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It was rather quiet... 

This thought had passed through the mind of Zeb Tucker on more than one occasion since the Star-Bound had left Earth, carrying its cargo of food and supplies for the new colony on Newton-3. 

Most of the crew on board were fairly new recruits, and not one of them possessed the same level of experience in space flight as Zeb... Indeed, Zeb had only found himself a part of the crew right at the last minute, when one of the original crew had met with a frightful accident during the loading of the cargo. 

Due to a malfunction with the lifting crane, a heavy container had come loose during a loading procedure and had squashed crewman Bart Winters flat.

Thus, Zeb Tucker had been called in on short notice.

Rather reluctantly, Zeb had thought...

There were a number of things about this flight that were a bit strange, especially to an experienced hand such as Zeb. 

First, the selection of the crew was odd. Usually, at least a handful of experienced crewmen would be selected for a cargo run, but, as far as Zeb could see, he was the only seasoned hand aboard...

Second, the launch had been unusually late, set for 1 AM Earth time. Zeb couldn’t remember a launch ever taking place this late...

Thirdly, there had been an air of stealth about the launch proceedings. All crewmen had been ordered not to use any form of radio communication during the loading and preparations for launch, save for contact with launch control. And the hands at the space port had seemed quiet, strangely solemn and lacking in the usual banter and chirpiness common for their type. 

And, forming a fourth factor of strangeness, there was a hidden cargo aboard...

It had arrived in a special, sealed container, smaller than the standard cargo containers commonly used, and had also appeared at the space port under guard. 

Usually, only cargo containers holding weapons or items of scientific research were accompanied by an armed escort.

But, as far as they’d been told, this cargo run was for general food supplies only...

Zeb had arrived just as the “special” cargo was being loaded aboard- he’d been awoken at around 12.30 AM with a call to ready himself for disembarkation with the Star-Bound, in place of the deceased crewman- and he’d stared long and hard at the guards and their charge, sleep slowly departing from his weary brain. (Zeb had been stationed at crew quarters near the space port, and had been called up to be on hand for the next few weeks. Already, he was eager for his next scheduled leave...)

The Star-Bound was a fairly new ship constructed for cargo- and occasionally passengers- transported by the Galaxy Goods and Services Corporation (commonly known as GGS). 

This company was a long-established firm with a reputation of reasonable standing, stemming mostly from its long existence. It was not, however, without a few cracks here and there, as neglect of its ships' maintenance and occasional disregard for health and safety had been reported...

Thanks to its ample wealth and high-reaching connections, it had neatly sidestepped most of these issues, in that way that most businesses of some prominence have...

The Star-Bound was a rare acquisition for the GGS; they typically favoured “patching up” long-running ships and only purchased new ones in the event of some catastrophic failure occurring with one of their older vessels. (As no such incident was known to have occurred, the Star-Bound was a surprise for crewmen at GGS). 

The Star-Bound’s design was mostly typical of cargo ships running for GGS: There was the bulky, thruster section at the bottom part of the vessel, followed by a bulkier still mid-section where cargo was stored. At the vessel's top, there was a slimmer, more cylindrical section which contained crew quarters and the control cabin.

Zeb’s experienced eye had noted one difference in the Star-Bound’s exterior design- over the years, he’d journeyed on numerous ships and knew them inside and out by heart- and this was a small reduction in size for the ships and central and upper sections... 

Other than that, Zeb noticed nothing abnormal about the ship: that is, until he went aboard...

Upon entering the vessel, he’d been escorted to crew quarters by another guard and had been told in no uncertain terms that all crew were restricted to the upper and mid-section of the Star-Bound... 

This was unusual.

Though many crew members often remained away from the engine and drive section of the ships, some would occasionally pay a visit to that area, perhaps out of curiosity or to pass the time with the engine crew. Certainly, there had never before been any known restriction on a person entering this area, unless there had been some serious fault with the engines or drive...

As he was led by a guard through the cargo section, Zeb looked back over his shoulder and glimpsed the doorway to the lower section- it was obstructed by two guards, who he recognised as having been among those escorting the “special” cargo to the ship. 

Zeb became even more puzzled, and he found himself growing uneasy. 

He wasn’t used to being uneasy, and he didn’t like it one bit- all those years aboard numerous GGS vessels had bred a spirit of indifference and near apathy within him, and the change in mood was not welcome.

However, Zeb soon thought he had it figured out...

He remembered that, just occasionally, GGS took it into their heads to test some new or experimental form of drive or space navigation equipment... He’d never seen this level of security surrounding such a test before, but... well, maybe it was just something extra special...

His unease almost gone, Zeb strode in his usual confident manner through the entrance to the crew quarters. The guard departed, evidently to escort more crewmen aboard.

Zeb arranged his things in the locker by his bunk and began to indulge in a little teasing and banter with some of the youngsters who were unusually numerous on this particular flight.

As the ship was cleared for launch and Zeb felt the familiar surge of power as the thrusters defied the pull of Earth’s gravity, he relaxed and began to chuckle at one of the rookies who was being violently sick. 

Evidently, this was one of his first flights into space...

As the ship left Earth, Zeb knew that the thrusters would soon die out and that the ship’s GE 80 drive would soon kick in, removing the roar of the thrusters and their rude acceleration and replacing it with the smooth, yet many times more powerful effect of the drive. 

Zeb was a working man, and he didn’t really know or care about drives, engineering or the science of space flight, but he did know that the GE 80 (mass produced by the Galactic Engines firm, and first invented in the year 2080) was something of an achievement for mankind in terms of space travel, as it boasted 10 times more power than its predecessor, the GE 55, and was also noted for its smoothness and quiet operation. Indeed, Zeb had only noticed the sound of a GE 80 in operation after a few flights aboard GGS vessels that had them installed. 

It was a low, scarcely audible hum that ever so slightly vibrated in the ears, and Zeb only heard it because he had begun to listen out for engine noise and was possessed of immaculate hearing. (Zeb still persisted in referring to a drive as an “engine”- though in some ways inaccurate, it is quite understandable for a device used as a form of motion for any vessel or craft  to be called an “engine”.)

As the Star-Bound put distance between itself and Earth by means of its crude thrusters, Zeb lay on his bunk- with the customary restraining strap attached to his body- and began to dream idly of his precious leave...

After a few minutes, the thrusters began to ease off, and then, quite abruptly, they ceased entirely. 

It takes time for a man to adjust to the absence of the thruster's roar and strong vibration within a ship, and Zeb abandoned any ideas of communication with his crewmates in favour of a nap...
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ABOUT FOUR HOURS HAD passed, and Zeb awoke.

He yawned and stretched sleepily, and slowly decided to head forward to the canteen for some coffee. 

It was as he was leaving the crew quarters that he noticed something was missing...

He paused and stood tensely listening for a moment.

Gradually, he realised what it was... 

It was the sound of an engine...!

Try though he might, Zeb’s experienced ear could not detect any hum or vibration within the ship...

And yet... The ship was moving!

If, for some unforeseen reason, a vessel is required to stop during its flight between destinations, a general alarm sounds
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