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It wasn’t my fault. For more than three years I’d been more than content to leave the Alantzian System’s infamous pirate princes to their un-Unity Standard ways. I was less content, but resigned, to let Vaun Di Ai, now an agent of the Interplanetary Crime Directorate, along with, I presumed, her far-too-handsome partner, Tarvis Byn, go about the job of bringing these pirate princes to Unity Standard justice. It definitely wasn’t the work of an accidental and/or reluctant volunteer, like my past-self. Not that it seemed to matter. The un-Unity Standard ways of the pirate princes seem to find me anyway.

All of which is to say that I would’ve been quite content to let Captain Felle Sing and Chief Engineer Red Tew try to chase down a cargo container hijacked by the local pirate prince without my help. However, Red Tew, knowing my past experience with pirate princes, assumed that I’d like nothing better than to tag along with them, being an old hand with them, and invited me to join them.

What could I say but ‘I suppose,’ without looking like a coward? A wise, thoughtful fellow would not have minded appearing a bit cowardly, but I did mind, just enough. I hope to acquire that wisdom someday. Soon. And on this side of the event horizon.
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‘Kakakaka’ growled Kee, in his raw, low-pitched voice after softly settling onto the back of the second com-station chair next to me, a black shadow-shape outlined in the faint light of the bridge’s banks of glowing dials and screens during the ship’s night watch.  

‘I’m getting a bit hungry myself,’ I replied with a bored yawn. Glancing at my com-link on my wrist, I added, ‘I’ll be off duty in 17 minutes, but feel free to go on ahead and start without me. I’ll meet you in the galley.’ Kee was enough of a spaceer these days to be able to peck the menu buttons of the synth-galley needed for it to serve up his favorite sausages and other delicacies.

‘Kee,’ sighed Kee, softly. Crows are social birds, and we usually eat our meals – and snacks – together.

‘Right, 17 minutes then, and we’ll punch up something delicious.’

‘Kakakaka,’ he replied, doubtfully. Or dismissively. Hard to tell with Kee. Kee had become something of a gourmet, for a crow anyway, and we both knew that the Rendezvous Moon’s synth-galley wasn’t exactly one of the top-of-the-line synth-galleys. However, it was far from the worst. In my experience, the Tzaritsa Moon’s synth-galley takes that prize.

‘Well, something to eat anyway. Besides, we can stand to lose some tonnage.’ Though tramp ship synth-galleys tend to do that automatically for fellows like Kee and me.

‘Kaa!’ he said, this time clearly dismissively, while eyeing me with his bright black eye. Crows don’t get fat. It’s all feathers. Or so he’d have me believe.

I was serving my third stint aboard the Rendezvous Moon as her temporary systems’ mate. I was hitching a ride to Condehar, famous for its slim, needle-like mountains and dark, mossy dells. After Condehar, I planned to catch a ship to Fairwaine for a long visit with my friends in Pine Harbor before shipping out of system. In the last three plus years of tramping the Alantzia, I’d sampled nearly all of the planets and sights I cared to see of Alantzia’s ring of planets. What remained unvisited was its large collection of dwarf planets and large asteroids, often inhabited by dissenting populations – little different from drift worlds. Most could only be reached by small planetary trading ships and I had developed an aversion to shipping on them. I had shipped on one, the Tzaritsa Moon, with the idea of visiting all those little planets, and it had almost blown up on my watch – by design.  A pirate prince hadn’t wanted it to make orbit. That was my first introduction to the fabled pirate princes of the Alantzia. And I had hoped, my last.

I was currently standing a harbor watch on the bridge of the Rendezvous Moon, in orbit around the dwarf planet of Teire. Little of importance occurs on the bridge while in orbit. At least one hopes so. The watch consisted of merely monitoring the radar and manning the com. Mostly, I’d acknowledge and then relay the signals from lighters up to Xin DePre, our first mate, who was manning the extended cargo tower topside. He had the working job of the watch – operating the ship’s cargo cranes to transfer cargo containers in and out from the cargo holds to lighters hanging alongside the ship.

Besides answering and relaying their pings to Xin, I was also expected to keep an eye on the numerous ships, lighters, and boats in the crowded and very active orbital roadstead of Teire, to make sure they kept their proper distance from the ship.

‘Vu Moon launch to Vu Moon,’ cracked the com speaker as the screen flickered to life, showing the face of Red Tew, our chief engineer. ‘ETA eight minutes.’

‘Right, eight minutes, Red. Make sure you find the right ship,’ I added, seeing the beacon of our no. 2 launch on the radar screen as it emerged from the blanket layer of the little planet’s artificial atmosphere below.

‘Buoy 0123. It’s on automatic,’ Tew assured me.

‘Buoy 0123, it is. See you in eight,’ I replied. Red Tew and his engineer crew were returning from their first downside leave. And having spent the last two watches downside in Terie’s very large spaceers' row, it was likely wise of Tew to allow the launch to find its own way to the ship.

And it was wise, as well, that when the launch had completed its deceleration 500 meters below the ship, eight minutes later, Red radioed, ‘Bring us in, Rafe, my lad. She’s all yours.’

‘Right.’

I rose and stepped over to the pilot’s chair. From there, I synced its controls with the ship’s boat. Then using its controls and a forward display panel, I remotely piloted the launch during its final approach and docking at the end of the ship’s extended gangway. The ship’s AI did most of the work of actually piloting the launch – converting my pantomimed piloting from the bridge into the fine-tuned firing of its various steering rockets needed to edge the launch alongside to the extended gangway’s dock and airlock. In the post robotic revolution Unity, we weren’t allowed to let the AI do all the work by itself. We humans had to be involved in the operation, even if the AI did most of the detailed work, be it piloting the launch alongside the gangplank or manipulating a cargo container out of the cargo hold.

The Rendezvous Moon and I had just locked the launch onto the airlock at the gangway’s end, when Captain Sing sailed onto the bridge – her long black hair undone and streaming behind her. She appeared to be dressed in black silk pajamas, with magnet-soled slippers shoved on her feet.

‘Ping our Neb-blasted agent, d’Mere,’ she ordered, before I had a chance to recover from my surprise. I rose and stepped back to the com-station. She took Kee in both of her hands, lifted him off the back of the second com-station chair, set him down on the back of the exterior sensor-station chair next to it, and settled next to me.

Kee didn’t utter even a mild ‘Kee’ at the Captain’s abrupt action. He merely flexed his wings a bit and turned his head to watch what was going to happen next. Grabbing Kee without notice and shifting him unceremoniously was not something I would’ve cared to do myself. He would’ve squawked at the very least. But then, Kee, being a crow, had a keen sense of pecking order. He quickly notes the pecking order aboard the ships we serve on. He knew that Captain Sing was at the top of this ship’s pecking order, hence the calm acceptance of his demotion to third chair. I believe that I, on the other hand, was rated as a sibling, a brother in arms, in his mind, and sometimes I got the feeling, as a junior, and a rather feeble minded one at that. He seemed to think it was his job to look after me.

‘What’s lifting, Cap’n?’ I asked as I called up the contact number of our planetary agent and sent a ping to it. Something certainly was lifting to bring her to the bridge in such a hurry, and in such a state.

‘A Neb-blasted screw-up downside,’ she snapped, brushing her free floating hair away from her face. ‘DePre’s got a lighter alongside looking for a box that we offloaded three hours ago.’

She was clearly angry, and knowing all I needed to know, I didn’t say anything more while we waited for Bal Desh, the shipping agent who handled the Madow Line ships’ business on Teire, to answer our ping. It didn’t take long.

‘What can I do for you, Captain Sing?’ asked Desh smoothly, on answering the signal and seeing an angry ship’s captain glaring at him.

‘I have a lighter alongside here to collect a box that we’ve already offloaded. My first mate assures me that the first lighter provided the proper authorization codes to collect the box. I’ve just cross-checked the authorization codes myself and they match perfectly. I’d appreciate it if you would contact the blasted consignees and request that they get their act together.’

‘What container are we talking about, Captain?’ replied Desh suavely, calling up the manifest on a second screen.

Sing rattled off the container’s identification number, adding, ‘A Blue Star box we had in our number 57 slot.’

‘Humm. I don’t seem to have that box listed on the manifest in the radio-packet I received for the Rendezvous Moon’s Teire cargo. You say that the consignee has already sent a lighter – or two –  to collect it? I wonder how they received notice of its arrival since it wasn’t from this office,’ he sighed, and looking back to us, shook his head, sadly. ‘Incidents like this usually don’t play out this fast. Still, we mustn’t jump to conclusions. I’ll ping the consignees and see what’s what with them. Hopefully its just some sort of snafu somewhere in the system. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.’ He didn’t sound very hopeful.

‘Make it soon. Remind them that their second lighter is costing them credits for hanging about waiting for a box we don’t have.’

‘Right,’ said Desh and signed off.

‘Let’s hope it’s a mistake on the consignee’s part,’ I said, tentatively.

‘Not bloody likely,’ muttered Sing. ‘Not here.’

Here being Teire. Teire was a dwarf planet on the outer edge of the inhabitable world zone of Alantzia. It boasted an artificial atmosphere, one spaceport and one large city. It existed solely as the interstellar trade transfer and trading center for the Alantzia system. Interstellar cargo liners from Anatheia and Avalee systems, together with freighters and tramps from the Alantzia and the drift worlds surrounding the Alantzia star system gathered in orbit around Teire to drop off and/or collect cargo from, and for, all of the Alantzia worlds and the major drift worlds beyond Alantzia.

While there is some direct trade between the larger Alantzian and drift worlds, and some interstellar trade from the First Worlds as well, it is relatively limited. In most cases the number of cargo containers involved is not enough to make it profitable to deliver the boxes to the individual worlds. Instead, most of the out-of-system trade was directed to Teire, where the inward and outbound containers were collected, consolidated, and reloaded onto either in-system or drifter freighters for delivery to Alantzia’s ring of worlds, or onto interstellar freighters for the First Worlds. In addition, many products and raw materials were shipped to Teire to be sold in a series of specialized trading markets located in Teire’s sole city, Bazaar City.

The ‘Not here,’ remark of Captain Sing reflected the fact that Teire was one of those non-Unity Standard, dissenting minor planets to make it appealing to the drift trade. It was only lightly patrolled by the Patrol. Essentially it was a drift world with only the light touch of Unity Standard procedures and the limited Patrol presence. Thus, a box getting accidentally mishandled on Teire was probably not an accident. It was theft. And the theft of a cargo container took a criminal organization with interplanetary operations. A pirate prince’s operation. Hence Captain Sing’s obvious pessimism.

‘I take it you’re thinking that it’s been hijacked,’ I said.

‘I’m certain of it. No other explanation. This is how it’s done. We’re just going through the required motions.’

‘It could be a screw-up somewhere in someone’s system. They may have sent the code to the wrong lighter company, or someone downside didn’t realize that the lighter had already been sent and dispatched a second. It doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s been hijacked.’

‘Trust me, d’Mere. It does.’

‘Even so, it’s not our problem. As long as we released it upon being presented with the proper authorization code for the container, we can’t be blamed.’

‘Someone has to be blamed, and that someone will undoubtedly be me.’

‘How so? The encrypted release code was assigned to the box on Janipar. The key code would’ve only been sent encrypted to the box’s consignee upon our arrival. As long as we have followed the proper procedure, verifying the right of the lighter to collect the box with the proper key code, we can’t be held liable for releasing it. For it to have been hijacked, the process had to have been compromised at the shipper’s office on Janipar, with the key code sent to the pirate organization here on Teire instead of the consignee. There is no way we, much less you, can be blamed.’

‘Ha! You’re still wet behind the ears d’Mere if you believe that. I’m the captain of this ship, which means that I will be blamed for anything that goes wrong on this packet. The insurance company will try to say that I didn’t follow proper procedure, and even if I did, I didn’t go far enough. Did I inform the consignee of our arrival in orbit? No. Never mind that’s the job of our agent, it will still be held against me. Did I verify the authenticity of the lighter with the consignee upon its arrival? No. I merely accepted the fact that it provided the proper box ID and key code to release the box. They’ll say that I should’ve verified the lighter’s authority with the consignee before releasing it, even if it isn’t standard procedure. They’ll find all sorts of faults with my performance.’

‘But the company will stand behind you.’

‘Of course they will. They’re not about to pay for that box as long as I can prove that we followed the standard procedures to the letter. Still, it will be a headache and a hassle for them, that will result in a black mark against my name going forward. I’ll be the captain who handed over a box at Teire to some pirate. Trust me, this is not the type of affair you want the front office to have to deal with,’ she said, staring at the blank com-screen before her and shaking her head.

At this point Fasita, our apprentice pilot, slipped onto the bridge. She had the next bridge watch. However, spying our wild-haired captain in her pajamas in the com-chair, she stopped, raised her eyebrows in surprise, and gave me a questioning look. I gave her a little shrug and grin in return. She silently slipped into the engineer’s bridge station behind the captain without a word.

Red Tew arrived on the bridge moments after Fasita.

‘Ah, there ya are, Skipper. Report’n back. Engineering staff all accounted for and on board,’ he said, adding, ‘Hi’a Rafe, Fasita, Kee,’ as he crossed the bridge to stand beside the Captain.

‘Why Skipper, having a slumber party on the bridge, are we?’ he said with a broad smile, clearly not strictly sober. ‘If I’d known that, I’d have been back far sooner.’

She turned and looking up at him no doubt gave him one of her laser stares.

But whatever he had taken on as liquid cargo made him immune to her glare, since he continued to smile down on her. ‘Forgive me for being so bold, but I must say that you look very fetching, Skipper, in pajamas and with your hair floating free and wild. With all due respect.’

‘Thank you, Chief,’ she said, with icy self-control. ‘You’re dismissed. I suggest that you sleep it off before your next downside leave.’

The thing about Red Tew is that he’s never quite as drunk as he’d like you to believe – or was it that he was always a little more drunk than he seemed. I was never quite sure. In any event he ignored her suggestion, and continued, ‘What’s lifting?’

The Captain ignored his question, so I said, ‘We have a box that appears to have gone astray.’

‘Hijacked?  Oye, that’s not good.’ he said, shaking his head, sadly. ‘A black mark for the old Vu Moon for sure. How long since it was hijacked?’

‘A little over three hours,’ muttered the Captain.

‘Why, that’s not long at all. Couldn’t have gone far. With your permission Skipper, I’ll go and gather my crew. We’ll head back down to see if we can track it down for you.’

‘Let’s see what our agent finds out first. Maybe it's just a misunderstanding. A clerical mistake.’

Tew shook his head. ‘Not bloody likely. Not here. But trust me, Skipper, we’ll make it more than a clerical mistake for someone when we find that box...’

At this point, the com-screen sprang back to life with the image of Desh. He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry to report that the first lighter was not authorized by the consignees. They only received a radio-packet with the notice of its arrival three hours ago and had to send a radio-packet to the shipper on Janipar to send them the key code. I’m afraid we need to contact the Patrol.’

‘Will that do any good?’  

Desh shrugged. ‘Maybe.’ he said, doubtfully. ‘In any event, it’s the proper procedure in cases like this – insurance claims and all that. Though I will say that whoever is behind this heist is cutting it rather close. Usually it’s more like a twenty-four hour gap before the delayed key code is sent and the hijacking discovered. By then it’s always too late. The contents of the box are already on their way to the drifts. But I wouldn’t get too hopeful. Hijacking is a science here. Even if it’s been only three hours, the original container has likely been emptied by now, and the goods are being repacked into another box, a drift-bound box as we speak. We’re probably just giving the Patrol something to follow up on tomorrow. All they ever do is locate the original and empty container.’

‘Not if I have anything to say about it. Do you signal the Patrol, or should I?’

‘I think if anyone can get them to lift, it will be you, Captain,’ said Desh, diplomatically.

‘Right. Get me a detailed manifest of that container. I want to be able to identify the contents independently of the box. Ping it to my com-link. Out,’ she snapped, cutting the connection. Turning to me she added, ‘Ping the Patrol Station.’

I did as ordered.

As the duty officer’s image appeared on the screen, Sing cut off his polite greeting. ‘Captain Sing, Rendezvous Moon, buoy 0123. One of my boxes has been hijacked – three hours ago. We’ll need to act fast while the trail is still warm. Where can I meet your crew?’

‘I am sorry to hear about your misfortune, Captain Sing. However, I am afraid that we don’t have a crew available to assign to your situation at the moment. All our enforcement agents are currently engaged in a contraband suppression mission. We will, of course, investigate the incident as soon as agents are available, though, to be honest, we probably won’t
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