
I chose to ignore the elephant in the room and sat down at the only available table with six chairs. The tables were all arranged in a semicircle, and before us stood Sergeant Barrett in all her glory.
“Welcome everyone, this is the first day in the room for you. Now that Mr Giraut has finally joined us as well, we can begin. Mr Giraut, I think I speak on behalf of us all when I ask you to be on time from now on, otherwise we will all be waiting for one sponsor. That said, we will spend time together for about three weeks. It is therefore nice to get to know each other a bit. Part of the fixed schedule is that until we reach Fiditon-1, we will be here in the mess every morning from 0800 until 1200 hours. Regardless of whether you stay at Fiditon-1 or continue on, it is good to make new friends. Please use the morning for that purpose. After 12:00, you are free to do as you please.
Let me first introduce our crew and also tell you something about the ship you are on. Our crew’s home base is on Fiditon-1. You have already met Captain Holt. The captain does not appreciate it if you approach him with simple questions. Therefore, I request you direct all questions of any nature to me; naturally, I will discuss matters with the captain if necessary.
The standard crew of a ship like the 'sleeper', as we affectionately call it colloquially, comprises thirteen. The five crew members currently on board are an exception that I have not encountered in all my years as a Marine. Because we are making a brief trip back and forth from Fiditon to Earth, such a minimal crew is justifiable. On the bridge, you will find Hans Vandervoort, First Mate. I doubt you will see him much, though. His task is the most strenuous on board. Two of our valued soldiers are in the engine room, will introduce themselves. 
A short guy with a grey crew cut hair stepped forward and said, “People call me Mr-there-is-nothing-I-can’t-fix. I’m the greatest mechanic that ever lived. I’m the man. Dan the Man, that’s what they call me. That’s what they call me. If you’ve got a problem and you have nowhere to go, visit Dan the Man in the ship’s belly.”
“Excuse me,” I interrupted. “It’s not quite clear to me what people call you. Are you, Mr-there-is-nothing-I-can’t-fix, or is it Dan the Man?” People laughed all around me. “It’s a legitimate question; I want to make sure I use his correct name.” I defended myself.
“Just call him Dan or Dan the Man, and know he can fix anything,” Sergeant Barrett intervened. “Zara, can you introduce yourself, please?”
“I’m Ensign Zara, second mechanic.” And stepped back. A greater difference between those two was hardly conceivable.
Unperturbed, Sergeant Barrett continued. “You may have noticed that the Sleeper is a somewhat older ship. It is a ship with a history. It made one long voyage and was away for two and a half years. The all-Dutch crew mockingly nicknamed the ship 'The Flying Dutchman'. The ship was designed for a relatively small crew and for long voyages. After having been in use for a few years by wealthy people who used the Sleeper mainly to show off how rich they were, the ship lay idle and chained up for a very long time. The vessel’s inherent tendency to drift marginally when docked led them to secure it, and it subsequently earned the designation of the Somnambulist.”
“For many years, no one paid any attention to the ship, mainly because increasingly larger ships were being built and there was not such a great need for further exploration. It was decided about a year ago to renovate this ship completely. First, they removed the old propulsion system and replaced it with a very modern ‘engine’. One that can reach high speeds, requires limited maintenance, and, more importantly, can function for years with no need to stop. It is evident that much work remains before they can fully put it into service. The armament, for example, needs to be completely replaced, and the interior fully refurbished. All they have done so far is remove the cobwebs, so to speak, but nothing structural. The plan is also to install a medical pod in case anyone falls ill during the journey.”
“It really is a ship that will probably make long voyages again. We do not know why HQ deployed it to make a quick trip to Earth and back. Perhaps it is a test to see if the ship can still successfully make the round trip with a smaller crew. Who knows? It doesn’t matter. In three weeks we will reach Fiditon-1, and if that planet is not your final destination, you will move on with another ship. But enough about us, let’s talk about you. May I ask you to come forward, table by table, from left to right, to introduce yourselves, your concubines, and any dependents? Tell us why you are here, and what you hope to contribute to the Confederation.” She nodded towards the table next to ours. 
The man is almost 2 metres tall; he has to bend a lot to prevent bumping his head all the time. He is also muscular. A mountain of a man. 
“Hi, I’m Marcus Álvarez. I’m 31 years old, and after my time in the Army, I worked as a personal trainer in an exclusive gym. My clients were people who could easily afford a personal trainer. I like to work with people. Setting goals, however small, is very rewarding if you work on them as a team. I have always dreamed of becoming a Marine, and with my CAP-score I got my shot at it. I like all kinds of sports and watch a whole lot of them. You can say I’m quite competitive,” he smiled. He smiled a lot. A well-liked and approachable man. 
“I am proud to present my two concubines: Samantha Peeters and Holly Vandergast. Perhaps it’s best if you girls present yourselves.”
Two girls of the same height, one with blond, the other, brown almost black hair, both wearing cheerleader uniforms, tight tops, short skirts that locked their nimble bodies quite accurately. Both danced as one, yelling with their high girlish voices: “WE ARE A TEAM: POD 1 IS NUMBER 1. GO POD 1!!!” Mountain Man burst out laughing. It was a happy team, Pod One. Not a trace of tension or awkwardness to be seen. Two girls my age and a man they appreciated and admired. An example of how well things could go. Not all combinations of sponsors and concubines are a disaster. One girl was more flexible than the other, maybe jumped just a little higher. She reminded me of those girls who do all kinds of tricks in the air with a muscular guy. I called her Flyer and the other Dancer, who was perhaps just a little bolder, just a little more provocative, more mature than Flyer.
“Thank you, pod one was number one in our lineup. Next, we invite the members of Pod 4 to the stage.” Sergeant Barrett said as if we were taking part in the Oscars. My crew already stood, and with justified reluctance, I stood as well. We walked to the geometric centre, which functioned as an improvised stage without gold-plated statuettes.
I’m Drew and I’m a scientist. I left Earth because we lack the knowledge and the equipment to fight the Sa’arm. Every moment I’m sitting here doing nothing is a waste of valuable time. I cannot do any of my research here on board. What I am hoping to find at Fiditon-1 is a decent lab facility so I can get back to work. Aislinn helps me document my findings so far. It will help all those involved in this project to get us all on the same page. Well, not literally on the same page, of course, because the documentation might be over 500 pages…” I felt my crew looking at me, sending a silent stop sign. I sighed. Even the most basic form of education was apparently already too much of a good thing.
“Anyway, To make a long story short, my concubines are not my inferiors. They are my equals, my source of inspiration for new ideas, and my source of energy. Being so close together isn’t usually great for getting along. So, if I am strict with my concubines, it is because I want to bring them to Fiditon-1 in one piece. On the left is my mother Joyce, next to her my wife Sharon, beside me Isis, the movie star most of you will probably know, and on my other side next to me Aislinn, who is anything but a freak, and finally Kia. Thank you.” Without waiting, I walked back to my table, followed by my crew members. 
“Next table, please?” The sergeant said.
“I am Chloë Nguyen. My parents are Vietnamese, as you can probably guess from my name. I stopped learning English-speaking people the most used last name in Vietnam correctly. Just call me Cloë or Win, please not N guy en or something like that. I come from a rich family and my parents arranged a marriage with Anh Lê.” She pointed at the last guy in the row. He looked ten years older than Miss Vietnam. “My husband was the CEO of our company back on Earth. Unfortunately, he took the CAP test and failed miserably. I will ask all of you for a little clemency with his behaviour. He’s used to being the boss in the house, and is having a hard time with the attitude change.” This guy shouldn’t have come with her. He doesn’t look happy.
“To my right is Javier Morales with his sister, Fernanda. Javier has been a good friend and now he is my good friend. My first child will be his. Next to Fernanda is Saima Saario.” She just kept on chattering when Barrett asked why she wanted to become a Confederacy member. I had never seen eyebrows like those of that Saario woman. Well, more of a girl. Browsie. That was a good name. Like Isis had her breasts, the first thing about this girl you noticed was her eyebrows. Browsie.
The Javier character was a rather small, stocky man. Probably one solid mass of muscle in a small package. It only just dawned on me who he reminded me of. Maradona. Same build, the same fierce look in his eyes. If he was Maradona, then his little sister was Madonna. I think that later on, people will make figurines of her likeness so that people will worship her on a small altar in their homes. 
The guy with the tats came on stage. With four women at his side. “I’m Cade ‘the Blade’ Bronson. I have been in professional wrestling for four years, and that’s when they called me ‘the Blade’. Because I’m sharp as a knife and smart as a blade.” It took this guy in his thirties five full minutes to tell us all how great he was and about his successes on the mat. 
“My CAP-score of 7.4 allowed me to take four concubines. My wife, my secret-until-now mistress, the teacher of my daughter, and a waitress we picked up in the mall.” These women had no use for names, I suppose. I named them Poor Girl I, Poor Girl II, III and Poor Girl IV. 
The next man was more interesting. It was Twin Man; I had seen earlier on. With his red-haired twins. There are bodily differences between Jade and Josie, but they are small. You have to look for them. The right tit of Josie sags a little more, I think. Full breasts, very nice. We were told the twin children were Josie’s. No mention of the father. Perhaps it’s Twin Man. The way he looked at them? 
“Two more sponsors to go, people. Your attention, please, for Tyler Johnson.”
He looked big. Enormous. Shoulders and arms that could probably lift your car, a chest so wide it looked like a permanent roadblock. He moved with the confidence only a football star could carry — heavy-footed, as if gravity itself respected him too much to argue. His face was… well, it was there. Square jaw, chin jutting as if it were daring someone to call him out. Clear skin, a straight nose, and a grin that somehow was both too wide and completely clueless. His eyes, though, were the giveaway — bright, sure, but with that vacant “is anyone explaining the rules to me?” look, like his brain was still in the locker room doing push-ups. A Brainless Unimpressive Man. A bum. He dressed like he wanted everyone to know he was someone, but without actually putting in any thought: tight T-shirts stretched over his biceps, sneakers sparkling suspiciously clean, and flashy watches that screamed, “I lift things and sometimes count money, I think.” He laughed a lot — booming, unnecessary, and perfectly timed for maximum annoyance. BUM, in every sense.
The two women at his side I instantly renamed Mammoth Tits and Monumental Tits. You didn't have to wonder if Bum was a bum or a tit man. Mammoth Tits had two kids; the boy looked nine, and the girl looked older than 14. She was a dependent, so she had to be younger, but if someone had told me she was 16, I would have believed that instantly. Monumental Tits had three boys, one four, the other six I think, and the one on the right looked seven. Difficult to say. They looked all happy though. Perhaps he was a family man; all the kids looked happy. Children are a good indicator of domestic happiness. In an area where Isis had never faced competition, there were now two serious candidates vying for the prize of the biggest tits. Our own private BTC, Big Tits Club. 
When I looked up again at the sergeant who kept announcing a never-ending stream of new people, I saw Angus walking back to their seats with his Writer Woman and Lolita. Apparently, they had come and spoken without my noticing. So nothing missed. 
“And last but certainly not least, your attention for Amir Hassan with his concubines,” said Sergeant Barrett. 
A Pakistani man in his forties walked confidently and without rushing to the middle of the hall, followed by two women who, if this were a beauty contest, would both have won. Ex Equo number 1. The one on his left was the spitting image of Scheherazade. The one on his right has to be Dunyazad, Scheherazade’s sister. I was glad they were not my concubines. If they had been, I would just sit there and stare at them all day in utter devotion. I would not get any work done; I would admire them all day long. My wives were certainly not ugly, but these ladies were in a league of their own. The revealing concubine shifts did not do justice to their beauty. Women like them should walk in a traditional dress, perhaps with long trousers of the same fabric underneath.
When the man started speaking, he only looked at me. That was quite confronting. It was as if the rest of the room didn't exist, and he was just staring intently at me. Maybe that wasn't the case, but that's how it felt. I'm not one for making eye contact. But those black eyes more or less forced me to look back. “I was born in Pakistan,” he said, as if his coat hadn’t already revealed it and he had been raised in England. “I have served in the Royal Airforce for almost twenty years, and now the time has come to defend my motherland and my homeland against the enemy. It’s time for us all to step up and do whatever is needed. All of us, as marines, fighter pilots, or scientists, will do what is required. So I am thankful to be in the midst of you all, and I wish you all a blessed, long and safe life. I brought two of my good friends with me, Madison,” he pointed towards Scheherazade, “and Alexisis. Madison played in two Bollywood movies, and Alexisis was her hairdresser on the set. We will honour the customs of the Confederacy outside of our home, but inside we live by our own rules, as I am sure you all do. Thank you for being our travel companions.”
With those words, they walked back to their chairs. This humble man looked at the people on this ship in a respectful and completely different light. I felt impressed. 
“That was all for this morning. You are free to go to your pods, or if you feel like getting better acquainted with another, please feel free to stay awhile.” 
I saw how BUM was the first to leave the hall with his children and Mammoth and Monumental’s tits gently rocking in their shifts with every step they took. Hajji left with Sheherazade and her sister. I was sad to see them leave so soon. Angus found a connection with Mountain Man and their concubines were already busy talking to each other. Twin Man and Miss Vietnam seemed to have found each other as well. Cade ‘the Blade’ Bronson came up to my table, undoubtedly seeking negative attention. It didn't take long before he got that too.
“Hey, queer boy, do you like fucking your tranny in his ass?”
“What you do in your pod is up to you; what happens in my pod is my business.” I replied. 
“What in heaven's name possessed you to bring this guy along?”
I sighed. “That’s the difference between us; you see her as a man, whereas I have never doubted Aislinn's femininity. It might be worth reflecting on what that suggests about you.”
“Are you accusing me of being homosexual?” he said so loudly that anyone in the room noticed. Some stopped talking, perhaps hoping for a front-row seat if a fight were to break out. 
“No, I tried to sharpen the blade of our mind a bit. Come on, crew, let’s get back to our pod.”

