ran the risk of getting smashed to pieces in two conflicting currents.  Confederation law stated that ample distance must be given between the warping ship and other vessels, crafts, planets, or stations.  It was a rule that Angseth followed to the letter.  She knew the dangers of wakes and auras on a ship.  She had gotten caught in one and that had cost her leg.

“Docking clamps have fallen away Captain.”


“Good, now maneuver out and keep the heading steady.”  Angseth watched the main screen as their projected path appeared before her.  “Easy.  As much satisfaction as it would bring me to clip the Regal, I can’t cause so much damage early in the mission.”

“Aye-Aye Captain.”  Voices were reporting in from all around her.


“Clearance has been received to take path Beta5 to the edge.”


“Really want us out of here do they?”  Angseth sat back in her chair as the exterior of the station left her view screens and was replaced with the infinity of space she had known since she was a child.  “Keep ahead on current bearing; let’s see if we can get these two guys to follow us.”


“Aye Captain.”


Once the Mabus was free of the pull of the station, Angseth gave one look back.  Another mission, another day, and another prayer to return safely.


-------------------------------------------------------------

Aether.  The sound of those damned wasps.  Wasps roughly the size of a person’s arm.  The Hunter was blasting away at the cursed things.  Every burst of energy from the barrel of the gun felt like a sledgehammer to the inside of Angseth’s skull.  Angseth had been awakened by the sound of plasma fire, and the constant screaming of the wasps.  She was vaguely aware of the sensation of movement.  Her body had been slung over the Hunter’s shoulder.  Angseth opened her eyes and saw the ground fall away below them.  Aran was leaping over large rocks and crates with ease.  As consciousness returned, Angseth tried to recall the events of the past few hours before she had passed out.  She had gotten jumped by a gang of Ing-possessed Splinters, and had lay there dieing when Aran came rolling into the base in her Morph-Ball form.  The last thing that Angseth could remember was the business end of the Power Cannon mounted on Aran’s arm on level with her head.  Aran had just dispatched all of Angseth’s Ing-possessed zombie comrades and Angseth had picked a bad time to move.  The Hunter had snapped around and leveled that big green instrument of total destruction at her face.  Angseth remembered how big that cannon looked, like she could just crawl inside the freakishly huge barrel and make a little home next to the plasma generator at the other end.  She could also remember passing out.  However whether the cannon or just sheer exhaustion caused her to lose consciousness was still lost to her.

Angseth took note of her current situation.  Her body slung over the shoulder of her idol, bleeding and whimpering at every blast that dispatched their enemies.  The only thing that Angseth could really make out at the moment was the color of the dirt the Hunters gold boots were kicking up.  Everything seemed the same hue and color, with the vague exception of the sky.  When Aran jumped, Angseth had the opportunity to study the simple tread on the bottom of Aran’s boots.  The Hunter stopped jumping for a moment, giving Angseth an opportunity to study her surroundings without all of the bouncing and dust.  It was a valley, surrounded by tall steep sharp mountains.  She and her fellow Marines had set up a part of their base-camp here.  Angseth could remember the layout quite well.  Aran began moving again and stepped behind a stack of crates.  Splinters were now pouring from every shady nook and cranny, coming after them.  Aran slipped Angseth off her shoulder and placed her limp body between a crate and a convenient boulder.  Angseth felt her head hit the crate and let out a small grunt.  After all she had been through today, a little knock on the head did little to phase her. Aran stood and slipped from view.  Angseth saw the last glint of gold as the Hunter’s feet went around the corner.  Angseth still felt groggy.  Her vision was blurry, but slowly correcting.  She also had the mother of all headaches.

“I’m not…dead…almost wish I was through.”  Angseth breathed.  She looked over her body through the view-screen on her helmet.  However neither the screen, nor the helmet were hers.  This…this is Bakers helmet…and that belongs to…She, She repaired my suit.  She took parts from the rest of the team and repaired my suit!  For a moment the thought crossed her mind that the pieces of metal now guarding her legs and arms had formerly been on dead bodies, however the thought was easily pushed away.  These were men and women she had worked with, knew better than her own family.  They had laughed together, eaten together, sweated and played together.   Men and women she had watched die, heard their last screams coming over the com-link as they called out to loved ones.  Something else was clawing at her chest, guilt.  Guilt that by some miracle she had survived and they…


“No…not now.”  Angseth pushed the tears away.  There would be time for crying later, right now she had to live.  She could morn some other time.


Aside from the headache, Angseth felt almost no pain.  She could feel that her wounds had been wrapped and dressed under the armor, and the cobbled suit had been loaded with enough stimulants and pain killer to keep the discomfort at bay for some time.


The sounds of plasma fire faded.  Angseth turned her head toward the corner she had seen Aran turn.  After a moment Angseth could see a gold reflection on the rock as Aran came back around the corner.  In her left hand she held two energy orbs, and a rifle was slung over her shoulder.  She knelt before Angseth and dropped the rifle in her lap, as well as the two orbs.  Angseth looked stupidly down at the rifle.  It was standard issue, used Galactic standard rounds; just by glancing at it Angseth could tell that it was fully loaded.  Samus Aran stood, walked to the corner, then lifted her left hand and waved it once, in the universal “goodbye” gesture.

For a moment Angseth pondered the gesture, but when Aran didn’t return after a moment, Angseth stood and peeked around the corner of the crate.


The Hunter was nowhere to be seen.


“Oh hell no.”  Angseth limped out from behind the crates.  Dead Splinters littered the ground and War Wasps seemed to be out scouting around looking for more prey.  The sound of plasma fire could be heard echoing through the chasm.  “What kind of shit of this?”  Angseth called toward the distant echo.  “You doctor me up, drop a gun in my lap, and then leave me?!”  Angseth cocked the gun and heard a bullet drive home into the chamber. Her ears began to ring as she gave herself a burst of stimulants.  “I am not staying behind here and letting the same thing happen to me that happened to my comrades.” At the mention of her fellow marines, the beast guilt threatened to break free of its cage again.  Angseth paused, looking around the valley.  If she refused to feed it, the beast would go back into hiding until she could find time to deal with it.  All around her were crates they had unloaded from the drop-shop.  Each containing supplies and weapons. She walked over to the nearest crate and studied it for a moment.  She didn’t have the access codes for the weapons crates.  Only the CO had those codes as he was the one responsible for keeping an inventory of their stock.  Angseth wondered if she could somehow get the codes from him, but the idea of raiding the body of her dead CO for codes seemed…improper.  She stood and examined the nearest crate, then stepped back and opened fire.  It took five rounds before the metal cracked and caved, giving Angseth enough room to reach her hand in and pull out a few fresh clips with rounds.  The plasma fire was beginning to fade.  “Oh no you don’t… hold up bitch, I’m coming after you.”  Angseth grabbed all she could carry, and began running.  “Dammit Aran!  If the critters here don’t kill you I will!!”


-------------------------------------------------------

One week into the journey and Angseth’s chair was already covered in complaints and reports of ailments that had overcome the Mabus since leaving Admiral Mirson’s orbital station around Syren.  So far there was nothing major, just small annoyances.  The most annoying seemed to be the sudden environmental malfunction located just in Lieutenant Briars quarters that seemed to affect just the air conditioning.  The murmur in the warp core had returned, and as usual Mirson had shorted them on protein.  Even the weaponry and munitions seemed a little low on quality.  Between answering pages from both Svenson and Thomas every few minutes, and the new flood of damaged reports, Angseth had very little time to do the more important things, like running her ship.  In a moment of desperation she summoned all of her officers to the conference room adjacent to the bridge, and left specific orders with her communications officer not to let anyone disturb her.  She didn’t care if Pirates were firing upon Svenson and Thomas and all of their shields had fallen, the meeting was not to be disturbed for any reason.

The Conference Room was the most deceptive room on her craft.  It wasn’t so much a room as a closet.  There was no table for everyone to sit around, and most of the chairs folded out from the walls.  The only thing the plain room had in abundance were holo-screens.  Each screen displayed reports for everyone present to view and peruse at their leisure.  Angseth leaned against a wall and waited for her officers and crew to arrive.  One by one they crept in and took their places silently until all were accounted for.  Serec leaned against the far wall next to Medical Officer Zaine Bearn.  Briar as usual was seated next to Angseth, tapping away at some portable holo-screen.

Probably about to hand me another report.  Angseth thought bitterly.  As her mess-hall chef Xon scampered into the room, she came off her spot on the wall and began to slowly pace the small room.  She had always found it difficult to sit still in meetings.  She knew that the frustration would come through in her voice, she just hoped that no one would take it seriously.  I would like to think that my crew would know me by now.   


“Welcome everyone; I thank all of you for making it to this unscheduled meeting.”  Angseth began.  She could read their faces around her, each one was suddenly under the metaphysical gun, and hoped to get out unscathed.  “As most of you are aware by now we have had a flood of reports on the status of this craft pass through each of us.  I would like to know exactly how bad off we are and if I need to ask another ship to take our place on this mission.  I’ll need to review all of your inventory numbers, and try to get to the bottom of why I have so many of these reports piling up.”  She reached the end of the room, and calmly pulled Serec’s glasses from his face.  “Chat later Serec.”  Serec smiled sheepishly and slipped the glasses into his pocket.  “I would also like to know, that if the ship is not falling apart, why do I have all these reports telling me otherwise?”  Angseth continued back to the other end of the room toward her waiting seat.  “Bearn, if you wouldn’t mind telling me about the medical bay?”

“Yes Captain.  I believe that in the event that we see combat on this mission, then the recently acquired medical supplies won’t be of much use.  We received a box containing antibiotics that had already reached their half-life.:


“But for the moment, nothing that we can’t handle?”  Angseth asked.


“For the moment,”


Angseth nodded.  “Xon, how goes the kitchen?”


Xon was of an alien race of aquatic creatures.  He had no feet or arms, but instead shuffled and pulled himself along using any of the fifteen tentacles connected to his central body.  Angseth had always been amused that one of her best chefs looked like he belonged in a pot instead of tending them.  Xon spoke with the aid of a translator and vocal box.  Even though programming had been improving in recent years, they still hadn’t eliminated the mechanical delivery the vocal box emitted.  “With careful planning we can make the best of our food supplies.”  His many tentacles flew over the holo-keys pulling up a few charts and schematics. “We have already accounted for all possible outcomes in the event that conditions do not improve.”

“I trust you on that.”  Angseth was lost when it came to the kitchen.  She always considered herself the type that could burn water.


“Briar?”


“As far as the weapons are concerned, they may be low-grade but are still good to use.  We also received more blasting compound than I had anticipated.  All is well with the crew aside from the occasional scuffle onboard.”


Angseth nodded.  “So what all of you mean to tell me is, that while our supplies might not be as high-grade as we’re accustomed to, we’re not exactly in dire-straits yet.”


Nervous glances all around.


“I suggest, that while it may be a bit uncomfortable for a little while, this situation is by no means—“


“Captain?”


Angseth paused, then looked across the room at the com speaker on the ceiling. If either Thomas or Svenson was behind this… “I thought I had stated that this is a closed meeting.”


“I am very sorry to interrupt Captain, but we’re receiving an SOS from the SK-48 station.”

The room grew silent and still.  The station was an essential refueling point on their way to SR3-88.  She had been counting on stopping for minor repairs and to refresh her supplies.  The biggest worry consuming everyone in the room was that SK-48 was a station.  Stations didn’t emit an SOS unless there was a damn good reason for it.  SK-48 also known as the Seattle was a large outer-edge station that was equipped with it’s own military base and complement of marines and fighter wings.  If the Seattle was calling for help, Angseth highly doubted that two battle ships and a science vessel could do much.


Angseth stood from her seat.  “I’ll be on the bridge shortly.  I take it Thomas and Svenson have already hailed us?”

“Yes Captain.”


“Keep them on hold for another five minutes.”


“Aye Captain.”


She looked around at her officers.  “It looks like our situation has changed we will continue this meeting after the situation on the Seattle has been dealt with.  Until then you are dismissed.”


Serec and Briar were the first two out the door, followed quickly by Bearn.  They each had their own jobs to do, and not much time to get ready.  Angseth was the last to leave the room, turning off the lights as she left.  On her way to the Bridge she went over protocol in her mind.  This wasn’t the first SOS she had answered, and probably wouldn’t be the last.  She was bound by numerous treaties to answer any distress call regardless of the nature of their mission.  The Confederation was not kind to Captains who didn’t answer distress calls.  Angseth had witnessed quite a few of her fellow captains loose their jobs and in one case his freedom due to failure to answer a distress beacon.


As she stepped onto the bridge, she could already see the holograms of Svenson and Thomas hovering next to her chair.  Angseth pushed off the floor, then pulled herself into her seat.  She took in a deep breath, then pressed the com button at the side of her chair.

“Captain Angseth,”

“Svenson, Thomas.”  She leaned back in her seat, focusing on the main screen hovering before her.


“I take it you have received the same distress beacon as the two of us have.”


“Yes, I’ve already began assembling a team to investigate.”


“If you wouldn’t mind, Captain, I have already readied an away team to assess the situation.”  Captain Thomas spoke.


Angseth did have to admit, the boy was quick on the uptake.  “SK-48 is a heavily guarded station Captain Thomas.  One away team will not be sufficient.  I will have own marines investigate.  Captain Thomas, please hold your position and take a defensive post near the Socrates, if you are needed, I will call for you.”


“But Captain-“


“Svenson, please conduct a series of long-range scans to see if there are any other dangers in the area.”


“Yes Captain.”


Angseth tried to read the faces of Thomas and Svenson through the holo-gram avatars.  Svenson looked disgruntled, but would obey.  Thomas had settled into that now-familiar idiots grin.  The Idiots grin that Angseth had mistaken for youthful inexperience until this moment. At this moment she could finally see that grin for what it really was.  Captain Thomas was damn good at hiding his thoughts.  She doubted that any of her espers on board could read any further into that smile than she already had.  The smile was just a smile, but his eyes gave him away for a moment.  The boy knew something, his eyes and ready grin betrayed his cover.  For that moment he looked much older than twenty, much older than even Angseth herself.  She would have to keep a good eye on him.  Pull him closer so she could observe him.  With him on the Regal, and herself on the Mabus, that could prove difficult. Angseth could lure him in with stories, but no, that would put her on his turf, besides, her memories were not to be used as leverage.

For a moment Angseth racked her brain for a seemingly innocent way of getting him to crack.  Then she had it. Thomas had never been in combat for one second of his life.  She on the other hand had been forged and beaten on the battle field.


The holograms faded.  Angseth pressed the com button again.  “Briar?”


“Yes Captain?”


“Ready a boarding team.  Full armor.  I’ll be joining you.”


“Captain?”


“Those are your orders Lieutenant.”


“Yes Captain.”

End chapter 2

