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I signed aboard the Tzaritsa Moon as her second engineer. I ended up a toaster repairman. I was very lucky.

The rather lofty named Tzaritsa Moon was, in fact, a modest 16 box tramp planet trader, one of 27 small tramp traders owned by Royal Shipping Co. of Vendore. She plied the short haul routes between the minor worlds and major rocks of the Alantzia solar system. And she was, for me, a significant step down from the Guild manned fast freighters that I’d been serving aboard during the previous four years – since my arrival in the system. Those Guild ships served the seven large Unity Standard planets and a few of the more modern minor worlds of the system. Old spaceers, however, claimed that if I wanted to experience the authentic romance of the Alantzia star system, the most remote solar system in the Nine Star Nebula, I needed to ship out on one of the small planet traders that called on the eclectic and often archaic minor planets of the Alantzia. And so, after four years of tramping the system, I felt that I knew enough about the ways of Alantzia to safely sample its legendarily wild and exotic side, and signed aboard the Tzaritsa Moon.

The Tzaritsa Moon seemed to be a fairly safe bet as planet traders go. Besides her romantic name, her captain, mate, chief engineer, and purser had all served aboard her for years, which seem to bode well. That said, I can’t say they were anything to write glowing accounts about. They did their jobs. Perhaps not quite up to Guild standards, but that was to be expected. Nor were they the most social company. But since we worked four hours on, four off, I had little free time to socialize, even if I had found their company sparkling. You take your shipmates as you find them – until the next port of call – so I couldn’t complain. Not until they tried to kill me.

I had the engine room watch when the Captain ordered me to whirl up the fuel pumps and fire up the Tzaritsa Moon’s engines for our deceleration burn to make Fairwaine orbit, the terraformed moon of the uninhabitable planet of Vilwaine. While the Tzaritsa Moon, and its engine room had known better days, I found it not all that alarming, for a small planet trader. Everything was worn, but worked. You couldn’t ask for more in a planet trader. However, like any good engineer, I don’t take the green lights on my engine room control console at face value. It was my habit to make regular rounds through my roaring domain, eyeing the maze of pumps and pipes and running my hand across them to make sure they were running coolly and smoothly.

I had worked my way around to the middle catwalk of the main drive engine, when my hand, running along the external tube of number 7 plasma injector, felt heat. A lot of heat.

Glancing down, I saw a discolored spot on the gleaming D-matter tube just ahead of my hand. It had a red glowing dot in its center. That was very bad.

The D-matter radshield liner that contained the super-hot plasma must have developed a small hole and the plasma was now melting the outer D-matter steel of the tube. Once through the steel, a high pressure, quickly enlarging, super-hot stream of plasma would shoot into the engine room, wreaking deadly havoc. If – or rather when – the plasma stream severed one of the balancing engine fuel lines, the explosion would blow a great hole in the engine room, followed, no doubt, with more fuel line ruptures and more explosion, tearing the ship apart. I think my instant realization of the danger, and my subsequent response may well end up being the finest half second of my life, even if I live another 200 years. (Rather iffy.)

I leaped for the nearest ladder running alongside the drive engine.

We were decelerating at a leisurely half-gee, so I reached the ladder in a single bound and pulled myself up to the upper catwalk by hand, hardly touching a single step. Reaching the top, I lunged and slammed down the emergency engine shutdown button – in under two seconds.

The roar of the main and balancing engines, plus the machines that served them abruptly ceased. As did the pseudo-gravity that our deceleration had created. This sudden silence lasted no more than a second before the wailing of the alarms began.

I didn’t linger. Even with the engines down, the engine room was not a place I cared to be in. Freed of pseudo-gravity, I leaped upwards, pulling myself through the maze of pipes and catwalks, shooting past the control station, and on to the main engine room access hatch. There was still plasma in the tube, and though its pressure was dropping dramatically, any breach would still spray a fine mist of plasma that, in free fall, would fill the compartment with micro-goblets of plasma that would burn nice little holes through me. I wanted to be on the other side of the access hatch as soon as possible.

I just managed to reach it and get my hands and half of my head into the narrowing gap between the automatically closing hatch and the edge of the deck – hoping that its sensors were working.

They were. It stopped to buzz angrily at me, but allowed me to squeeze through the narrow gap. I paused just long enough to make sure it closed securely, before starting up the long central core of the ship.

The ship’s central core consisted of a 20x20 meter wide box of some 70 meters in length. It enclosed 15 decks of machinery and crew accommodations. A steep ladder zigzagged up along one side. Next to it was a straight ladder, for use in free fall. Hand over hand I pulled myself upwards along the straight ladder, racing toward the bridge and its engine console. I needed to bleed the fuel lines and properly shut all systems down before something really bad happened.

Nearing the top, as I shot past the boat access deck, I caught a glimpse of the captain, mate, chief, and purser clustered before the airlock of the port side launch as it was cycling open. The captain saw me. I was left with a fleeting impression of fear mixed with anger. I raced on. I’d get angry about that scene later. If there was a later.

Passing the captain and mate’s cabin deck, I reached the display-lit bridge deck, swung my body around, planting my magnetic soled boots on the deck and raced for the engineering station.

Crista, the second pilot, had the helm. He swung his chair around as I landed.

'What in the blazes are you up to Rye?' he yelled over the screaming warning sirens.

'Hot spot on a plasma injector tube,' I yelled back, as I reached my control console and begin shutting down fuel lines and opening their bleed ports to dump their remaining fuel into space. Only after that did I kill the warning siren. 'I only discovered it while making my rounds. And just in time,’ adding, ‘I hope,’ under my breath as I counted seconds in my head.

'Sensor failure?'

‘Or the reaction links. Let’s see.’

I called up a display of the engine sensor circuits. The number 7 injection tube sensor was frantically blinking red.

‘It wasn’t the sensor,’ I muttered, and pinged the cut-off circuit. It seemed operational as well. ‘What the Neb? The sensor should’ve triggered an alarm and shut the engine down a full minute before I found it.’

‘On a Guild ship,’ muttered Crista with a grim grin. ‘You ain’t aboard a Guild ship, mate.’

I ignored him – planet trader or not, the sensors and circuits should’ve worked. I called up the ship’s log.

‘What the blazing Neb?’ I muttered again, on viewing the log. ‘The sensor only tripped the shut off circuit fifteen seconds after I’d shut the engine down manually. Why, I was already on the far side of the access hatch...’

‘Better late than never.’

‘Fifteen seconds more would’ve been never,’ I replied, and turned to him. ‘Any temperature more than 10C above ambient should have set off an alarm and any temp over a 20C should have shut down the engine. The plasma was melting through the tube when I discovered it. The sensors and circuits seemed to be working, but with a delayed response.’

‘Planet traders...’ Crista said again, with a resigned shrug. ‘Ain’t they fun?’

I stared at him. Did he realize just how close he’d been sailing to his last port? Or did he not care? Neb, even now, a rupture was not out of the question, and with a little more bad luck, it might sever a balancing engine fuel line with just enough fuel in it to blow a hole in the engine room hull. We could still end up taking the boats to Fairwaine. If the rest of the crew left one for us.

I called up the visuals on the airlock access deck. It was empty. Presumably the rest of the crew, including the purser, Wu, who should have been standing watch with Crista on the bridge, had taken refuge in the launch.

‘What happened to Wu? Did he clear out at the first alarm?’

‘He didn’t report. The Skipper said he’d dig him up.’

‘Well, he’s with the rest of our brave shipmates sheltering in the port launch.’

‘I’d be there too, if I’d known what was going down.’

He said that innocently enough. But I caught his dark implication.

‘It seems that you and I are the only ones who didn’t know,’ I replied grimly.

‘Best not to think about that too much, mate,’ said Crista quietly, before turning back to his console. ‘Ain’t healthy.’

Of course I thought about it.

The most innocent explanation was that since Crista and I were standing the watch, the others – except for Wu – could’ve all been in the airlock access deck, for some other reason besides waiting for the alarm to sound. They were, after all, old shipmates. And while racing for the launch at the first blast of a warning siren was a rather disheartening performance, neither Crista nor I could say much about that. However, the fact that Wu was there, instead of standing his look-out watch on the bridge, gave one leave to consider a far less innocent explanation. If I cared to ignore Crista’s warning.

I must admit that I’ve read, watched, heard, and virtually experienced enough boys’ space stories in my youth, and listened to enough “old spaceer” yarns since arriving in the Alantzia system, to know that worn out and over insured ships sometimes go missing, on purpose. Or as an old spaceer would say, “sold to the insurance company.” Of course, you probably shouldn’t believe every – or any – old spaceer story you hear. And the Alantzia System was a Unity solar system, not the “lawless” drifts where these stories often take place. Unity space lanes were policed by the Patrol. And we were likely within radio/radar range of several other ships. Selling a ship to the insurance company couldn’t be very easy.

Then too, you’d think that a long established 27 ship company wouldn’t need to stoop to selling one of its ships to the insurance company. Especially the Tzaritsa Moon, which was not on its last rocket tube.

Still...

‘How long is it going to take to fix it?’ asked Crista, breaking into my dark thoughts.

‘A couple of hours for the engine to cool down. Half an hour to replace the tube. Say three at most.’

‘There goes our delivery bonus!’ laughed Crista.

Crista had been sailing the Alantzian orbits for half a century. I guess that toughens up the survivors. We didn’t get delivery bonuses.

‘Well, Crista, I’ll settle for just making orbit,’ I replied as the Skipper and Chief Engineer Voste swung up from the access tube and planted themselves on the bridge deck.

‘What in the blazes are you up to, Rylr?’ demanded the Skipper furiously. He had no legitimate reason to be angry at me.

I bit back an angry retort, suddenly deciding to follow Crista’s example and play dumb. ‘A hot spot on number 7 injector tube, sir.’

My grim faced Chief stalked across the deck to stand alongside of me and glared at the blinking red light.

‘Any damage?’ she said very quietly.

I kept my gaze on the console before me. I didn’t know if I could keep my suspicions out of my eyes. ‘Not when I exited the engine room. I’ve bled the lines and shut all power down.’

‘Bring up visuals and the lights.’

I did as ordered and cycled through the camera array. Everything looked to be in order. The tube had not ruptured, and by now, would not.

‘Looks like I caught it in time. We were blasted lucky, sir. Ten seconds more under full power and it would’ve likely ruptured and blown the Tzaritsa’s stern off,’ I said, keeping my eyes on the console. I decided to say nothing about the faulty sensors.

‘Right,’ she snapped. ‘I have the watch. Get down to the shop and fabricate a replacement tube.

‘Aye, Chief,’ I said, and made a quick exit. I could almost feel the pressure of her angry – and likely fearful – gaze on the back of my head. I wasn’t crazy about my position aboard the Tzaritsa Moon, but I didn’t envy hers. If my suspicions were correct, she, and likely the old crew, were looking at an uncomfortable interview with the owners, or more likely, one of the pirate princes of the Alantzia.
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We completed repairs and restarted our decel burn within three hours. I was just finishing up the tail end of my interrupted watch when a voice out of the familiar roar of the engines and spinning pumps said, ‘You’re relieved.’

I glanced over to the dark figure of Chief Engineer Voste standing next to me, outlined in the lights of the console. I had been lost in thought, contemplating my future, what remained of it.

‘Aye,’ I replied, and rattled off the engine settings, as customary, and with a curt nod, turned and started up the ladder to the blast door hatch.

We had replaced the faulty plasma injector tube, mostly in strained silence. Voste said nothing about the incident, or even asked any questions. I followed her example. The less said, the better. For now.

I left the roar and heat of the engine room behind to climb up the zigzag ladder through the core of the ship. These lower levels were given to the machines of the various environmental services. Next came the engine room shop, storerooms, and a secure small cargo room. On the other side of this core were 15 standard shipping containers, plus one permanent consignment hold, in an “X” configuration – two docked on each of the four sides of the core, stacked two high. Fuel tanks and the ship’s two boats were located in the angles between the stacked boxes.

I climbed more than halfway up before I reached the galley deck.

Crista had beaten me to the synth-galley machine and was considering his choice of meals. It offered two dozen entrees that more or less tasted alike – they don’t spend credits on fancy flavoring ingredients in the planet trader service.

‘Number eighteen,’ I said as I joined him.

‘Nah, had that yesterday.’

‘And the day before, and the day before that.’

He gave me a grin. ‘You’re saying that I should take my chances with something different?’

‘What have you got to lose?’

‘You’re right,’ he grinned, but then punched in eighteen once again. ‘But then, what have I to gain?’

‘Staying out of trouble?’ he asked, as the synth-galley began to synthesize something resembling food. ‘Fighting the urge to shut down the engines, I hope?’

‘Aye, and not falling into spinning fans as well.’

‘Feeling nervous?’

‘Nah. They’d be foolish to do anything until we reach orbit. Assuming, of course, that we weren’t supposed to reach orbit.’

‘Any doubts?’

‘No. Still, what’s the worst that they can do to us? We’re not the ones who made a hash of the plan.’

‘Keep telling yourself that, mate. As for what we can expect. It depends... In my case, all I know is that we experienced an unexpected engine shut down. Anything you say isn’t evidence, should it come to a Patrol investigation. I think all I have to fear is that I won’t be able to remember this voyage, shortly after we reach Fairwaine. I wouldn’t mind forgetting it.’

‘A memory-wipe?’

He nodded. ‘A voyage limited one, most likely. They might even let me go with a warning to keep my mouth shut.’ The synth-galley chimed and Crista took out his covered tray of number eighteen, and a free fall mug of synth-caf. He turned to me. ‘As for you, humm...’

‘Why not a mind-wipe as well?’

‘Yah, Sure. Why not?’

‘But you don’t think so.’

‘I really don’t know. My impression is that the people who order ships not to make orbit tend to hold grudges. Still, a mind-wipe should work for you as well as me. But you never know.’

‘I was only doing my job.’

‘Oh, that’ll surely lift. Your quick thinking likely cost some very hardhearted people a great deal of wasted efforts and credits. Still, it could be argued that if the job had been done right, you wouldn’t have been in a position to shove your spanner in the works. I’d say that you’re in no worse shape than our esteemed shipmates.’

‘Cold comfort.’

‘Take what you can get.’

I stared silently at the synth-galley for a moment, and shook my head. ‘So much for the exotic romance of the little worlds of Alantzia. Does this sort of thing happen often?’

He shook his head. ‘Nah. Ships have been known to disappear, but companies usually don’t bother trying to collect the insurance on them. You have to prove that the ship was lost by mishap or mechanical failure. And to do that, you need a surviving ship’s boat with the ship’s backup log and a recording of the event. You can’t just blow up a ship, say “Oops” and collect your insurance.’

‘I didn’t think it could be that easy.’

‘Besides, this isn’t the drifts. We’re usually within radar range of another ship or two. Which has me wondering – are you certain it happened on purpose?’

I nodded sadly, ‘I’m afraid so. That tube showed some interior wear, but the hot spot looked to be scratched in. It was less than 30 cm in from the end of the tube. It would’ve been easy enough during the idle time to remove it and scratch a flaw in the lining and be confident the plasma would burn through it within half an hour’s burn. As for the sensors – they checked out normal, but looked to have seen some recent attention. I don’t want to look further since; I’m trying to play innocent...’

‘Do they believe you?’

‘I doubt it. But I’m hoping to send the message that I’m not going to raise a rocket over the incident. All in an Alantzian’s days work, and all that. Still I have to wonder why they tried.’

‘The reason might be our cargo. The bill of lading on those eight boxes we took on from Darqu claims that they hold three PhantomStar fliers apiece. They’re not cheap fliers. And 24 of them... I was very surprised to see them on the manifest. I would’ve thought they’d ship expensive products like that, and in that quantity, on a Guild ship.’

‘So?’

‘I have to wonder if there are actually 24 PhantomStar fliers in those boxes.’

‘Save for insurance purposes.’

‘Right. Eight boxes were lifted, but are they the same eight boxes we loaded?’

‘It’d be hard to switch – they’re all inspected and sealed, especially when bound for a Unity world.’

‘Aye, but this is the Alantzia, mate. Whoever is behind this affair may’ve arranged to either hijack those boxes prior to loading, or simply lifted fraudulent boxes to us, expecting to collect the insurance on 24 expensive fliers. If that’s the case,  they’re not going to be happy. Fraud on that scale cost credits up front,’ said Crista, with a grim grin.

‘Not our problem,’ I said.

‘Keep telling yourself that, my friend. My dinner’s getting cold. We’ll know soon enough.’

That was what I was afraid of.

The synth-galley chimed and I took out my number seven meal and mug of lukewarm synth-caf. I looked down at its shades of grey and brown and had to wonder what I was thinking about when I decided to explore the exotic side of the Alantzia. Too late, of course.

I was fairly certain they’d not try to silence or eliminate me until after we made orbit. I was logged in, and if I didn’t arrive safe and sound, it would be noted by the quarantine inspection and generate an automatic Patrol investigation. A Patrol investigation would be the last thing they’d want. However, when you’re trapped with four shipmates who likely planned to kill you, it’s wise to take precautions. So, upon returning to my cabin, I asserted my control of the Tzaritsa Moon.

Child’s play. I’d been cracking and exploring information systems since I was a child. I’m very good at it. I was born with an uncanny ability to recall very long strings of digits and an intuition that makes complex abstract patterns visible in my mind’s eye. It’s a knack. And a passion. Growing up on Neuholm’s moon of Murlinn, the Patrol’s BasePrime, I had a lot of information systems to explore. By the time I left Murlinn, my access authority to the Patrol’s Prime Information and Control System was a level higher than that of the Prime Admiral of the Patrol. (Though he didn’t know it.) Not that I did much of anything with all the systems I compromised. I was extremely cautious – look, but don’t touch; I just was curious to see how deep I could dive and how high I could soar. Though, to be completely honest, I did insert my little cyber-bots subsystems into each system I explored, to keep the doors open to me, so that I could return any time I cared to.

Oh, I’m a very dangerous man, though more of a danger to myself than anyone else. Should anyone ever find out about my talent, or my exploits, I don’t know what they might do with me. Thus, I keep my talents secret. But to return to the subject at hand, taking control of the Tzaritsa Moon was easy.

I hold a Guild ticket as a systems-tech as well as an engineer’s, so I know my way around a ship's info-system. Since it controls a thousand different functions, it has a thousand service doors that can be exploited to gain access to the total system. If you have a knack for it. So I took secret control of the ship. I set up the ship’s environmental system, which tracked everyone aboard anyway, to alert me should anyone pause outside my cabin door for more than two seconds. I then secured the airlocks so that they couldn’t be opened except with “owner’s privilege,” which trumped the Captain’s, which I’d awarded to myself. They’d not be sending that plasma tube out the airlock until we arrived. Plus I monitored all communications, and they needed my approval to be sent, just in case the Captain was stupid enough to tip off the people behind the plot prior to our arrival. After that, I scraped the ship’s log, copying the various system-logs to my com-link, and constructed a compelling timeline that all but screamed, “sabotage!” I then added my report and set it up as a radio-packet to the Fairwaine Patrol Station, to be sent as soon as I could get clear of the ship.

Ideally, I should’ve sent it on ahead and had the Patrol waiting for us on making orbit. They could board the ship right after the quarantine inspectors and take us into custody for interrogation using a memory-scan machine that would not only establish who knew what, but could be used to trace the orders back to the people wanting the Tzaritsa Moon destroyed. The problem was, I would be memory-scanned as well. Ideally, the memory-scan would only cover the incident, but even so, my subsequent actions would give them a hint of my talents. And I didn’t dare risk that.

I had another reason as well. One way or another, I’ve spent most of my life in the Patrol. Growing up on Murlinn which was almost entirely devoted to the Patrol, I ate, slept, played, studied, and worked Patrol. The Patrol was a facet of everything, and everyone, I knew. My parents were high ranking officers in the Patrol, and they expected me to follow suit.

I did. For one 12 year hitch. As a tech, not an officer. Six years in contraband control, and six in fleet maintenance. However, being a Patrol tech didn’t satisfy my parents, who expected an officer son. I wasn’t satisfied either. Thirty years in the Patrol, one way or another, was enough for me, so at the end of my first service hitch, I made my escape. I booked a box-passage to the Alantzia system.

There I adopted a new identity – easy enough for me – and with my Patrol training, quickly qualified for an entry level three Guild ticket as an engineer which I used to land a berth on a Guild manned tramp ship. Since then, I’ve passed for both a level two engineer’s ticket and that level three systems tech ticket. I didn’t care to go higher with the systems tech, so as not to advertise my talent. You can learn a lot in four years as a spaceer. But apparently, not enough...

Sorry. People have remarked, on occasion, that I talk too much. What I’m working around to saying is that if I fell into the hands of the Patrol – even here in Alantzia – they would eventually identify me, and word of my fate – tramping on some sort of shady 16 box planet trader between the minor planets and moons of the Alantzia system – would eventually reach my parents. It might break their hearts. Or they might disown me. Likely both. I didn’t care to risk either, so I had devised my plan as a way of seeing that justice was served, without getting personally involved.
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‘Finished with engines,’ said the Captain, standing behind Crista at the helm. I was manning the engine from the bridge, along with Wu, the Purser, who was manning the communications station.

I acknowledged his order and took the main and eight balancing engines off line. We had made our assigned orbital berth above the large moon of Fairwaine. There was, however, no joy in our safe arrival.

‘See that all is secured below,’ the Captain added.

‘Aye,’ I replied and set off for the engine room, glad to be free of the unacknowledged, but very palatable, tension on the bridge. The crisis was at hand for one and all, and everyone was feeling the weight of it. Save for routine communications upon arrival, the Captain had maintained radio silence. Which meant that I had no idea what to expect. But everyone knew that a very unpleasant person downside may have already noted our unexpected arrival and was likely very unhappy.

I had just finished securing the auxiliary machines when the quarantine boat arrived to scan the ship and crew for health hazards. I reported to the wardroom and was examined by the med bots to verify that I had no dangerous communicable disease. The quarantine inspection was universal in the Unity, but of greater concern in the Alantzia system with its hundreds of dissenting little worlds and inhabited asteroids that were often deliberately primitive.

The Captain and Mate watched Crista and me closely during the exam, fearing that we might take the opportunity to express other, more pressing, concerns for our health. Crista, however, was content to risk a mind-wipe and I had decided that I’d make my report when I was downside, once I had a chance to escape both the people that wanted this ship not to arrive, and the Patrol.

Fairwaine, though technically a distant moon of Vilwaine, was large enough to possess a gravity of a 1/6th of standard gravity, and it had been completely terraformed. Because of this, it boasted a large Unity population as well as a diverse collection of nonconforming societies. In short, it was big enough, and populated enough, to disappear into, given half an hour’s head start. Getting that half an hour was my problem.  

Once the bots had departed and the quarantine boat had cleared our extended airlock, I turned to the Captain. ‘Engine room is secure, sir. My duties are completed. If you will release my wages, I’ll signal for a taxi.’

I didn’t expect him to agree, but I was still playing the clueless second engineer. I figured it was worth a try, since it wasn’t all that far from the truth.

‘You’ll have your wages when I get to my office. As for the taxi, I’ll save you the fare. Our agent wants a word with you and Voste concerning that engine shut down. Fex’ll take you and Voste down as soon as he can clear the launch. Collect your gear and report to the airlock deck in ten minutes.’

That was a lie. He’d not communicated with our agent. I was still monitoring the ship’s communications. Nevertheless, I replied, ‘I don’t need praise. Just doing my job. Still, a bonus would be appreciated.’

‘I’ll see what I can do for you,’ he replied, all too darkly for my liking.

‘I can run them down, sir,’ offered Crista. ‘No need to send Fex. The Trade Inspectors will be up shortly and you’ll want the mate aboard to deal with them.’

‘You and I’ll deal with the Trade Inspectors,’ he snapped. And with a jerk of his head to the launch’s access port, added, ‘Lift, Fex.’

Crista shrugged and I gave him a little smile of thanks for the effort, and took his offered hand. We exchanged ‘Good luck and fair orbits,’ and an ironic ‘See you downside for drinks.’  He wouldn’t likely remember me, if we ever met again. Even if it was tomorrow. Nor I him, at the current odds. And with that, I turned for the free fall ladder to collect my gear.

I had my gear packed, and packed just the way I wanted it – with my hand-built 1:32 scale model of a Crimson Comet 33xz yacht carefully nestled at the top of my Guild spaceer uniform and a few other keepsakes. I loved this little model for several reasons. The 33xz model of the Crimson Comet space yacht was gloriously Gothic in design, making it a very interesting model to build. I had spent hundreds of hours crafting it out of metal and D-matter parts during my time in the Patrol. It was the ultimate expression of my misspent romantic youth enjoying unlikely space adventures, since it hid a working, but undetectable plasma darter straight out of those stories.

During my first six year assignment in contraband suppression, I’d come across a small plasma darter in a hidden compartment aboard the confiscated smuggler's boat which I was inspecting. Though it was against regulations, I decided to keep that little darter for myself. I dismantled it and rebuilt its essential parts in such a way that they became parts of the yacht model. One of the yacht’s fins doubled as its handle, while the rest of it – its dart magazine, capacitor, and drive beam projector – were hidden in the yacht’s engine and carefully shielded with D-matter material so that they could not be identified as such by the automated security scanners found at every entry point in the Unity. However, flipping down the after hull section to view the engine, and then, with two quick flicks I could attach the guts of the darter to the fin-handle, and have a working 1mm plasma darter with 200 darts in hand, should the need ever arise. So, thanks to the romanticism of my misspent youth, I had more than the customary billy-blade in my jacket pocket to aid in my hoped for escape.

The problem was that I didn’t know where we were landing. And thus, I didn’t know whether or not I needed to keep the darter hidden in the model, or if I could keep it assembled and handy in the pocket of my jacket. Darters were illegal in all of Fairwaine. This was the Unity, after all. And the penalty for attempting to smuggle a darter through security was rehabilitation, which is to say, a fairly comprehensive mind-wipe and restructuring. However, many of Fairwaine’s non-conforming societies didn’t bother to enforce this policy – part of their nonconforming mentality. Flora Qin’s The Fairwaine Traveler, A Comprehensive Guide to the Societies of Fairwaine had offered some hints as to which ones were lax, but my better judgment said “play it safe.” So I gave the complete little Crimson Comet 33xz one last wishful look, and sealed my kit bag.

I spent the next five minutes donning two trousers, and three shirts – all armored against darts, the last layer being my nondescript downside clothes, which I hoped would allow me to easily slip unremarked into most Fairwaine societies. All these clothes were made of a D-matter fabric designed to stop standard darts, and with all the layers I was wearing, they might even prevent an armor piercing 1mm caliber dart from penetrating as well. In addition, I had started wearing a special, skin-tight undergarment dating from my Patrol days since the incident. This garment had superconducting threads woven into the fabric that were designed to follow the dart into the body and conduct a portion of the plasma discharge out and into the garment, thus lessening its effects on the body. It would shorten the time I'd be unconscious. It might even render a fatally charged dart, not quite as deadly. It was a Patrol exclusive garment – and issued exclusively to personnel and only when they were on duty where darter fire was a potentiality – as in the ship boarding duties I performed in my first assignment. I didn’t return mine, though the records would say otherwise. It seemed rather unethical to keep such a potentially lifesaving technology as a Patrol monopoly.  

I donned my nondescript D-matter downside jacket and slung my kit bag over my shoulder, and looked in the small mirror. “Well me’lad, ain’t this just the type of adventure you dreamed of having?” I asked myself. My honest answer was “Aye.” Be careful of your dreams.

As I made my way back to the wardroom I mulled over my very thin plan, which involved slipping a couple of darts into the Mate and Chief at some point and then running fast and far. I’d then send along my report to the Patrol, and bury myself in some obscured non-conforming society (so I couldn’t be traced by Unity security) along with my Rye Rylr identity. I’d resurrect my Guild spaceer identity and then after several months, to
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