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The Asteroid

    The family had finally arrived at the New Cork spaceport with just minutes to spare before impact, all dressed as though they were attending a royal ball. Lady Natasha marched smartly in the lead, her maid almost trotting to keep up, holding the carry cot in which the infant princess slept peacefully, oblivious to the impending disaster. The other family members, around thirty or so, hurried along, looking as though they were racing the large trolley that was being driven alongside, overloaded with boxes and household items. 

    ‘They’re not going to get all that in,’ mumbled Rolf to his commanding pilot. 

    ‘Yes, but try to tell her that,’ replied Ivan.

    ‘We only have so much time to convince her.’

    ‘As long as you didn’t set the auto-launch sequence on to the timer, we can make it, maybe not before impact, but before the shock-waves reach us.’

    There was a pause. Lady Natasha was giving orders to her husband, pointing at the trolley.

    ‘You didn’t, did you?’ reiterated Ivan. 

    His co-pilot was already walking up to her ladyship to try to negotiate a solution.

    When Ivan caught up, the Lady seemed to have the upper hand, as the Count stood by looking more like a butler than a count. 

    ‘I’ll go on board and get the baby settled, you begin moving the things in. The rest of you wait here.’ She turned around. ‘Come Matilda,’ she ordered the maid.

    Matilda followed with the baby’s carry cot, while the other passengers hesitated, looked at each other, some shrugging, others looking exasperated. 

    ‘How much of this do you really have to bring along?’ asked Ivan. ‘They have to be carried separately - which will take time which is in short supply right now - and the grand piano, and whatever that is there, won’t even fit into the hatch.’  

    ‘Her Ladyship definitely wants it all to go in,’ said Count Dimitri. 

    ‘If we remove the legs of the grand piano, we might be able to fit it in. I’m not sure about that piece there though. In any case, this will also put us over the weight limit,’ added Rolf, ‘what with this freight in addition to the passengers.’

    ‘Some of those passengers may stay behind,’ said the count stiffly.

    ‘You’re kidding me,’ mumbled Ivan. He had thought he'd seen the worst of what the royals could stoop to, but - Clearly trying hard to please, he thought. ‘Well, let’s get this to the door and get busy then,’ he said finally. Just maybe they'll give up when they see how hopeless it is. 

    The trolley operator drove it to the side of the ship next to the gangway. He then switched on the lift. Some of the other passengers started stepping towards the gangway.

    ‘Hold on,’ ordered the count. ‘Baggage goes on first.’ 

    Ivan was sure he sensed a stiffness about the count, obviously trying hard to carry out someone else’s explicit instructions to the letter.

    ‘You’re kidding!’ shouted Sir Klein, the first in line, the one with a goatee.

    ‘Oh! Listen to the Grand Duke’s son-in-law! I’m getting on!’ said Piot, the one behind him.

    ‘Me to!’ said Alexandra.

    The Count was already up the gangway and blocking the entrance. ‘Begin loading the baggage.’ 

    Ivan and Rolf stood next to the pile of belongings as the floor of the trolley lifted them up next to the top end of the gangway.

    Ivan wondered how they could remove the straps without everything falling off. But then, maybe they'll give up and leave it behind. 

    From behind the Count, Matilda appeared, and said, ‘Excuse me, your Lordship, Lady Natasha says please hurry, the star is going to hit any moment.’

    ‘Yeah! Let’s get a move on!’ said Piotr, loudly seconded by Alexandra and Nicolai. They began forcing their way up the gangway.

    Ivan spoke up, ‘How about let’s get the people seated first, and we can work on whatever items will fit?’

    ‘But Her Ladyship strictly said…’

    ‘Oh stop putting on airs,’ said Sir Klein. ‘To hell with all your precious rubbish! What about your own family?’ 

    A shouting match ensued between the few at the head of the queue and Count Dimitri. 

    ‘What’s this nonsense?’ demanded Lady Natasha, who had emerged from inside.

    ‘Nataly, dear,’ began the Count in a lower voice, ‘Do we really have to bring all this stuff? I mean…’

    ‘Of course we’re bringing it. And I told you not to bring him!’ She pointed at Sir Klein, who exploded. So did a few others.

    ‘But dearie, they say not all of it will fit. It’s over the weight limit.’

    ‘Well, you said we could bring it. Tell them we’re taking on board - I don’t care if…’ 

    The alarm sounded. The door behind her began to slide shut. The whole gangway full of family members cried out. 

    Oblivious to what was happening behind her back, she finished, ‘... if we have to leave the lot of them!’

    Ivan said to Rolf, ‘It was on auto sequence timer, wasn’t it!’

    ‘No - er - I’m sure I didn’t put it on  - er…’

    ‘For goodness sake! Open this door back up!’ said Lady Natasha.

    The humming of the ship increased, drowning out the shouts of the stranded passengers.

    ‘Nataly, the freak’n ship’s taking off,’ cried Sir Klein.

    ‘It can’t! My baby’s in there!’

    ‘Let’s clear the area,’ shouted Ivan. The Trolly backed away with the pilots still on it.

    As the humming got ever louder, sounding scarier, the people began backing down the gangway in disbelief, managing to jump off even as the gangway was reversing away from the ship. They stood scattered about at a safe distance.

    ‘How did that happen?’ demanded the Count as they watched the ship lift off. ‘How can it take off by itself?’ He and the Lady were with the pilots. Not far, was Sir Klien.

    ‘The auto sequence,’ began Ivan.

    ‘No, no! The auto sequencing wasn’t on,’ blurted Rolf.

    ‘Well, I’m damn sure the baby isn’t driving it,’ said Sir Klien.

    ‘There was a man in there,’ said Natasha. ‘He’s hijacked the ship and kidnapped poor Sofia!’

    ‘Yeah, that’s it!’ Rolf quickly agreed. ‘That extra passenger from - from…’

    Ivan wasn’t sure about that, but he kept that to himself.

    ‘Well, find another ship then!’ said Sir Klien.

    ‘Yes, we must,’ said the Count.

    ‘And send word to my father so he can look out for that scoundrel that has our baby!’ Said Lady Natasha.

    Another ship in another part of the spaceport also began to ascend.

    ‘Come,’ said Ivan. ‘The office is that way.’ 

    Ivan and Rolf led them to the communication centre. 

    There was a short queue, but Lady Natasha pushed her way to the front. ‘An important message to send to Duke Olav Volkovitch.’

    ‘We’ve all got important messages,’ said someone in the queue.

    ‘Well, this one has priority,’ she said.

    Ivan told the Count, ‘Rolf and I will go secure a ship and we’ll meet you back here.’

    ‘Right.’ 

    The two left as the Lady continued to wrestle to the front of the queue. Sir Klien followed them out.

    They saw the man who had brought the extra passenger. 

    ‘Hey!’ called Rolf. ‘That man you brought us flew off with the ship, leaving all of the Markovitch clan stranded. Where can we find a replacement?’

    ‘No way! That was a simple ticket holder. And every available ship is in use,’ he told them. ‘But if you two want to save your skins, hurry along this way. We might fit you two in the last one evacuating the port staff. But you better hurry!’

    Sir Klien spotted a coat hanging on a chair that would identify him as ground crew. He quickly grabbed it, shedding the one he had on, and putting on the other as he briskly followed.

    They followed him to the point at the farthest end of the spaceport, out of sight of the Markovitch clan. 

    There was a crowd around the remaining ship. Ivan didn’t know if there would be room.

    ‘This doesn’t look good for us,’ said their friend.

    They proceeded slowly forward, as the unorganised mob filtered up the gangway. When they reached it, someone said, ‘That’s it. Can’t possibly fit any more.’

    Ivan’s heart sank. 

    ‘Where the hell’s Nelson and Baily got to?’ said the man at the gate. ‘Can’t leave without pilots!’

    ‘Is it pilots you need?’ said Ivan.

    ‘Yes! We can’t get off the ground without them!’

    ‘We’re both pilots,’ said Ivan.

    ‘Right! This way then!’ The man plowed through the crowd of other passengers with Ivan and Rolf in his wake.‘We got our pilots!’ the man called. 

    Sir Klien had managed to push and shove his way to the front, and got in because the door had closed behind him while they were telling him, ‘Sorry, we're full.’ The man who brought the extra passenger had got in just before him. 

    The two pilots and their host made their way to the cockpit at the centre.

    People were seated, some two to a seat. Sir Klien was still looking for one.

    ‘We'd better lift off immediately, the asteroid has already made impact,’ said one of the senior staff. ‘Let’s go then!’

    Only the pilots were guaranteed the full width of a seat each. They took their place at the helm, and began the takeoff procedure. 

    ‘Just need final clearance from the control tower,’ said Rolf.

    ‘I am the control tower,’ said the senior staff. ‘Now, take her up!’

    They did.


The Duke

    Ivan Trotsky hoped very much that this fiasco spelled the end of his indenture to the House of Volkovitch. The only challenge now, once arriving on Donigal, would be to slip out of the Lindsaytown spaceport without being spotted by any of the Duke’s minions. 

     Grand Duke Olav Volkovitch would be waiting at that spaceport for the return of the ship he had sent to fetch his daughter and her husband’s relatives from the doomed planet of Andronica. Whether Lady Natasha had managed to send her message with the final communications packet to be beamed out of New Cork, and whether that packet would have suffered any distortion caused by gravitational waves from the impact, Ivan could only guess. Would it have said, ‘Ivan and Rolf are locating an alternative ship’, or ‘Ivan and Rolf have disappeared, no more ships, we’re doomed’? Whatever the case, Ivan knew he and Rolf had to watch their backs. In the hands of the Duke, their punishment could be for the sin of staying alive.

    From the time the Duke’s ship took off without the family on board, Ivan knew that no more ships would be available - not when everyone on the planet wanted to escape. He only agreed to try to locate one, as a pretext to slip out of sight, and possibly find space for himself and Rolf on another ship, which he did. 

    And Ivan was positive that the timer on the auto-launch sequencer was on, and it had worked exactly as programmed. That young man he let on board was no pilot. But he could also tell that Rolf was trying very hard to cover that up, both from himself to ease his own conscience, and from the powers-that-be. If they were to come face-to-face with the Duke, knowledge of such a mistake would certainly be fatal for both of them. The less said, the better.

    The duties of a pilot meant Ivan and Rolf were the last ones off the ship, after the shutdown procedures were completed. The immediate area around the ship was almost empty, leaving no crowd to blend into. 

    And there, next to the main door, as though expecting them, stood Duke Olav Volkovitch, and next to him, Sir Klein Markovitch, still wearing the New Cork ground crew jacket he had pilfered. Standing at strategic points nearby, Ivan recognised the Duke’s men - members of the Alpha Unit. 

    ‘Where is my ship?’ he asked, as soon as they were face to face.

    ‘Got hijacked, your highness,’ said Rolf.

    ‘So I heard, along with my granddaughter. I see you two got away unscathed. What about my daughter, the Countess?’

    ‘There was no ship available, your highness,’ said Ivan.

    ‘And yet you are here.’

    ‘The very last ship was reserved for ground crew and port staff.’

    ‘Thus Sir Markovitch’s choice of outer garment. Could you not have found a ground crew jacket for the Countess?’

    ‘We didn’t even know Sir Markovitch was on board,’ said Rolf.

    ‘And we saw no spare jackets,’ added Ivan. ‘Also we very nearly didn’t make it on ourselves, but for the fact that their pilots hadn’t shown up.’

    ‘How convenient. Now, back to my first question regarding the ship which you two were supposed to pilot. There was plenty of space for the Countess, her slew of in-laws and you two, and our esteemed Sir Klein Markovitch, and you allowed it to fly out of there nearly empty, while you pilot a ship full of strangers.’

    ‘It was hijacked, I assure you,’ said Rolf.

    ‘Which one of you was on the ship as it got hijacked?’

    ‘Neither of us, Your Highness,’ said Ivan. ‘We were outside assisting your family with the boarding.’

    ‘While a man of dubious reputation sat inside near the door of the cockpit. Who allowed the man into my ship?’

    ‘I did, sir. He was to have boarded one of the refugee transports, but they had run out of space. A member of the ground crew brought him, and he had a ticket out of there. The family was late in arriving, so I - saw - no reason to - er…’

    He was interrupted by the Duke’s cold stare. The Duke turned to one of his men. ‘Take these two away. I’ll deal with them later.’

    As three of the Duke’s finest were firmly ushering them away, Ivan heard, ‘Now, Markovitch, your story again?’ 

    Ivan and Rolf were bundled into the back seats of one of the limos parked in the front. Inside, it didn’t contain the usual comforts that the view from outside suggested. The locks on the door were controlled from the front, which was glassed off. One of the Duke’s men sat on their side, facing them, and the other two, in front as one of them drove. For Ivan and Rolf, this was no more than a fancy paddy wagon.  

    Perhaps also an interrogation room. The man in the back with them, took a full description of the young man who hijacked the ship. Ivan gave a straightforward description, a medium build, dark hair, Irish features, etc. Rolf added that he was a bit shifty looking, and that he had had his doubts about him from the start.

    They arrived at the Lindsaytown Grand, and were ushered straight past the reception, to the special set of lifts that went only to the VIP suites. Finally, they were deposited into what could have been a luxury room, but like the limo, was stripped of any of the perks. There, they were left to themselves.

    Ivan had no idea whether he and Rolf were to live or die. 


Moskovi

    The food was far better than prison food, and the beds were softer, and the air was kept at a comfortable temperature, so it wasn’t exactly like being in prison. They also had a nice view of the city from the glass door to the terrace, which was, of course, locked. But that’s all they had. No TV or other communication devices, and their tablets had been taken away.

    Ivan tried to make conversation, but Rolf stayed quiet. Ivan thought he knew what he was keeping quiet about.

    So, Ivan had time to think. 

    Was his life to end here? Was it all worthwhile? 

    He got his pilot training, as he had always wanted, at the cost of an indenture - albeit to a very prestigious house - though he had lately been having doubts about that. 

    Coming right down to it, it cost him more: the life he used to enjoy in the countryside of Moscovi - said to be among the most Earth-like planets. There was Tolya, his kid brother; the fishing trips that he took Tolya on, the mountain climbing, the dips in the stream, the camping trips. Tolya was just the right age to begin enjoying those. One summer, the weather was so perfect that Tolya spent some days with no clothes on at all, in and out of streams, onto the bank to catch more fish, running through forest, up the summit of the rock cliff - until he got a scrape on his backside, after which he wore his shorts. Ivan would have done the same when he was Tolya’s age, but as older people are, he was afraid of more hikers showing up. But he re-lived his younger days through Tolya. 

    They bonded as brothers. Tolya loved his big brother, and Ivan loved him as his own soul. That’s how he remembered Tolya.

    Then he made a career choice. The indenture was touted as a glamorous life of service to the planet, a respected position, a chance to be close to the Grand Duke himself (oh, what a letdown that was!). Tolya was even proud of him. But he never saw Tolya again after that. He never saw him grow up. In Ivan’s mind he was forever an eight-year-old. 

    In hindsight, was it a good decision?

    No. But who has that kind of foresight to know the result of a one-way trip - or to even know it would be a one-way trip to begin with?  Or how a charismatic leader that held out so much promise and instilled such pride in one’s nation could turn out to be such a heavy-handed tyrant up close? Or that, after a few spins around the galaxy, that every habitable planet would begin to look alike? That driving a spaceship would end up being no more thrilling than riding a bike?

    A costly lesson in life, indeed. But was it a lesson he’d ever get the chance to apply?

    After three days, the door opened, and in came Alexi, one of the Duke’s secretaries. He was a welcome sight, as Ivan had built up a rapport with him in the past. Just the fact that they sent Alexi to brief them, meant the death sentence had been averted - for now.

    ‘How’s things?’ he asked.

    ‘As good as can be expected, I guess,’ said Ivan. 

    Rolf only grunted.

    ‘The good news is, though he was quite upset, the Duke needs you two alive.’ He pulled up a chair and sat down. 

    ‘So far so good,’ replied Ivan. ‘The bad news?’

    ‘How bad, would be how you take it. There are conditions. You are not to breathe a word to anyone, nor even hint that the family failed to return safely from Andronica, nor that the Princess is missing. To facilitate that, you’ll be in close proximity to the Duke for the foreseeable future, as his personal pilots. There appears to be a shortage of pilots, and the ones that are available, he doesn’t trust.’

    ‘He trusts us?’

    ‘Only as far as he can throw you, which is probably why he’ll be keeping you close - better the devil you know, and all that. Outside his closest staff, you are the only ones alive who know the family didn’t survive.’

    ‘What about Sir Klein?’

    After a meaningful pause, ‘No longer with us.’

    Even Rolf raised an eyebrow. Then he spoke up. ‘Any news of the one who hijacked the ship?’

    ‘Nothing. We’ve checked all the ports on Donigal, and no ships have landed with that registration. We think he may have diverted course to Kenyatta, so that will be one of your stops.’ 

    ‘Kenyatta, the African planet,’ quipped Rolf. ‘They should stand out there.’

    ‘I suppose so, but your first stop will be Moskovi as he has business he must attend to. The Alpha Unit will go straight to Kenyatta to begin the search. You will join them later.’

    ‘Moskovi! It’s been a while since we’ve been back there,’ remembered Ivan. ‘We’ve been on interstellar runs for - how long now? For my last holiday, I just stayed over on New Neptune.’ 

    ‘Lots of politics back home, if I remember,’ said Rolf.

    ‘Yes, indeed,’ confirmed Alexi. ‘I suppose you know the Duke secured his place at the head of the House of Volkovitch, and about the deal between him and Barron Marcovitch with the marriage of the two Houses, but as that goes, the House is in a struggle to retain our place on the planet. There are forces in the planetary parliament trying to reduce the role of the aristocracy all the way down, even to eliminate us from the equation altogether if they have their way.’

    ‘Been happening all over the galaxy, hasn’t it,’ said Ivan.

    ‘Indeed it has. I suppose you know the Ming Dynasty has totally collapsed?’

    ‘I’d heard rumours, yes,’ said Ivan.

    ‘But at least, the Duke has the support of - er - you-know-who,’ said Alexi.

    ‘Who?’ whispered Rolf to Ivan.

    ‘The Galactics,’ said Ivan in a low tone. 

    Then, to Alexi, he said, ‘I believe they tipped him off regarding the asteroid.’

    Rolf's eyebrows raised.

    ‘You see, that’s why he can’t afford to cut you loose,’ said Alexi. ‘You know too much.’

    ‘Hmm. At least, on the other side of it, he needs the pilots,’ said Ivan.

    ‘Indeed he does. If you hold your cards close to your chest and mind your step, you should still go a long way.’

    He stood up. ‘Well, gotta go. I believe these are yours?’ He pulled out their two tablets and placed them on the writing desk. ‘Be ready at 6 local time tomorrow morning. Meanwhile, you’re free to go to the hotel cafe and make use of the other amenities, but not to leave the hotel, nor to invite any of the service staff into this room. I’ve downloaded a bit of extra info to your devices that might be helpful.’

    He went out.

    Ivan and Rolf went out to explore the facilities. A workout in the gym helped to offset the idleness of the past few days. Then, after a meal in the cafe, Ivan went back to the room, while Rolf went to explore some of the other amenities.  

    Ivan opened his tablet, and noticed the file Alexi had downloaded. He read:

    On your journey to Moskovi tomorrow, you will be joined by Vlad Kordikov. You may have met him before. He is the Duke’s personal valet and bodyguard. In spite of how friendly he may let on to be, I advise you to mind your step around him. His heart is totally sold to the Duke, and he would die for him.

    The situation in Moskovi, at the moment, is still quite volatile. Watch your step very carefully. Your best strategy is to act like you know nothing, especially around Vlad, and also around anyone you may meet in Moskovi. If I told you more, that would endanger you, so please keep a very low profile. You may or may not actually reach Kenyatta after the business in Moskovi is complete, but at least, take my advice and stay alive.

    I’m telling you this as a friend. Please delete this once you’ve read it.

    Ivan had worked with Alexi on other assignments in the past, one of which might be described as a cloak-and-dagger affair. He deleted the file.

    As soon as he did so, a message flashed on the screen. He opened it:

    It occurs to me, after our chat in the room today, staying coy might be more of a challenge for you, as you actually know more about ‘the others’ than I thought. 

    What you mentioned to Rolf and to me, repeat to no one. That would be dangerous information if Vlad, or some others you may meet in Moskovi know that you know it. Even if Rolf asks you to clarify, act like it was just an idle rumour - or better yet, that you meant the investment firm with that name. Avoid long conversations with anyone. If you hear Vlad or the Duke allude to it, don’t even let your facial expressions or body language betray you. 

    You are going as a sheep among wolves. Your best chance of staying alive is to act innocent as a dove. 

    Again, please delete this message.

    Again, Ivan deleted the message, and hoped Rolf wouldn’t be asking any questions, nor that there would be reason to act coy.

    It was late at night by the time Rolf returned to the room. As Ivan predicted, the restriction against bringing guests to the room meant that Rolf would be enjoying the amenities on site. That was just as well, as the last thing Ivan wanted was panting and squeaking bed springs keeping him from his rest. 

    At 6 in the morning, local time, Ivan and Rolf, along with two other pilots, and Alexi got into one of the limos in the front of the Lindsaytown Grand. The Duke got into another with Vlad Kordikov, and various members of the Alfa Unit and others got into two more. The motorcade proceeded to the spaceport. 

    At the spaceport, Ivan and Rolf were shown to the Duke’s personal ship. 

    Ivan and Rolf went into the cockpit and began familiarising themselves with the controls. Though it was an older model than they were used to, Ivan had done his pilot training in a ship similar to this. The sentiment among the students was that flight training was all these older models were good for, and these older models were all the flight school could afford. Most of his career, however, was spent flying the later models. 

    This one had been kept in tip-top shape. It was among the first to be built from stenite, but not yet equipped for stellar corona charging - the method of topping up the electro-magnetic and gravitational energy capacitors by going through the corona of a star. It had to be energised through the spaceport charging facility, and also carried nuclear fuel for inflight charging, leaving less space for the passengers. On one hand, the Duke cherished it as one would a collector’s item, a vintage, well restored antique. On the other hand, modern technology was still more reliable and efficient. The ship that had been lost was of the latest design, another reason the Duke lamented its loss. Ivan wondered if that was, perhaps, the main reason. 

    Being that it also contained an onboard reactor and the older type drives and propulsion systems, the ship itself was almost as large as the newer one, though with much less seating capacity. On top of that, the interior was more like a personal suite than a passenger carrier, built for about ten passengers to travel in luxury.

    On clearance from the
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