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1 - CRASH
LANDING


Captain Alana
Black’s dark body-hugging suit allowed her to fade into the shadows
under S.S. Escape as she slipped between number three and
number four engines, required to travel the light year distances
from Earth to the outer fringes of civilisation. She felt around in
the dark until she located the bottom rung of the aft ladder and
hauled herself up with her arms, until her feet reached the bottom
rung and took the strain off her arms.

She could have
entered the front of the craft, but did not want to pass the sentry
on watch at the neighbouring ship, or draw attention to what she
carried in her pocket.

As she reached
the airlock, firelight flooded the area behind the space port
parameter fence, highlighting the cheering crowds and the hovels
they called home.

Although she
had slipped around the restless crowd on her way back to her ship
she was still not sure if the locals were rioting or if some of the
miners were just letting off steam while visiting town. If the fire
spread, most of the buildings would be ash in seconds, because of
the cheap materials used to erect the single room shelters.

Either way, it
was not her problem.

The crowd
cheered. She guessed the cheering was for the size of the fire, or
at the amount of destruction the fire caused.

She palmed the
airlock open and took one last look across the spaceport towards
the rioting locals, before she entered her space craft and locked
the noise and smoke out. The familiar smells of her ship bought a
smile to her face. The faint trace of oil and engine fumes made her
finally relax. She was home.

“Howdy, little
lady.”

Alana spun on
the balls of her feet to see who spoke. A standard android machine,
a SAM. 27, stood in the engineering doorway, its right foot on a
plastic crate and left arm resting on the raised knee. It wore a
black plastic hat shaped like a Stetson and a leather belt just
below its waist. The final touch to Sam’s outfit was a wrench
wedged through the belt, resting against its left hip.

She checked
the upper left arm to confirm this Sam had the dint her ‘droid
received when a crate fell while loading cargo four hours earlier.
She relaxed when she realised it was her Sam.

“Sam, have you
changed your personality chip again?”

“Well, I don’t
know about that, little lady.” Sam took its foot off the plastic
crate and stepped towards Alana. “Why don’t you and I have a drink
and discuss it?”

“Sam, either
remove your current personality chip, or leave my ship.” Alana
stepped around the ‘droid, heading for the bridge. “And stow all
loose crates before we lift.”

“Ah, don’t be
like that. What’s the hurry, little lady?”

Alana stopped,
and slowly turned to face Sam. “If you call me little lady one more
time, I will take pleasure in deactivating you and kicking you out
the airlock once we reach space.”

When she
stubbed her toe on a small black metal box, she almost kicked it
out of her way, before she noticed the yellow number painted on the
top. It was one of her basic environment machines, a maintenance
robot, designed to vacuum all dust particles from the ship, and
undertake minor mechanical repairs. “Ben Three, help Sam remove its
personality chip, and secure all loose objects before we lift? You
have twenty minutes.”

Ben Three
hummed as it extended its six legs and headed towards Sam. “You
heard the captain, Kid Sam. Move your rusty body into engineering
or I might take out more than just your personality chip.”

Alana shook
her head as she checked the small galley. Kid Sam! What was her Sam
thinking? Then she remembered the entertainment disks the crew from
the neighbouring ship traded for her old entertainment disks just
after she landed. Maybe one of them featured a western or frontier
movie. She would not put it past Sam to watch the movie after it
finished loading cargo. It was one movie she knew she was not going
to watch.

The galley was
tidy. She climbed the ladder to the next level and checked the
area. Ben One worked his way back and forth across the cleared
space, the suction tool humming.

She left him
alone and entered the front section of the craft.

Her space
ship, Escape, a Peacekeeper Bullet, was her pride and joy.
Purchasing it was the best decision she ever made.

She ran her
left hand along the cream coloured wall, remembering her excitement
when she announced the start of her new company, Galaxy Freight,
after purchasing Escape. Her family told her she was mad,
and would never make any money freighting cargo between the systems
in such a small ship. If she wanted to run a business, she should
have purchased shares in one of the shipbuilding companies and
stayed on Earth with her family and friends, rather than risking
her life in uncivilised outer systems. She refrained from telling
them she was escaping them as much as civilisation.

Of course, the
ship itself was slightly outdated, but all the engines were state
of the art.

It also helped
that she only selected small and expensive cargo, that covered
expenses for each trip as well as making enough profit to build
towards a comfortable retirement when her body was too old for the
stresses of light year velocity. Well, every cargo so far. And this
trip was progressing as easily as all the previous trips.

She gave the
wall one last pat before she opened the door and entered her
bridge.

Two teenagers
sat on her couch to the right of the door. Both stared at her.

“Ship, what
are humans doing on my bridge?”

The ship’s
artificial intelligence program was also the best money could buy,
both to ease her parents anxiety, and to satisfy her, because it
was less stressful knowing the AI watched while she slept. It
stopped her worrying about crew. It was also comforting to know her
calculations were checked for accuracy before jumping between
systems.

The teenagers
waited.

“Captain, we
have passengers. Meet Harry and Karen ... Smith.”

Alana caught
the pause before the surname, and Ship’s warning.

“I do not
carry passengers. You will have to look for a berth on another
ship.”

The female
opened her mouth to speak. The male dug his elbow into her ribs.
She closed her mouth.

“Captain, I
explained we are jumping from the Cassiopeia system to the Cygnus
system without detours, and informed them it would take a month.
They expressed satisfaction at the direct flight path, as they wish
to reach the Peace Keepers.”

She took a
deep breath and slowly let it out. “We do not have enough stores to
keep them fed for the month.”

Both teens
remained silent. The female watched her. The male watched the
navigation panel to the right of the pilot’s chair.

“I took the
opportunity to order in more stores. I did explain they had to
remain in their cabin for the trip but meals would be
delivered.”

She caught a
movement out of the corner of her left eye and turned to check the
area to the left of her pilot chair. Ben Four was cleaning the
front panel, close to her main hiding place. She did not want to
draw either teen’s attention to Ben Four, so turned back to study
them.

They looked
slightly familiar, but she did not know any teens, so decided she
was imaging it. “How do you plan to pay for your passage? I don’t
need crew.”

“We will get
the Peace Keepers to pay you.” Karen glared at Harry. “We just
don’t have credits on us at the moment. Please, it is urgent we
leave.” She stood. “You, Captain Black, have been recommended as
the most honest pirate in this system.”

Harry remained
seated.

“I am not a
pirate. I am an independent cargo hauler.”

Karen did not
argue the correction. “If you can direct us to our cabin, we can
settle in while you prepare for lift.”

Alana finally
noticed the dirty coveralls they both wore. Somehow, she knew both
kids normally wore much better clothes, even though they pretended
they were comfortable in the dirty coveralls.

Harry stood.
His pants legs were folded up. It was a sure sign the coveralls
were not his. So, they stole the clothing, snuck on board, and
think she will believe their story about needing to get to the
Peace Keepers.

“Captain, if
you could order Ben Four to take them to their cabin, we can get
under way.”

She ignored
Ship’s suggestion, and frowned at Harry. “Where are your parents?
Do they know you are taking a trip over seven light years from here
just to meet Peace Keepers?”

“Of course
they don’t.” Harry glared at Alana. “The Peace Keepers will take us
home after we report to them.”

Ben Four
bumped her ankle. “Follow Ben Four to your cabin. I do not want to
see you again until I deliver your next meal. Is that clear?”

“Yes,
Captain.” Karen smiled, and for a moment, Alana thought she knew
the kid.

Harry glared
before he followed Karen off the bridge.

She shut the
door, and activated the lock.

“Why?”

“Captain, they
are lying, of course. I read that much from their voice patterns.
Yet, they urgently need to get to the closest Peace Keeper ship.
They spoke the truth about returning to their parents via the Peace
Keepers. But I detect the rest of their story is a
fabrication.”

Alana sank
into her pilot’s chair before she retrieved a fist size white rock
from a pocket. She tapped the panel on her left, close to the
floor, and it swung open. After pushing the rock into the opening,
she closed the panel. “Ship, please note I completed my current
assignment. The evidence is now secure.”

“Captain, did
you locate the mine responsible for flooding the market with
diamonds?”

“No, but it
has to be in this sector of space, if not this planet. The
stockpile I saw would drop the bottom out of the diamond market if
it was all cut and sold. They did not notice my borrowing
this one sample. I was not prepared to wait around to question
anyone in case they searched me. Once I report, the force can look
into who has an unregistered mine and its location.”

“Have you
considered the sample you ...” Ship paused for effect, “obtained
may not match the previous sales?”

She smiled at
the idea of the artificial intelligence program not liking her
stealing the sample. She could have paid for it and handed the
receipt to the Peace Keepers. “Once they analyse the sample, they
will know.” She checked the monitors showing the ground between her
craft and the next one over. No one loitered. One crew member
exited the next ship and walked towards town. He was probably
looking for a drink or a game. None of her business if he chose to
waste his money on cheap alcohol or rigged games. “What about the
kids? Why do they look familiar?”

“Still
searching.”

“Searching for
what?”

“I just need
clarification as to their identity. Yes, I took retina and finger
prints. But they could be falsified. Ah ...”

Alana frowned
at the controls, not really checking, just waiting for Ship to
explain.

“I have an
eighty three percent likeness in features and a ninety two percent
bone structure likeness to Harold Sayres Purdy and Katherine
Marcella Purdy.”

Alana sat
forward. “Are you sure? There is no doubt?”

“None.”

“We are in
deep trouble.”

She thought of
her school friend, Kathy Fairfax, daughter of Marcella Purdy and
Paxton Fairfax, current President of United Systems. If these two
were Kathy’s children, then she would have to return them. “No
wonder they looked familiar. I have not seen Harold or Katherine
for at least ten years, not since I joined the Peace Keepers. I saw
Kathy twice after I left the PKs and she rambled on about her
children. She kept saying I should marry and have some kids now I
had the time. After all, I had nothing else to do since my tour of
duty was completed.”

“Captain, if
they are the Purdy and Fairfax families’ grandchildren, why are
they using the name Smith?”

Alana snorted,
then laughed. “Sorry, but it is so obvious. They are using false
names to remain under the radar. If anyone knew who they were, they
would be kidnapped, though why they would travel to the edge of
civilisation without their bodyguards, I have no idea.”

“Then it is
our duty to return them to Earth.”

“No, our duty
is to report to the Peace Keeper outpost with the latest
information I gathered, and hand over the kids. The Peace Keepers
can transport them back to Earth.”

* * *

Alana
completed her report while waiting for verification to lift. She
added her signature and closed the file.

“Ship, lock
this file in the vault for auto send when we find a Peace Keeper
ship. Remove all tracking.”

“Done.”

Ship knew what
to do in the unlikely event of a crash. No one would locate the
file, or any of the other sensitive information needed to monitor
the vast sector of space Alana moved through.

“Captain,
Tower just advised we have a delay to our lift slot until the riots
are under control.”

“So, it was a
riot. I wondered what it was about.” She doubted anyone was looking
for the stolen rock she hid under the console panel. They would
never discover one missing rock from the massive pile she stumbled
over while checking the produce in the local market.

She did not
know for sure it was a diamond, but knew it was not mined locally.
And it was the only proof she had to go with her theory of a new
planet having been discovered and mined. “What are the airwaves
saying about the riot?”

“So far,” Ship
responded, “the local news reports the riot was either started by
teenagers and the locals joined in, or visiting miners disputing
which site is producing the most ore, or, and this is more
plausible, someone attacked one of the ship caterers, and started
the riot to escape capture.”

“You had
better tell our passengers about the delay.”

“Already
done.”

Alana tuned
into the local news and listened. They talked about local produce
and the next social occasion planned for the community before they
returned to the latest news. Nothing new was added to what Ship
already advised.

She stood and
stretched.

“Ship, have
Sam report.” Alana sank into her couch and relaxed. There was
nothing else to do until closer to lift.

“No
response.”

Alana
waited.

“Captain, this
is news.” Ship opened a ceiling speaker next to the couch.

“... just
confirmed two teenagers started the riot. Law enforcers are
searching. They are warning locals to keep their distance ...”

“Interesting.
Shut it off.” Alana stood. “What are the odds the two locked in the
cabin are the ones they are searching for?”

“I calculate
fifty seven percent. Sam has still not responded.”

“The
Bens?”

“All
working.”

“I will check.
Sam could be sulking because I ordered it to remove its personality
chip.”

She slid down
the ladder to the next level. Ben One had finished cleaning the
floor and slowly worked his way up the wall behind the ladder. She
left him to clean and descended to the next level.

The galley was
empty. The corridor to the cabins was empty. She checked both
doors. The passengers were locked in. Her cabin was never locked
because she hardly ever used it. Her pilot’s chair was much more
comfortable for sleeping.

“Captain, the
aft airlock just opened. Sam may be leaving the craft but I do not
have a visual.”

“Damn!” She
realised Sam would not get far without a signed release form. The
only work it could get would be in one of the mines where they were
not too picky over credentials.

She reached
the engineering and environmental level and turned right to the
airlock.

“Unauthorised
access. Leave immediately.” Sam blocked the walkway, restraining
two males from entering either engineering or environment.

The male with
dirty long hair swung a metal rod at Sam while the other waited for
enough room to leave the airlock. The rod connected with Sam’s left
arm.

Another dint
on Sam she would have to remove when she had time.

“Got it?” The
male with the rod glanced back at his partner, and missed Sam’s
fist slamming into his wrist.

The weapon
fell to the deck.

The second
male, wide shouldered and short black hair, finally exited the
airlock and pushed the long haired male into Sam. The momentum
forced Sam back a step.

Alana
retrieved her energy whip clipped to her belt and flicked it over
Sam’s head to get the males attention. The release of energy into
the air above the humans made a loud cracking sound. They finally
noticed Alana.

“Halt.”

Both males
ignored her while they tackled Sam. Their combined weight tipped
Sam over and it landed on the deck with a thud, the males on
top.

She flicked
the whip again and caught the broad shouldered male across his
back. He rolled to the side and curled in a ball while the energy
surged through his body.

The dirty
blond male remained on top of Sam, trying to end Sam’s struggle to
stand.

The second
male grimaced in pain and crawled forward. He gripped Sam’s leg and
hauled himself along Sam’s frame, while trying to fight off the
effects of the whip. Then he stared at Alana.

She stopped
wondering why he glared at her as every muscle in her body tensed.
She had time to realise a third intruder had just stunned her
before darkness descended.

* * *

Pain coursed
through Alana’s body. It was more than enough to know she was still
alive. All she could see was the top of Sam’s head. Then Sam sat up
and totally blocked her view.

“Lewis,
deactivate the ‘bot before it attacks again.”

Her hearing
worked.

A hand in need
of a manicure gripped the back of Sam’s head and pulled. Sam bent
at the waist, its head dropped out of view. Then Sam tossed the
other human away. He landed against the airlock door with a thud,
and curled into a ball. He was the one she stunned with the energy
whip.

The other hung
on to Sam’s shoulders and twisted in the air, landing on his feet
behind Sam. It was either dumb luck or a good understanding of
robots, because he was in position to locate the access panel. It
only took a second for his hand to slide down Sam’s back, flip open
the access panel, and shut Sam down.

So, Lewis
belonged to the dirty finger nails and hair.

She felt every
muscle contract again, and bit her lip to ride out the pain. She
panted while she waited. At least she was breathing. That was their
first mistake. No, second. The first was picking her ship to
hijack.

Lewis turned
and Alana got a good look at his face. Guessed correctly. He still
had long dirty hair. He also had thick eyebrows.

“Put the ‘bot
in engineering. Then help Ramsey to his feet.”

Lewis pulled
Sam upright, before he stepped over Alana, dragging Sam with
him.

Sour body
odour filled her lungs and she felt like vomiting. Good, she still
had her sense of smell, but her muscles refused to work. She still
could not turn her head to look at the one giving the orders.

She heard a
door close. Probably engineering. Safest place for Sam. One of the
Ben’s could reactivate Sam when the intruders moved up to the
bridge. If they left her alone, she could reactivate Sam, once she
got her muscles in working order.

Damn, it hurt.
Another wave of pain rippled through her body.

“Hurry up
before the bitch fights off the stunner shock.”

So, it was a
stunner used on her. How? The Peace Keepers did not allow stunners
in the hands of citizens. Was he a rogue PK?

Alana kept
panting after her muscles relaxed. If they thought she was still
fighting the effects of the stunner, it could buy her time. For
what? What could she do?

She heard a
sound like an open handed slap against flesh.

Probably
trying to wake Ramsey, the one she hit with her energy whip. At
least they could not use it on her if they find it.

“Wha ...
what?”

“Fight it. Get
up.” That was Lewis.

She still
could not move her head, but the pain in her neck muscles eased.
Just a few more minutes.

“What did the
bitch hit me with?” She heard course material rub against the wall.
He had to be standing. “Where is it? I will give her a taste of her
own weapon.”

“Don’t be
stupid. We need her alive. Besides, her whip is keyed to her. It
will not work for you.”

“Bitch.” The
volume of Ramsey’s voice rose.

“Leave off.
Check this level for more ‘bots, and deactivate them if you find
any.”

Two sets of
boots faded around the bend in the walkway.

“Captain, you
can quit pretending you are still unconscious.”

Damn! He knew
she was listening.

“You and I are
taking a little walk up to the bridge.” He moved closer but was
still behind her. “Get up.”

She would have
moved if she could. After trying and collapsing twice, he gripped
her arm and pulled. She finally glimpsed the third intruder as he
hauled her to her feet. His light brown crew cut reminded her of
the peace keepers. She guessed he was least six inches taller than
her, but she could not be sure, because her knees would not
straighten. She studied his features in the seconds before her head
fell forward.

So, he had a
PK stunner, and had the same haircut as the grunts in the force.
Maybe he was an ex-grunt. Maybe he was still working for the PKs,
but on leave.

“Stand up,”
her captor ordered.

She watched
Lewis and Ramsey check each room while she was pushed towards the
ladder. He released his grip on her arm and she fell to her
knees.

While she
waited for the next wave of muscle contractions to ease, she
watched the thugs try to open the locked cabin door. If the kids
made a sound, they would bust the door open. She wondered how to
distract them but was spared the effort of talking when Ship made
an announcement.

“Could all
crew please lock their safety harnesses, and administer drug doses
before lift.”

It worked.

After checking
her locked cabin door, both males turned to the third male.

“What now,
Byrne?” Ramsey glanced at the leader.

She would have
to thank Ship when she got the chance, because she did not lock her
cabin door, ever. Ship must have locked the door after the males
attacked her.

Byrne pulled
Alana back to her feet. “We get our little pilot up the ladder, and
see where this ship is heading. And we nicely ask the AI to not do
anything tricky.”

She reached
for the ladder just as her arm spasmed again. “What did you hit me
with?”

“Sorry about
that. Had the stunner set for a male. Didn’t have time to change
it.” Byrne pulled her over his shoulder in a fireman hold. “We need
to reach the bridge before your AI thinks of deterrents.”

She remained
silent as he climbed the ladder. It gave her time to think of
different commands she could give Ship without the intruders
understanding.

After
unceremoniously dumping her on the couch the teens had sat on
earlier, Byrne settled in her pilot chair. “What is the name of
your AI?”

“Although I do
not recognise you as a crew member, you may address me as
Ship.”

Why would Ship
acknowledge the intruders? Alana waited. She needed time to get
control of her muscles before she could attack any of the three.
She needed her muscles to work if she tried to cross the cockpit
and grab a weapon from her cache. She also needed to keep her anger
under control while she thought of any other way to stop them.

“Ship,” Byrne
placed his forearms on the pilot chair arm rests and studied each
of the readouts on the boards in front of him, “One Forty Seven
Zero Alpha Gamma Alpha.”

Alana kept her
face relaxed after she heard the code. That settled it. Byrne had
to be ex-peace keeper, and he must have been a pilot of a Bullet
when he was in the force. The grunts did not know how to disable a
Bullet. Still, it would not work on Ship.

Then she had
another thought. If he could fly a Bullet, he did not need her
alive, so why was she still alive?

“Why are three
unauthorised humans on my bridge,” Ship asked.

Alana realised
she was smiling, so leant forward and massaged her leg muscles to
distract herself and hide her face from the others.

“Ship, One
Forty Seven Zero Alpha Gamma Alpha.” Byrne glanced across at
Lewis.

Lewis shrugged
his shoulders but remained quiet.

“If you are
waiting for me to respond to your code, you will have a long wait.
I repeat, why are you on my ship?”

Byrne turned
her pilot chair around and glared at Alana. “Why is the AI not
responding?”

“Do you really
think an old disable code will still work on a decommissioned PK
AI? Do you think I would leave such a blatant security lapse in
place?” Alana leant back in the couch and waited. She had no
intention of helping the hijackers.

“Ship, you
have the good fortune of being selected to transport us off this
rock. So, could you please tell me what is the plotted course?” He
turned back to face the readouts and missed Alana’s nod to the
overhead camera.

“Certainly. We
are on a course to the Cygnus system without detours. The trip will
take almost a month real time because we have to slow for
approximately five days for each of the three course changes.”

Lewis and
Ramsey nodded.

Byrne smiled.
“Thank you, Ship. We are happy with your destination. Please
proceed with lift.”

“If you plan
on killing the human, Captain Alana Black, be warned, because I
have come to enjoy our conversations during flight, and the fact I
will miss her, I will react to your actions by killing the three of
you.”

“No need for
violence. We just need a lift off this planet, preferably before
anyone notices we have left.” Byrne relaxed his grip on the arm
rests. “Your captain is safe as long as she does not interfere with
the flight. I already know there is enough food for the trip. I
delivered it earlier.”

So, they were
in a hurry to leave the planet. Why? Who were they running
from?

“If the
captain is not allowed to reach her chair and strap herself in, I
will cancel lift.”

Byrne moved to
the co-pilot seat and waited. Alana staggered across the space to
the pilot seat and strapped in. “What about them? I have two spare
passenger cradles in the cargo hold. If they have not jumped before
they might like to program a drug dose once they are strapped
in.”

“Not until we
are in space.”

Byrne was
smarter than she thought. He needed the other two to keep her under
control until they lifted. She could wait. And if they did not
reside in the cradles once Ship activated the FLT engines, they
would be squashed beyond recognition. It would save her the hassle
of killing them.

Ship guided
the craft down the runway and waited for control to give permission
to lift.

When they were
cleared to lift, Alana remained quiet. Lewis and Ramsey tumbled
along the back wall before they settled on the floor, while the
pressure built and the ship broke through the atmosphere into
space.

There was no
need to watch the monitors because Ship was more capable of sorting
the data quicker than any human could, but she had to try to get
Sam reactivated.

“Could one of
your mates reactivate Sam so it can monitor environment?”

“No.” Byrne
did not even look at her.

“Then
whichever of you is qualified for environment should check the
enviro monitors. After all, we all need to breathe.”

“They are not
qualified.”

Alana smiled.
“Then you will have to reactivate Sam. It is qualified. And it
would be better to do so before we reach speed to jump.”

Byrne glared
at her for at least fifteen seconds. She remained calm. Let him
worry about explosions in environment if he refused to reactivate
Sam.

“Lewis!
Ramsey! Reactivate the ‘bot before you settle in the cradles. And
take the drug. I have things under control here.” He waved his
stunner in front of Alana’s nose.

She ignored
the stunner. “If you want, take a meal and drink with you from the
galley. You will be hungry when we come out of the first jump.”

“How
thoughtful.” Lewis bowed towards Alana before he left the
bridge.

Ramsey
remained silent, but followed Lewis out.

* * *

Ship
interrupted the silence on the bridge. “Sam has been reactivated
and I ordered it to monitor environment.”

“Good.” Alana
glanced at Byrne. “There is nothing to do at the moment, except
wait for the correct speed to jump and Ship is monitoring that.
Could you get two meal packs and some drinks for us from the
galley?”

“No way. I am
on to you. You plan to lock me out of the bridge as soon as I
leave.” Byrne studied the readouts, but Alana could see he did not
understand most of them. She had to be wrong about her assumption
he was a Bullet pilot.

She sighed.
“What made you decide to hijack my ship?”

“No harm in
you knowing. I was approached to fly four men from earth to their
ship parked at Earth Space Station.” He shrugged. “It was a simple
run so I agreed. It was not until I docked that I realised they had
kidnapped some rich kids and then it was too late to escape. The
boss ordered me to remain so I was a prisoner in my own craft
inside their docking bay.” He paused to study the bridge pressure
warning light.

Alana waited.
She needed to get the meal packs before it turned red.

“I remember we
had four jumps so I knew we were a long way from Earth before they
ordered me to drop them from the ship to the planet. Then I
realised there was no way to get back home until a FLT class ship
arrived. I could do nothing but wait, so I did as ordered and
patrolled the parameter of the compound and asked questions. The
two below,” he pointed to the rear of Escape, “became
friendly when I lost at cards. I kept losing, until I had no money
left, but I got a lot of answers.”

“To what?”
Alana hoped he would keep talking.

“To who the
boss was and what was going on. I realised Mister Pung Wi had
carved out an operation from drugs to slave labour, and a lot in
between. He somehow blackmailed the local mine owners, and had open
access to anything the local force planned before it happened.” He
shrugged his shoulders. “He was never caught. He pretty much runs
the planet the way he wants.”

She could feel
the pressure gradually increase as the ship gathered speed. She
needed to get the meals and get back to the bridge before Ship
turned on the FTL engines. “If you don’t trust me alone here, I can
get the meal packs while you wait here. But do not touch anything.
Ship will know and act to stop you.”

Byrne watched
the monitors in silence while he thought. “You have five minutes
only. Don’t think about trying anything else.”

Alana released
her restraints and left the bridge before he could think through
his stupidity.

After a quick
visit to the head, she entered the small galley and removed four
meals from the cupboard. She shoved two packs into the storage
cavity of the Ben waiting in his station for the completion of the
first FTL jump. “Ben, take these to cabin two through the air duct
access. Tell, no, order the kids to remain silent at all times. I
will get more meals delivered when I can.”

“I informed
them we have hijackers and they are to remain silent until we
remove the hijackers,” Ship quietly advised her through her
implant.

Good, Ship
understood that Byrne was dangerous. “Ship, what is Byrne doing?”
Alana asked, barely above a whisper, while the Ben walked up the
wall. It removed the air duct access panel and disappeared down the
tunnel.

“He is
watching the bridge door. I read his body movements as worrying you
are up to something.”

“Can you
question the kids about these three?”

“I showed
them pictures and they recognised the two in cargo as helping in
the kidnapping. They did not recognise Byrne, which only means he
was not one of their guards.”

“So, we have
confirmation they were kidnapped. They did the right thing coming
to me for a ride off this planet. I think you need to eradicate the
hold in case of rodents. Then remove the gas before we come out of
FTL.” Alana could deal with Byrne if the other two were out of the
picture. “Are they secure in their cradles?”

“Yes. I
have narrowed the possibilities to two. The one with the lowest
risk factor is to order Sam to kill Byrne while in jump.”

“The
other?”

“The other
is to simulate a crash landing on the closest earth type planet
when we emerge from our jump. You will have ample opportunities to
restrain Byrne while pretending to fix the ship, then we deliver
our passengers to the peace keepers along with two bodies and one
hostile witness.”

“Can Sam move
during jump?” That was news. “How? Won’t the pressure squash
it?”

“Negative.
Sam may get damaged, but will still function.”

While Alana
absorbed the plan she listened for Byrne. “I need to get the
stunner off him before he uses it on me again.”

“I will
order Sam to remove it during FTL.” Ship paused for a second.
“Byrne is leaving the bridge.”

As soon as
Ship warned Alana, she grabbed two drink packs, and the two waiting
meal packs and left the galley.

She met Byrne
coming down the ladder to the galley level. “Good. You can carry
the drinks.” She shoved the two drink packs towards Byrne’s chest
and waited for him to climb the ladder.

He stepped to
the side. “You first.”

Alana shrugged
and climbed.

She strapped
into the pilot chair before Byrne entered the bridge. “Put your
drink and meal in the slot on the left side of the chair.” She
slipped her meal into the slot in her own chair, and held out the
second meal pack. He took it and passed her drink pack over. She
also placed it in the slot. “Strap in. We only have another fifteen
minutes until the pressure is too great to do anything.”

He fumbled
with his restraints.

“Tell me, why
choose my ship?”

“After the
demonstration of beheading two guards who left the kids alone for
about five minutes, I decided I preferred to remain alive, whatever
it took. I learnt there were three ships here with FTL capabilities
and was prepared to board the first one I could, but I overheard
you were lifting today, so I made my move. Those two followed. When
they explained they wanted out as well, we located the correct food
supplier and bought the delivery across. It was easy enough to fool
your Sam there were only two of us. I hid and the other two left.
We waited for you to return. Then I let them in and here we
are.”

“You left the
kids behind.” She played dumb to see what he knew about the two
locked in her second cabin.

“No, I made my
escape during the confusion of searching for the kids after they
escaped. Which was why Mister Pung Wi beheaded the two guards
responsible for letting them disappear. I hope they get away, but
have no idea where they are, and if they are captured again, they
will remain alive as long as he can control their parents.”

“Three minutes
to ignition of FTL drives. Activating closure of cocoons.”

“What?” Byrne
tried to stand but his restraints held him firmly in the co-pilot’s
seat.

“Relax.” Alana
explained. “Keep your feet on the foot rest. The back of the seats
swivel forward and enclose you in your own cocoon, like a cradle,
except you sit instead of reclining. You will still have audio and
can see the boards. If the cocoon does not lock, you will not
withstand the pressure. Besides, the chair monitors you and adjusts
your oxygen.”

She leant
back, to keep her head clear of the lid as it swivelled forward and
locked into position. She watched through the front panel while
Byrne’s lid locked into place.

“Byrne can you
hear me?”

Byrne looked
across at her. She read the panic on his face and smiled. No, he
never trained as a deep space pilot. Good. So how did he learn the
old deactivation code for Bullets? She could ask him later.

“Cocoons
locked. Ignition activated.” Ship spoke to both of them through the
speakers in the headrests.

If she needed,
she could shut off his speakers and communicate with Ship without
him hearing. Still, she had nothing to say.

If Sam could
remove his stunner inside the jump then why not just kill him and
avoid a pretend crash scenario? Or, if Ship locates a planet to
simulate a crash landing, wait until then to remove his stunner,
and lock him up. Still, it would be better if he remained alive to
be interrogated by the authorities.

“Ignition.”
Ship’s voice sounded in the speakers above her head in her
chair.

“Ship, do not
activate control to co-pilot’s chair.”


“Acknowledged.”

She watched
the bridge slowly fade to grey as the FTL engines hurtled the ship
towards the next star system.

* * *

The popping
sound of stressed metal woke Alana. She focused on the displays
inside her cocoon. They registered all systems working. Three
yellow flashing lights alerted her to dropping altitude and rising
air pressure readings.

A quick glance
through the transparent window at the ship’s control panels showing
the coloured displays advised her the FTL engines had shut
down.

That meant
they were back in normal space travelling at normal speed. No, they
were dropping through atmosphere towards a planet. Fast! Ship must
have found a planet and executed a simulated crash landing.

“Ship?” She
breathed in, ignoring her own body odour. “Status?”

“Busy right
now.”

While she
waited for Ship to respond her stomach gurgled. She was not only
hungry, she was starving.

“Captain, I
hit something that should not have been in space when I exited FTL.
I am now plotting a course to land deep enough under water to
remain safe while I access the damage received from the
impact.”

She sipped her
booster drink, easing some of her hunger pangs. It would have to do
until she had time to consume her waiting meal.

“Brace.”

The front
monitor showed a turquoise ocean fast approaching until she could
see individual waves. The rear monitors displayed receding tree
covered hills until only white and brown cliffs filled the monitor.
The overhead view only showed static.

The craft
slammed into the ocean. Both the forward and rear monitors
displayed water, while the craft continued to slow.

She opened the
cocoon cover. It slid up and back, locking into position behind the
curved rear of the pilot seat. She released her restraints, and
waited for the ship to stop.

“I have
insufficient data to confirm if there are any satellites above
because all external monitors pointing up are damaged.”

Alana could
not help smiling at the irony of the planned crash landing becoming
a real crash landing. “The kids?”

“Safe. I am
explaining the situation as the data becomes available.”

“Ship, what is
the name of this planet.”

Ship took a
moment to answer. “Insufficient data. This planet is not mapped on
any star charts. This planet should not be here.”

“Our flight
path was the standard path used for the past decade. What do you
mean by this planet is not mapped?”

“I did not use
the standard flight path. I deviated during flight to locate a
planet for the simulated crash. It seems to have worked.” Alana
sensed Ship was confused, or busy searching for more data.
“Captain, Byrne is attempting to open his cocoon.”

She opened the
communication channel to the co-pilot chair. “Byrne, easy. We seem
to have landed on a planet after impacting an object.”

The front of
the second cocoon opened and shuddered, before it slid up over
Byrne’s head and down the back of the seat. Byrne sprang out of the
chair. “What happened?”

“Ship, please
display the object we hit?”

Byrne sucked
in a breath as the monitor displayed a satellite growing larger as
the craft took evasive action.

A moment of
static crossed the monitor before the view of the satellite
returned from the rear camera. She ignored Byrne and studied the
satellite. Two of the three solar wings floated on a trajectory
away from the body of the satellite.

Byrne noisily
exhaled. “You idiot. I told you Mister Pung Wi was a nasty piece of
work. I told you why I needed a lift to the Force. Instead, you
lead me directly to his planet.”

Alana tried to
follow what Byrne said while ignoring the anger he projected. “His
planet? How do you know?”

“Look.” Byrne
pointed at the satellite. “His icon on the side. I told you he
owned planets.”

“Ship, replay
the satellite image. Stop when the writing is clearest.” She
frowned while she recalled what Byrne had told her. “You implied he
owned the mining planet we left, but I do not remember you stating
he owned other planets.” She studied the writing on the side of the
object, but could not understand it. It looked to be a symbol or
script. The icon was clear, but she had never seen it before. “That
icon? What does it stand for? A company symbol? An individual
symbol?”

“It was on
Wi’s business cards. It was on his communicator contact page. It
represents him, as far as I know.” He stepped away from the bridge
monitors. “I need to get out of here.”

Alana loosely
gripped his arm. “Wait. You are safer here with us than outside.
You have no idea what animals or insects are on the planet.
Besides, where would you go?”

A look of
contempt crossed his face. He pulled out of her grip. “You do not
know what you are talking about. Here you are a sitting duck. Out
there, I have a chance to hide from searchers.” He clenched his
fist. “I need a weapon and a knife, and will take my chances
outside.” He reached for his stunner. When he realised it was
missing he looked in the pilot chair, in case he dropped it.

Alana stepped
back and waited, knowing he would not find it if Sam had
successfully removed it during FTL.

Byrne took two
steps towards Alana, not trying to hide his anger. “Where is it?”
Instead of waiting for an answer, he threw a punch. “What did you
do with my stunner?”

She twisted
sideways and grabbed his forearm with both hands then turned away
from him. She used his momentum, bent forward and threw him across
the bridge.

He landed next
to the closed door.

“I did not
deliberately bring us to this planet. I did not know about Wi and
his company. I would like to hear your thoughts on why he needs a
planet.” Alana waited while he
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