
     [image: Cover]
   

 
    
        Change of Plans Episode One

        
    

    
        Odette C. Bell

    

    
        [image: Odette C Bell]
    

    
        www.odettecbell.com
    




    
    Copyright

    All characters in this publication are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

    


    Change of Plans Episode One

    Copyright © 2020 Odette C Bell

    Cover art stock photos licensed from Depositphotos.

    

    [image: Odette C Bell]
    
        www.odettecbell.com
    



  Change of Plans Episode One Blurb

    
        
She's a runaway princess - he's a runaway prince.
When Jupiter - the most important and hunted royal of the Orion Empire - accepts a deal to kidnap a wayward princess, he shouldn't accept. He does, and it drives him right into the arms of a galactic war. If he doesn't keep his wits about him, it'll thrust him into her arms, too. A problem, as Emilia Astrid is infected with a power to change everything.
....
Change of Plans follows two witty, wisecracking runaway royals fighting to save their crooked galactic kingdoms. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Change of Plans Episode One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

    


    Chapter 1

    Hank Polaris

    I walked into the room, my hand on my pulser, my expression as blank as deep space.

    There was one table, one chair, and one enormous view screen behind it. Currently it showed nothing but the lonely view behind the ship. Just space, just dust, just the endless void.

    I slid into the seat, my hand still on the pulser.

    The second my body was in the chair was the second I felt the reliable hum indicating a long-distance communication was initiating. Sure enough, a few short seconds later, a hologram crackled into position on the opposite side of the desk. It even brought its own chair. How accommodating.

    The figure was predictably dressed in a long black hood. It hid their face. I could see one bony knuckle protruding from their sleeves, but that was it.

    For several seconds, the figure neither did nor said anything. You could just assume that it was a problem with the communication. Or perhaps the guy, more likely, was assessing me.

    “You are the famous pirate Polaris,” the guy hissed.

    My hand still on my pulser, not bothering to take it off despite the fact it was an obvious and aggressive move, I shrugged. “Yeah, that’s me.” Grabbing my jaw with my free hand, I let my fingers trace across my stubble. While I watched the guy nominally, with the rest of my attention, I assessed the room. This could be a trap. I doubted it was, but it still could be. Over the years of bounty hunting and working for pirate scum, I’d done a pretty good job of hiding my old life. But at times like this, a lick of nerves always got to me.

    With another quick survey of the room, I tamped them down.

    The Royal Palace wasn’t going to come for me. Yet.

    “We have a job for you,” the shadowy figure said. It used the Royal we. That, or it had a whole bunch of other aliens stuffed under its hood somewhere. That could be a possibility. I wasn’t about to lean over and try to yank it off to find out. Plus, it wouldn’t work. I had no idea exactly where this long-distance communication was coming from, but from the substandard quality, I could tell that it was either from the opposite side of the galaxy or further.

    I sat there and nodded. “For a price, I’m willing to track anyone down.”

    “Then you are the right man for us. Here are her details.”

    In a seamless move, information flashed to the left of the man. It looked as if it had just been spray-painted into the air. The rest of the holographic transmission might be crappy, but this was perfect.

    My eyes narrowed as soon as I saw the long name. Emilia Safire Centurai Astrid. My eyes narrowed even more as I saw the prefix right at the end. Princess of the Astrid Royal Family.”

    My gut kicked hard. I didn’t show it. You would have had to have medical scanners, and they would’ve had to be damn invasive to even pick up an inkling of my fear.

    Excuse me if the words Royal Family always got to me.

    “What has our wayward princess done?” I managed to ask in a neutral tone.

    “She has been sold by her family to the Dark Traders.”

    “Ouch,” I muttered. I let a little laugh split the air. It was more to diffuse tension than anything else. I gripped my jaw again. I let my fingers brush down my stubble once more until I grabbed my chin hard in a steely grip. “Will she be any trouble?”

    “She has led a sheltered life. She will be an easy mark. You will retrieve her and take her to the Dark Traders.”

    “She ran away on her own, then? Surely the Dark Traders are looking for her?”

    “You will find her first.”

    I didn’t blink an eyelid at that. While the Dark Traders weren’t the kind of scum sucking low lifes to ever let one of their contracted souls go, obviously my employer here wanted me to deliver the princess before they could find her themselves. Maybe there was a penalty in the contract. Or maybe my shadowy friend here just wanted to save face – which would be pretty weird considering he didn’t even look like he had one.

    “Do you accept this mission?”

    I paused. Not that this bastard knew – not that any single person in the galaxy would know it, either – I was a runaway prince, too. Not from the Astrid Royal Family. No. I came from the worst Royal Family out there. The Orions. My family hadn’t sold me, unlike poor Emilia here. Instead, my brother had skipped me on his way to the throne. And he had turned every single significant resource of the Orion Family against me. For years, I’d been hunted, until finally I’d figured out how you lived in this twisted galaxy. If you didn’t want to be hunted, you did all the hunting first.

    I made no attempt to hide the fact that I was clutching my gun anymore. I pushed to my feet with my hand still on it and shrugged. I scratched my chin one last time. Then I nodded. “Send the details over to my cruiser. Consider this mission done. Our wayward princess will be hand-delivered to the Dark Traders. And I will get,” my gaze flashed down to the bottom of the information displayed beside the alien, “50,000 credits.” I grinned. I turned and walked out.

    I had a mission to do, after all.

    Our little princess wouldn’t stand a chance against me.

  
    Chapter 2

    Emilia Astrid

    I pushed my back against the cold metal behind me. I closed my eyes. Gripping a hand over them, I settled a breath hard in my chest. “You can do this. You have to do this. The Dark Traders will rip you apart,” I hissed.

    I didn’t know if those words were meant to be comforting, but they weren’t. They were enough to ignite my fear, enough to move me forward, but they unsettled me deeper than I could know.

    I still couldn’t come to terms with the fact my family had sold me. Or perhaps I could. I’d always chosen to live my life in my lonely palace, away from troubles, away from machinations, and away from the people who wanted to kill me. That was until they’d caught up with me.

    I shoved down the corridor. My footsteps were unsteady, my body shaking with too many nerves to hope to control. It had been that way ever since bounty hunters from the Dark Traders had stolen into my palace.

    I gripped my face and let my fingers slide down it hard. “God, I have to get out of here,” I muttered under my breath. “So I’m going to try this one last time.”

    With a shaking hand, I gripped the wrist device on my arm. With a few expert movements, I turned it on.

    “This is the personal computer of Prince Horatio Astrid. You are not—”

    “I’m overriding your programs,” I said in a dictatorial tone I’d learned from my mother. “You now belong to me. You will help me—”

    “I am the personal computer of Horatio Astrid. You will turn around, and you will return me to him at once.”

    I rolled my eyes. Like hell I was going to do that. Horatio, once upon a time, had been my betrothed. But he’d also been the one who’d sold me to the Dark Traders.

    I was never going back there, and if I ever saw that bastard, I wasn’t going to return his personal wrist device. I was going to shove him out an airlock.

    I tried to use that image to bolster myself. But there was only so much it could do. My heart still trembled, and my gut still felt as if I’d swallowed a thousand mules who were kicking through me with every second.

    I reached the end of the corridor. And there, predictably, I saw a blast door. It was firmly shut, and there was a glimmering force field in front of it.

    I jammed my thumb into my mouth. I chewed down hard on my nail. I settled a hand on the data pad. I tried to think of how the hell I would be able to get through this door on my own.

    I didn’t have any fancy hacking skills. Hell, I barely had any useful knowledge at all. Living in the palace had certainly had its perks, but I hadn’t learned about the real galaxy.

    Right now that meant I had no hope.

    Before another wave of fear could kick through me, I grabbed the wrist device harder. It was still on. “Look, I know what you things are. You possess partially-aware AIs. You’re semiconscious, aren’t you?” I snarled at it. “So you should be able to imagine the pain of not existing. You should try to do everything you can to stop it. Here’s the thing. Unless you help me right now, I’m going to rip you off my wrist, and I’m going to stamp on you. You will go from being alive and aware, to being nothing more than broken circuits and a fading memory in my mind.”

    If this were a real person and not a semi-aware AI, I wouldn’t threaten them like this. Or maybe I would. The fear of falling to the Dark Traders was enough to make a girl desperate in the extreme.

    There was a pause. “You cannot threaten me.”

    “Maybe I can threaten you with reality, then? You know how Horatio thinks, don’t you? And before you go on about your automatic loyalty to him, let me remind you. Horatio,” I clenched a fist hard, “is a megalomaniac. He’s a narcissist. He is also a psychopath.” I could think of shining examples of every single one of these traits. For years, I’d just ignored them. And for years, that meant I’d inadvertently ignored him plotting against me, and I’d essentially tied my own noose.

    “What is your point?” the wrist device said after a significant pause that suggested maybe I was getting to it.

    “That if you ever return to Horatio, you will die. He is not going to accept you back onto his arm. He’s certainly not gonna praise you for getting away from me. He’s gonna wipe you. Or worse still – he’s going to be the one to stamp you into smithereens for daring to allow yourself to be stolen by me.” It had been nothing more than a stroke of luck that had seen me obtain this wrist device in the first place. Horatio had placed it down and forgotten about it. I’d taken it without a word and without a moment’s remorse. “Now, I can promise you that I won’t do that. All you have to do is help me,” I said in a shaking voice as I thought I heard an alarm reverberating further down the corridor. Clutching the wrist device hard, I turned my head over my shoulder, my eyes widening as fear slackened my cheeks and opened my lips limply. “All we have to do is help each other. I promise you I’ll keep you alive.”

    “It has been the greatest honor of my life to serve Horatio.”

    “Horatio is a psychotic frigging bastard. And unless you want that life to end, you’re going to assist me.” I wasn’t doing a very good job of convincing this wristwatch that I was its only hope. But my heart was now pounding harder than it ever had before. And that included when I’d opened my door to see two Dark Trader bounty hunters reaching toward me.

    I’d managed to slip past them and make it onto a transport substation, simply because I’d known my palace better than they had. But unless I got out of here, I was dead meat walking.

    “We have detected a precipitous rise in your blood pressure and heart rate. This is further indication that you are lying.”

    “Lying?” I spluttered as hard as I could. “It’s an indication that I’m fearing for my life. By the way, you should be fearing for yours, too. Because the second those bounty hunters catch up to me is going to be the second that they rip you off my wrist and destroy you. Nobody’s returning you to Horatio. You didn’t even have a great life with him anyway. If you have a scrap of conscience programmed into your AI somewhere, help me,” I screamed until my throat went raw.

    This was it. I swore I could hear frantic footfall making its way toward me. I either had to get through to this wrist device, or I just had to crumple down into a ball and accept my new fate.

    There was a significant pause. Or at least it felt significant to me. It was like it was going to run for all eternity. Then warily, I felt a twitch in my wrist.

    It was the wrist device trying to access my nervous system. It was very easy to override. Though remote control of your body was possible with these fancy personal computers, it was mediated by a neurological chip in a wearer’s head. At any time, I could put a wall up between me and the wrist device, and not only would I not hear its communications, it would not be able to affect my body at all.

    As my desperation rose and rose like a flare, I chose to trust the personal computer because I didn’t have any other option.

    I felt my fingers settle on the panel by the wall. With a deep muscular twitch, they started to move over it as fast as little ants rushing away from rain.

    The next thing I knew, my fingers had hacked right through the door’s controls. There was a beep, and the door un-clicked. It was the most satisfying sound I had ever heard. I rushed through just as it was opening. There in front of me, I saw the docks. Ships upon ships were lined up. They were like candy waiting for the taking.

    I jerked my head over my shoulder. I started to back off. I could finally see the bounty hunters coming in to view.

    “Understand that this is not me helping you. This is me helping myself,” the personal computer said.

    I snorted. “I didn’t think that was in your programming, but I’m glad it is. Now—”

    I couldn’t finish that. My hand settled on the door controls again, and in a blinding snap, I managed to hack right through them. The doors closed just as I saw one of those snarling bounty hunters get close enough that I could see the whites in his eyes. I stared at them, fear shaking through my body. I turned hard when my hand gave up. I fell on my ass.

    “Get up,” the personal computer snapped in my mind. “That hack will give you two minutes. You must secure a vessel and leave in that time.”

    “Which one?”

    “The smallest and cheapest one.”

    “What? Don’t you want to outrun them? Don’t the Dark Traders have ships everywhere? I thought their spies were in every single system in the galaxy?”

    “Yes. But cheaper ships are easier to hack through, and they are less conspicuous. Now, Princess Astrid, do as I say and only as I say. You may get through this.”

    I clutched the wrist device. I momentarily closed my eyes despite the fact I didn’t have that much time. “No, we might get through this. We’re in the same boat now. If Horatio finds us, he’ll kill us. And if the Dark Traders get there first, it will be so much worse.”

  
    Chapter 3

    Hank Polaris

    I sat at the controls of my primary navigation computer and leaned all the way back in my chair, my head resting hard against the headrest, one hand on my face as I rubbed my eyes. “All I’m asking, Tripta, is that you give me a log of all ship movements for the past 24 hours.”

    The hologram on screen flickered. Tripta, a Calfska alien with a massive head that looked as if it couldn’t possibly be carried around by his tiny body, grinned. At least he did something with his mouth. It was pretty hard to tell exactly what his lips were doing. It almost looked as if he’d just eaten them. He laughed. Or at least there was an expulsion of air. “We’re friends. But we’re not that friendly. I know you secretly hate me.”

    I dropped my hand quickly. I leaned forward, grabbed the edge of the console, and looked at him seriously. “You crazy? We’re the best of friends. I’m always helping you out.”

    “Last time we went drinking, you left suddenly, left me with the bill, and left me with bounty hunters breathing down my neck.”

    I shrugged. I tried to make it affable, but it was a weasel move. “The bounty hunters weren’t after you. They were after me. And look, they did nothing to you. You’re right here and everything’s okay.”

    “I cannot give you log data from the past 24 hours.”

    “And why not?”

    “Because it has already been wiped.”

    I frowned. I pushed forward. I blinked blearily into the screen. I hadn’t had much sleep last night. I’d had to fly the ship like the clappers to the closest transport station to Astrid space. Wayward princesses wouldn’t find themselves, after all. “Why would that have happened?” I kept my voice even.

    “Don’t know. The technicians are working on it now.”

    “Well, you’ve gotta give me something. I want to know exactly what ships came and left. More to the point, I want to know what ships were stolen,” I added, my voice dropping down low.

    “Ships are stolen here all the time. They’re never logged. Nobody cares.”

    “Yeah, I’m aware of the fact that this is a particularly seedy transport station. That’s why you’re working here.” I momentarily didn’t watch my tongue. As I pressed my hands over my eyes and yawned, I finally caught up to what I’d said. I dropped my hands quickly. “That’s not to say anything about your capabilities – just your proclivities. You like it better when there are plenty of shadows to hide in.”

    I thought I’d lost him, but I hadn’t. As I said that, he grinned. It marched across his face like cracking ice. “True. But I can’t help you. No one can. The data was wiped.”

    “This is a shit-hole of a transport station, but you’ve got better security than that. Who the hell would have been brash enough to wipe the transport data of an entire station in Astrid space?”

    “No clue. Maybe Dark Traders?”

    “They don’t have those kinds of skills.”

    “Maybe the Astrid government?”

    “I can’t think of a single reason why they’d want to do that.”

    “Then maybe some unknown force? It would have to be powerful. The wipe was complete. There’s no information left. No incoming and outgoing ship logs. Not even any communications.”

    I sat back. I drummed my fingers hard against the console. He hadn’t mentioned that particular gem earlier on. Wiping all communications… that was a seriously neat trick. A powerful one, too. With a sigh, I soon realized I was wasting time. I wouldn’t find my princess while continuing to chat. So I shrugged. “See you around,” I said without a further goodbye. I ended the communication, leaned back, thought things through, then plugged in a new set of coordinates.

    When that was done, with a yawn, I slipped out of my seat. I walked through my tiny cockpit.

    I had a bigger cockpit, because I had a bigger ship, but I never dared to use it. It was always being towed behind my real vessel, and it was always cloaked.

    It was my official princely vessel, if you’d believe it. It was worth about a trillion times more than my current ship, and that was no lie. The princes – especially
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