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CRASH LANDING

​


Captain Alana
Black’s dark body-hugging suit allowed her to fade into the shadows
under 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 palm 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
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