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​ Harry’s Detour

 


Harold Sayres
Purdy, grandson of the current president of the United Systems,
woke in darkness, lying on cold uneven rock.

He tried
to sit up but his throbbing headache pounded faster, so he slowly
returned to his horizontal position. When the back of his head
touched the ground it felt soft. Soft rock? After feeling the area
around his head he concluded his head rested on a folded lump of
cloth, probably a blanket. Other than touch, he could not tell if
his guess was correct. He slowly lowered his arm until it rested on
his chest.

Flashes
of memory flooded his mind, including his sister running with others, while he waited
to take down the ones who threatened her safety.

What was
her name? What was his name? Something starting with H.

Heath?
No. Henry? No, but it was close. Harry? Yes, that name sounded familiar.

He
blinked. The area above his head remained black.

His hip
hurt. To ease the ache he rolled onto his left side. In the
distance he saw a faint light, like a night light for babies. The
outline of an arch separated the dark from the faint light. It
looked like he was underground. Why was he underground? Why
couldn’t he remember?

The
pounding in his head had
to mean he injured himself. Or someone hit him on the head and
knocked him out. That could explain why he seemed to have misplaced
his memory. If he really had no memory, he would not miss
it.

Back to his
name. Harry? Yes, Harry. But it was not quite correct.

A flash
of memory. His sister running beside a male. Something was wrong with the male. He
studied the memory until he remembered her name. It was
Karen.

With
that thought, flashes of vision flooded his mind.
His name was Harold Purdy, but
he was using Harry Smith and his sister was using Karen Smith. They
were running away from the ones who kidnapped them.

He
remembered the anger he
felt when he was locked up with Karen, with no hope of help
arriving to rescue them. And the feeling of hopelessness. Then he
smiled as he remembered the kidnappers letting down their guard for
a few minutes and he made the decision to escape. It felt good to
turn the feeling of hopelessness to hope after they reached the
edge of the spaceport. So close to boarding a ship. He was
surprised how easy it was to start a fight with two locals, which
quickly spread out of control between the citizens and visiting
miners. He gained time to lead Karen across the field unchallenged
until he reached S.S. Escape, owned by Captain Black and scheduled for lift that
afternoon. All he had to do was convince the Captain to keep them
hidden until lift and he succeeded in that because he remembered
the small cabin they were assigned. He remembered helping Karen
into a pod before he climbed into his own pod. And reassuring her
as the pressure built when the ship lifted.

Why were
they not still on the ship? Why were they on a planet and
running? And why was he
underground?

He
closed his eyes and thought some more. He remembered S.S. Escape was heading to the nearest Peace Keeper base when
the ship crashed into the ocean.

The last
of his memory returned. He had helped rescue a local alien from the
swimming pool when they were checking out an illegal mining camp on
the unmapped planet. He somehow got separated from the Captain and
Jelena, their local guide.

The
three of them fled back
to the ship chased by miners from the illegal mine. When he ordered
Karen to keep going with the released captive, he waited to ambush
and kill the last of the humans chasing them. One male got past his
hiding place with at least one tracking dog.

He must
have fallen and knocked his head. If he fell, why was no light
shining into the hole above him? Was it night? And what use were the lights
outside the arch? Could he have somehow fallen into the underground
mine on the other side of the hill from where he killed the male
and dog?

He hoped
Karen made it back to Captain Black’s ship. If Karen asked Captain
Black to flee the planet, would the Captain do so, or would she wait for him to return
first? He hoped they fled. The sooner they reached the Peace
Keepers and reported the sooner the PK’s would return in force to
remove the illegal miners. And rescue him. What if Karen ordered
Captain Black to search for him instead of leaving the
planet?

He had
to move before Karen and
Captain Black came back, so he struggled to sit again.

After he eased
into a sitting position, he held his head until the throbbing
settled. Then he opened his eyes.

The
light beyond the arch brightened. A large woman in her fourth or fifth decade stopped in
the doorway. She shone the light on him. He raised his hand to
shield his eyes against the brightness. The throbbing eased a
little as the light dimmed.

“Good, you are
awake.” She stepped into the room, lighting the rock walls.

He got a
better look at her. She wore dirty overalls, more brown than white, and dusty boots.
Her short hair was either grey or full of dust.

“Head
still hurt?” She walked behind him and gently touched the back of
his head. “The lump is smaller.” She placed a small container in his hands.
“Drink.”

Harry took a
sip. It was water. He drank the rest and handed the container back
to her. “Where am I?”

“In the
only gold mine on this forsaken planet. Remember your name? Got your wits back yet?” She
walked back to the arch, taking the light with her.

“Harry.” He
slowly stood. “Who are you?”

“Marg
Parker. My husband, Fred, and I got picked as volunteers to help colonise a new planet in
the Cassiopeia system. Once here, learnt we were not at Cassiopeia.
Didn’t take long to learn the whole operation was illegal, and no
way to leave the planet.” She shook her head. “Looks like you’re
another duped volunteer of the scam Pung Wi is running.”

He knew that
name. The mastermind behind the kidnapping. The one he was fleeing.
Well, the boss of the ones he was fleeing.

“I guess
you reported me.” Harry slumped his shoulders. If he escaped once,
he could try again, after he got his bearings. He only
hoped Karen reached the
ship, and Captain Black had already lifted.

She
threw a bundle of clothing towards him. He caught
the bundle, before he
recognised another pair of overalls. “Put them on. We need to dirty
your boots, hands and face. If you want to get out of this alive,
you need to keep your mouth shut.”

Harry stared
at the overalls.

“What you
waiting for? Put them on over your clothes.”

He slowly
climbed into the overalls.

“That
rumble you hear is
Mister Pung Wi’s thugs arriving. They are either here to rob us of
the gold we already dug up, or are still searching for you. So,
you’ll do as you’re told, if you don’t want to be
caught.”

The distant
rumble grew louder as the sound travelled down the tunnel. He felt
a slight shudder through his boots, then the rumble faded.

She
stepped through the arch, and looked down the tunnel, before she
turned back to study Harry. “If you’re questioned, you been working for us at least
four weeks. Got that? But it’s better to just nod and leave me to
talk.” She did not wait for him to answer. “You head down the
tunnel until you see my Fred. He’ll order you to bring the last
diggin’s to the entrance. When you get out the front, do not speak.
Understood?”

Harry
nodded, but he did not like the plan. Of course, his head did not like him nodding,
either. He tightened his shoulder muscles to keep his head still
and the throbbing subsided a little.

Marg guessed the
doubt he felt. “The best place to hide is in plain sight. No matter
who asks you a question, keep your mouth shut. I will answer all
questions. Now, head down to Fred. He’s got better lighting where
he’s diggin’, so can check you look dirty enough to made them
believe you worked here for weeks.”

Harry stepped
through the arch and looked left.

She gave
him a push. He followed the dull ceiling lights down the tunnel.

* * *

Somewhere between leaving the small dark room and exiting
the dim tunnel into a
well lit dusty cavern, the walls changed from rock to
dirt.

Harry
felt light headed. He realised he was panting, so tried to breathe
deeply, counting to four as he inhaled through his nose, held his
breath for a count of four, and slowly expelled the air from his lungs for another count
of four. It worked. The throbbing eased and the dizzy feeling
faded.

He
studied the cavern. Large piles of earth remained in front of the
walls, except for the opposite side where a large man swung a pick.
Each thud of the pick into the wall caused a small dust cloud to
blur the surrounding area before the dust settled.
He had to be Fred.

A
swooshing noise sounded
overhead. Harry glanced up. A large three bladed fan blew fresh air
across the cavern. Harry guessed the downward flowing air helped
push the dust to the ground. A second smaller fan on the far side
of the cavern sucked in any remaining dust. The extractor piping
led around the wall and disappeared down the tunnel above his
head.

Harry
recognised a large borer
waiting silently on his left. He also noticed two hover sleds
parked behind the borer.

He could
not believe in this day and age humans would work in
such poor conditions,
especially working underground, where the walls and roof of the
cavern were not even supported with FastSet. It was the cheap spray
on foam used to support any covering from collapsing so there was
no excuse not to use it. If the owner was waiting on an order of
FastSet from back home, he should have at least braced the walls
and roof using local timber.

Well, Harry
knew his rights. He was not prepared to remain in such an unsafe
workplace. He took a step backwards. And another.

“There
you are. Got your wits back yet?” Fred held the pick over his
shoulder while he
studied Harry.

“Why
have you not used FastSet? It is illegal to work underground
without first securing the worksite.” Harry took a third step back.
He was standing at the opening to the tunnel, ready to turn and run. He might even
make it to the mine entrance before Fred caught him.

“I would love
to cover the area in FastSet. I have no say on the matter. Didn’t
Marg explain our situation?” Fred beckoned with his left hand.

Harry
knew he should obey, at least until he checked out the whole
tunnel, but his mind told him to run while he still could. But which way? Would
he find somewhere to hide until the thugs left or run right into
them?

“Come closer
so I can check you over.” Fred dropped the pick.

Harry
decided it would be better to wait until he found an exit before he ran. He walked
across the uneven ground.

“Rub
your hands and face in that pile of dirt.” Fred nodded to the
closest pile of loose earth on Harry’s left. “Need you to look like
you have been mining for weeks, not fresh faced and
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