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Nova Dancer

 


By Wesley Allison

 



Chapter One

 


Starr strode down the ramp that led from
cargo bay three. Seven pallets of freight, each a collection of
blue plastic containers wrapped in clear plastic sheeting still sat
on the gravel-covered ground. Viv stood beside one of them,
clipboard in hand.

“What do we have?” asked Starr.

“Seven pallets of ceramics, as if you could
find anything else on this planet.”

The planet, Tan Seven, was completely
uninhabited, except for a large and mostly automated facility,
owned by an Argaelian corporation, which manufactured high quality
ceramic parts for electronic systems. There was a small domed
village, where the few employees of the plant lived, and a
starport. The starport was little more than a flat place covered in
gravel, and a prefab freight building where outbound ceramics
waited merchant ships bored enough or lost enough to have stopped
here.

“Are they going to Armiger?”

“No, they are going to Thim.” She rubbed her
cheek and inadvertently smeared grease across it. “I got seven
hundred a piece PH.”

Starr smiled. Viv was almost as good at
negotiating transport prices as he was himself. That was the reason
that he allowed her to check outbounds.

Viv had been a member of his crew for almost
two standard years now. She was a Zarian, like he was, and to
Starr’s mind, way too pretty to be a crewman on a freighter. She
was however, perfectly suited to the job, reveling in the hard work
and enjoying the strange sights that went along with it.

“At least we’ll be able to buy food,” said
Starr. “Let’s get them onboard.”

“Aye aye, Captain. Huppy’s bringing the
grav-loader around.”

“Good.” Starr turned around and tramped back
up the ramp to the ship.

As he made his way through the cargo hold and
up the main corridor toward the forward section of the ship, Starr
kept his eyes open as he always did for anything amiss. The Nova
Dancer was an old girl, having hauled mail and supplies to a mining
colony somewhere and ore back to Zarius for more than twenty years
before being sold off at auction. Starr had purchased her for a
bargain price with the money he had stashed away during his own
twenty-year duty in the Zarian Interstellar Scout Service. He
smiled. He had been hauling around space just about as long as the
Dancer had.

The control section was in the forward third
of the ship and consisted of five compartments. The flight deck was
in the front center, while on either side and slightly behind was
the automed and crew common area on the left, and the bunkroom and
the head on the right. Then suspended out on either side were the
massive stardrive engines, each with a small engineering space
reached through a narrow corridor.

Stepping through the door into the flight
deck, Starr sat down in the pilot’s seat, the centermost of three
spots. He busied himself plotting a flight plan out of the system.
It was pretty complicated work and took him a while even with the
computer. He was so immersed in his work that when Viv sat down in
the seat beside his right shoulder, it startled him.

“Ready,” she said simply.

“Already?”

She nodded.

“Start her up then,” he said as he climbed
out of his seat.

“I already made sure everything was ready to
go,” said Viv.

“I’m sure you did.” Starr was sure too, but
he had never let his ship take off without personally checking for
himself. The engines started to come to life as he examined the
systems monitor just behind the flight deck. By the time he had
made a visual check of all the hatches and the cargo bays and made
sure that both Huppy and Reed were onboard, the entire ship was
humming. The old girl wanted to get back into the empty.

Starr stepped back into the flight deck and
squeezed back into the pilot’s seat. Out of the corner of his eye,
he could see Viv’s cleavage, but he quickly pulled his eyes back to
the front. He hit the large red button with his clenched fist,
releasing the grav-lock. Then taking hold of the controls, he
guided the ship as the engines lifted it from the ground. Pulling
the nose up toward the wispy clouds, he threw the throttle forward
with his left hand and felt his body pressed back into his
chair.

“I love this part,” said Viv.

“I know.”

There was an advantage to landing on an
almost uninhabited planet. You didn’t need to go through lengthy
clearance procedures before landing or taking off. You just threw
it open and flew. The clouds grew lighter and lighter and then just
disappeared, as the sky grew darker and darker and then just became
the black of space. Starr punched in the flight plan and leaned
back.

“Have you figured out where we are going
after Thim?” Viv asked.

As Starr swiveled his chair to look at her,
their knees touched. She had managed to increase the size of the
grease smear on her cheek to reach her ear and her eyebrow, and now
there was a large smear across the top of her right breast. Starr
stared at that perfectly formed though messy breast and its
unsoiled twin for just a moment too long and when he looked up into
her eyes, he saw a question there. It was a question he didn’t want
to have to answer.

“You have grease on you,” he said, pointing.
“Just there.”

“Damn,” she said, looking down. “How do I do
it? If there is a spot of grease anywhere on the planet, it’s going
to end up on me.”

“You’ve got some on your face too.”

“Well, that figures.”

“Did you have someplace in mind?” Starr
asked, now that his indiscretion had been covered up. “To go after
Thim, I mean.”

Viv shrugged. “Makes no diff to me.”

“We can talk it over at supper.”

“Do you need me now?” she asked. When he
shook his head, she continued. “I’m going to take a shower.”

Starr turned back to the controls, though he
really wanted to watch her ass as she left the flight deck. As he
listened to the sound of her footsteps on the metal floor grating
moving away from him, he flipped a few switches that no longer did
anything and then leaned back in his chair with a large sigh. He
was just getting ready to get up when a red light blinked into
existence on the panel. The portside maneuver drive output was
fluctuating.

With a grunt, he got up from his seat and
climbed back out of the flight deck, walked back past the systems
board and turned right, making his way down the hall between the
galley and the automed. The hatch leading to the portside engine
room was open, as usual, though strictly speaking, it should have
been kept closed during flight. The engine room, about the same
size as the flight deck, was a bit more open, with a workstation at
either end. The station to Starr’s right was the stardrive, the one
to his left was the maneuver drive. Reed was sitting at the
maneuver drive station, poking at the controls with a long, bony
finger.

“What are you doing?”

Reed turned his triangular head toward the
captain and stared at him with all three beady black eyes.

“Well?”

The triangular head tilted to the side.

“I’ve got better things I could be doing.”
Starr leaned back to see if he could spot that point in the hallway
just between the bunkroom and the head, where the shower was
located. It was not quite in the line of vision, though agonizingly
close. He thought he could hear Viv sliding the door shut.

“Can you at least tell me this?” asked Starr,
turning back. “Did the engine start acting up before or after you
started pushing buttons?”

Reed snapped his beak twice, though what that
meant was anyone’s guess. It wasn’t as if Starr was expecting more.
Starr hadn’t heard Reed speak in the four years he’d been on the
ship. He had slipped into cargo bay four one day and had refused to
leave. Since then, he wandered around the ship, sometimes fixing
things, and every once in a while, breaking them. Starr paid him,
not a full crew share, but commensurate with what he did, though he
was never sure if Reed spent any of it.

Stepping back into the galley, Starr pulled
his cup out of the washer and held it under the spigot. Pressing
the button for coffee, he watched as the rich black liquid trickled
out. It took a good two minutes to fill the cup, but at last he was
able to sit down at the table and take a sip. With a sudden rush,
he could feel the caffeine make his eyes water. He blinked several
times to clear them as Huppy walked into the room and went for a
cup of his own.

Once Huppy had his cup, he joined Starr at
the table. He could have easily sat down across from his captain,
but he instead sat down right next to him, forcing Starr to scoot
over on the semicircular bench seat.

“Everything’s secure,” Huppy said,
grinning.

“Good.”

“Everything’s secure and we have two empty
cargo bays.”

“Yeah.”

“We could carry a lot more in those two cargo
bays. We should have more cargo.”

“Yeah.”

“Are you still my friend, Starr?”

Starr looked at Huppy’s bloated head, with
its lopsided features. “Yes, of course.”

Starr didn’t know what was wrong with Huppy.
He was clearly human but deformed. His oversized head looked as
though it had been inflated and then beaten with a club. His nose
and both ears were misshapen and one eye, bulging and glassy, sat
about an inch higher than the other. The assumption was that he had
been born with that hideous face, along with his stunted left hand,
though the cause… well; there was no one to ask. Viv had found him
at some backwater spaceport and nobody there seemed to know him. He
must have been dumped off a ship. But a ship to where? Or from
where? Viv had brought him onboard—adopted him basically.

“You and Viv are my best friends,” said
Huppy.

“We like you too.”

“And Reed is my best friend too.”

“Yeah.”

Starr could hear the door to the head open,
but he couldn’t see around the corner. He probably couldn’t have
seen even if he had been sitting on the end of the bench, but he
definitely couldn’t see with Huppy sitting on the end, pushing him
several feet over.

“You guys sitting?” called Viv. “I’ll be
right there.”

“I’ll get your coffee!” shouted Huppy, way
too loudly.

“No thanks.”

“I like it when I get Viv her coffee,” said
Huppy. “I like doing things for her.”

Starr nodded and took another sip. Setting
the cup on the table, he folded his hands together and placed them
behind his head, stretching his shoulders.

“Everything secure, Huppy?” asked Viv,
stomping into the room.

The gigantic combat boots that she had on
made everything else she wore look all the smaller—a tight pair of
blue shorts that had been cut down from an old jumpsuit and a
sleeveless black tee shirt that was about a size too small. Of
course, the boots made her look small too. She was damn skinny
anyway, with almost no hips. Her breasts seemed huge, though in
reality they were just large enough to create cleavage in the
v-neck of that black tee. They were just a bit more than handfuls,
Starr thought involuntarily. The boots made her look all feet—all
feet and tits. Her hair, which pointed in all directions, and had
been bright green when they took off, but was now bubble-gum
pink.

“Everything’s secure,” said Huppy.

“Good,” she said, sliding into the seat
across from him and just to Starr’s right. “Maybe I need a sip
after all.”

She reached over and took Starr’s cup and
brought it to her lips. Starr jerked his hands down to his
side.

“Um… I’ve already drunk out of that.”

She leaned over until their shoulders were
touching.

“That’s all right,” she said. “It’s like
we’re kissing.”

Starr was suddenly conscious that with Huppy
on one side of him and Viv on the other, it would be impossible to
escape the confines of the bench seat. He noticed a tiny little
drop of coffee on Viv’s lower lip. She had a small mouth. That is,
it wasn’t wide, but she had thick lips.

“Are we going to hit our jump point before
supper?”

“What?”

“Are we going to hit our jump point before
supper?” Viv repeated.

“Um, yeah. Just.”

“What are you going to do till then?”

“I don’t know,” said Starr. “It doesn’t
really matter, because I think Reed is going to blow up the ship
before then. You?”

“I’m going to stretch out on my bunk and
read,” she replied. “I’ve got three trashy romance novels that I
haven’t even started yet.”

Viv pushed the cup back to Starr and slid out
of her seat. Her shorts didn’t quite hide all of her butt cheeks as
she stomped around the corner and down the starboard hallway. Starr
stared at the empty spot in space, so recently occupied by those
butt cheeks and sighed deeply.

“Can we throw the ball?” asked Huppy. “Can we
throw the ball at the hoop?”

“Sure.”

Starr had bought a ball from one the shops in
the last class-A starport he had stopped at. It wasn’t really a
basketball, but it was about the same size and it bounced pretty
well. He had bolted a hoop made of metal strapping up on the side
of cargo bay six, and he and Huppy passed a good deal of time
between planetfalls playing a simplified version of the game that
Starr had played as a youngster on Zarius. As a boy he hadn’t been
a very good player. He wasn’t very coordinated. His shooting
percentage now wasn’t half bad, though he and Huppy in actuality
did nothing more than shoot unopposed from various distances. Five
minutes of running back and forth on a real court would have given
Starr a heart attack. A couple of hours of tossing the ball at the
hoop and he didn’t break a sweat. When they finished playing, the
score, which Huppy insisted on keeping, was 386 to 52. Starr had
the high score, but Huppy didn’t mind, as long as he got
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