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Synopsis

A cowboy finds a downed balloon, he thinks, and is shocked when the inhabitant emerges and starts to yell at him in a strange language.

Chapter One

The sun rose slowly over the prairie that spring morning. Jake was out on his horse early to check the fences on the back of his ranch. It wasn’t a big ranch as many of the ones in southwestern Kansas went, he only had ninety head of cattle to tend this year, but he hoped to buy more in the fall. He was the only person Jake had to worry about today. Since leaving the ranch owned by Judge Peters, he’d struggled to make his homestead profitable. 

However, the weather in Kansas could be unpredictable and he constantly checked the sky for any signs of dark clouds. Dark clouds could represent the formation of a twister and twisters could destroy and entire farm in seconds. 

But, right now the weather was decent for once and he admired the arrival of spring. Jake was sick of the long winter that dumped snow and ice on his ranch and nearly killed every cow he owned. He was forced to get more help from the ranch next door, than what he budgeted. Old man Simpson, who had fought with Grant at Gettysburg ten years ago, and never allowed anyone to forget it, loaned him some of his field hands for a few days. However, he would expect to be paid back in kind when he needed help in the fall. 

So long as the weather held and the rains arrived when they were supposed to in a few months, he had nothing to worry about for the rest of the year.

The last time he’d been to town, Jake noticed a man on the platform at the station greeting a woman half his age before they headed off to the Methodist Church. Jake asked around at the saloon. He was told the man had contacted her through the newspaper and started a mail order romance. Now he’d paid for his bride and could expect years of marital bliss. One of his cowpoke buddies as the saloon showed him the paper since both of them could read. He pointed out the section for matrimonials. 

Jake thought about it a lot these days and how lonely it was on the prairie at night. A man could start dreaming he saw dancing girls if he wasn’t careful. He made sure to find a reason to go into town once a week just to make certain the rest of the world was still there.

Chapter Two

It was late in the afternoon when he found the wrecked balloon. At least he assumed it to be a balloon. Jake had seen a balloon at the county fair years ago and the rancher he was next to told him about how they were used by the union in observations of the enemy troops. An observer would ascend into the skies and give battlefield locations while another man telegraphed them down to the receiver on the ground. In such ways, President Lincoln destroyed the Treason of Dixie. Or something like that. Jake was much too young to remember the War Between the States. 

He would nod when his neighbor brought up his war stories. He did the same thing when Doctor O’Malley put on his confederate grey every year to commemorate the Rise of the South. 

He found the fabric stretched across the ground and the gondola terminating at one end. Jack couldn’t have recognized a parachute if he’d been shown it intact since the very concept of one was outside his reference. He did notice the draglines attracted to the metal sphere where the escape pod was ejected prior to the main body of the Ersucan scout ship hitting the atmosphere of Earth at the wrong angle.

Jack rode his horse around the metal sphere, which was bigger than his horse and him combined. He remembered the basket attached to the balloon at the fair and assumed he was looking at the same thing. There was a small hatch on the surface, but he couldn’t see it because the sphere had rolled over on top of it after impact. The parachute had deployed just as it was supposed to, but the stops on the outside of the escape pod burnt off during its plunge to the surface. 

Had he been awake that morning, Jake would have witnessed a meteorite descend from the sky and illuminate the ranch as it plunged to the ground. He would not have noticed a parachute deploy as it attached to the escape pod and not scout ship that burnt up. It was a moonless night and no one noticed the pod plunge to earth although it blotted out the stars as it descended. Just as the pod was supposed to do, the draglines snapped loose before impact. But it had rolled, the unintended consequence of the stops’ incineration during a too-rapid entry into the atmosphere. 

Chapter Three

As Jake rode around the pod, trying to figure out if anyone was inside, he heard a knock toward the bottom. He peered downward and saw the outline of something. As he looked at it, Jake thought it was the door into the gondola and the pilot of the balloon was trying to get out. 

“Hang on,” Jake called to the person inside, “I’ll see what I can do.” He attempted to roll the pod over, but it was far too heavy for him to move alone. 

He grabbed the coil he carried on his saddle and looped rope around the pod, securing it in a firm harness he used on any angry steer. The other end he hitched to his horse. Carefully, Jake had his horse roll the sphere so that enough of the door was free from the ground and clear of the soil. He made sure it was secure and returned to the sphere after his horse was free of the ropes. He ran around to the door and looked for a handle, but couldn’t find one. 

The banging continued and the door budged a little bit. Jake was concerned the person inside might be suffocating, so he ran back to his saddle bag and grabbed a pry bar he sometimes used on the range to set fences or check trap lines. As the banging continued, Jake pushed the bar down and shoved it under the open portion of the metal door. Now the door was almost open and he could see both sides of the edge. He rammed the bar deep into it and put his weight on it. As the final thud came down on the inside of the door, Jake pushed all his strength into the bar and it broke open.

Seconds later, the pilot tumbled out. The pilot wore a silver suit and a matching helmet. Jake looked at the figure before him and realized he had to get the helmet free as it concealed most of their head. He reached down and pulled it off and peered down to look into the face.

He was starring directly into the visage of a woman. Jack let out a sigh and then, doing something he’d once read about in a book, put his lips to hers to administer the breath of life. He leaned back to see if he’d revived her. Her eyes opened to reveal twin pools of grey white ice staring up at him. She had the most beautiful eyes he’d ever seen on a woman, along with a pale face with soft skin to match.

As he sat back and admired her, she reached up and put her arms around his neck. 

The next thing he remembered was being slammed down to the dirt and a knee pushed into his chest as the pilot he’d just saved leaned over him and hurled curses down at his form in a language he’d never heard before.

Laina ditched the attack squadron before she blew the escape pod over the frontier planet. They’d been in pursuit of her ever since her sisters had smashed through the outer defenses twelve standard days ago to retake the fortress of Coah near the star system the enemy held for the past ten years. The information she sent back was crucial and the Spiders were out for revenge. She was sworn to escape or suffer the indignities of a thousand sins for the failure. No one in her family had failed in their service to the Warlord since the days their people had left the planet. 

To be a scout and report on the enemy positions was something to be honored with, a although she would rather have been in one of the drop ship companies which landed before the big guns were brought up to pulverize the advance position.

At the same time, they were keenly aware this enemy was nothing to trifle with. The spiders from Sram were a deadly warrior company themselves who had wrought terror throughout the galaxy. It was up to her and her family to reclaim the fortress for humanity. When she swore the oath to leave, it was the most powerful one she’d ever taken. 

Laina wanted to enter her scout ship clad only in the blue paint of her ancestors, but her sisters had forced her to wear a heat suit in case the scout ship malfunctioned somewhere between the forward base and the final objective.

Her scout ship had folded space successfully three days before the assault began. The Spiders found her transmitting information back to her crèche by accident. They were on to her right away and gave pursuit until she was forced to put enough distance between them and their ships to activate the Geode Generator and fold space. The Spiders were almost pulled into her wake, but her scout ship was far faster than their heavy gravitational rigs, which were held back by the pull of the star they orbited. 

Her last sight of the enemy was their disappearance as she popped out of the space she occupied and as a new location formed around her.

Chapter Four

But it wasn’t the familiar ten thousand lights of Puraia she saw, but a blue green planet floating undistributed in the realms of space. Laila swore and used the onboard calculator to find out where she was. She swore again, when she realized her scout ship was beyond any known reach of the family. This was a part of space few humans had ventured to in the last thirty thousand years. 

Most worlds were not habitable and the location of stable and profitable stars rare. The very fact it showed up on her charts was a surprise to her. She had no idea how to get back to where she’d been and rejoin the battle.

Worse: The scout took a direct hit before folding space. It was damaged to the point of uselessness and drifted dangerously close to the planet. She did a few calculations and determined that her scout ship would enter the atmosphere of this primitive world in two standard weeks. It would be pulled into the planet’s atmosphere and burn up as it entered the upper stratosphere. By then she would be dead of starvation, as these small ships didn’t carry enough supplies for a trip lasting more than a few days.

Laila had one option: She would ignite the booster part of her scout and push it right into the planet. Doing this would only take two hours travel time. Once the scout began its descent, she would eject in the escape pod and make her way to the planet’s surface by way of a parachute. Once on the ground, she would be forced to deal with a completely new world. 

The new world wasn’t a concern, finding a way to contact her family was not going to be easy. Although the atmosphere was breathable, the inhabitants lacked any kind of star economy and she would have to find a way to build a transmitter to send out a rescue call. But it was better than burning up after starving to death.

Shortly afterwards, she entered the escape pod and activated the signal beacon which would let her family know her location. However, it would only work if one of them were in range, which they most definitely weren’t at the present. Laila strapped herself into the landing couch and pulled the lever just as the surface of the scout ship began to turn a cherry red from the friction of the atmosphere.

She felt the sudden jerk of the parachute opening and the slow drift to the ground. She’d calculated a quick descent over a plains area where the pod shouldn’t encounter any bodies of water or mountains. She didn’t realize the reentry was harder than she thought and the stabilizers on the exterior of the pod had burnt away. The pod struck ground, jettisoned the parachute and rolled around until it came to a rest. She unlocked the straps and looked down as Laina climbed out of her chair. She tried the door and found it jammed. 

The pod had come to rest with the hatch on the bottom. She attempted to roll the pod from the inside, but it was useless. It was too heavy to budge. 

She grabbed a wrench from the tool kit and began to pound on the hatch in an attempt to get it open. She pounded the hatch over and over, resting only when she realized the oxygen inside the pod was limited to what it had when she ejected after leaving the scout. When her breathing had returned to normal, she resumed pounding. It began to give a little and she stopped for a minute to examine her progress.

It was then she noted a sound coming from the outside. It appeared to be a human voice, but it spoke no language she had ever heard before. Laina resumed her pounding on the hatch and heard the voice again. Obviously, one of the local inhabitants found her escape pod, but there was nothing she could do about it now. It was important to get outside while she still had air remaining. 

Her breathing became shallow and Laina realized the air was running out. She needed to get the door open or she would suffocate inside. Laina was so preoccupied working it open she failed to notice the help she’d received from the outside. Even when the pod moved enough so that the hatch no longer faced the bottom, she didn’t notice what was going on. 

The air became thinner and she slammed the hatch as hard as she could. Now it was moving slightly and Liana felt there was a chance she would get out of the pod alive. Was there a pull from the other side? She didn’t care. If there were any savages outside the pod, Laina would deal with them once she emerged. Was she not her mother’s daughter, the one who was destined to carry her seed to glory? She reeled back and slammed the wrench down one more time and it swung open. 

Cool air rushed into the pod, but she had already lost consciousness. Liana tumble forward just as the light faded.

She regained her senses facing a bearded humanoid that wore a strange round hat. He had a shirt on of some kind, which cut across the front. Liana didn’t mind this; she could take care of herself. What she didn’t like was the sensation of his lips on hers. This was an outrage that she could not tolerate. No man had touched her since she was given her knife upon reaching maturity, and to even brush up against the daughters of Rostata was a sin punishable by death in times past. 

Outraged, she grabbed the stranger and hurled him to the ground.

Once down, she put a knee in his chest and gave the stranger her battle cry and warning. On ten thousand worlds, it was recognized as a challenge and invitation to trial by combat, but this pathetic creature had no clue as to what she was saying. Liana snarled and released him, jumping back as she did so, but not taking her eyes off him.

Jake coughed as the woman stood up from the ground and faced him. He reached down and made sure his pistol was still in his holster. In his mind, there could be nothing worse than shooting a woman, but right now, it seemed a good idea. How could he live if any of the other cowboys in town knew he’d been bested by a woman? And one who surprised him at that? No, this was not going to happen, he had no intention of using his gun. He stood up from the ground and brushed the spring soil off his clothes. It was just past the thaw, so the dirt was moist and stuck to his clothes.

“I don’t know where you came from, lady,” he told her. “But where I come from, we show gratitude toward people who try and save our life!” He folded his arms over his chest and stared at her.

Liana glared at the male who thought he could take liberties with her. It was plain that he had no clue who he’d just insulted. Had her family arrived that minute to help her, they’d take him captive and sell his face to a slave planet. Twenty years of hard labor would make him learn a little respect. Right now, all she had was her flight suit, but the pod contained many things she could
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