
        
            
                
            
        

    
Rocket Girl

Karen Blayne 

 

Oh by the way red tape first.

 © Karen Blayne 2025 

Luv Karen

 

 

Walter looked in amazement as his granddad was introduced to the class of apprentices.  “Our next project is rebuilding one of the legendary H27 engines.  Basically the military still uses them on one type of ship and they’ve run out of spare parts so we’ll be making new ones.  The H27 was first designed over sixty years ago and we’re very fortunate enough to have Walter’s grandad helping us out as he spent nearly thirty years working on these engines.  The big problem we have is we no longer have any of the alloy that was used and if we use a different one then we run into thermal expansion problems as well as bimetallic corrosion problems since we can expect them to be in service for another hundred years and before you ask there is no capital budget but they do have a budget for repairs and maintenance.  Now at the back of the room we have a team of designers so together we’re going take the covers off then completely rebuild the engine in a more suitable alloy so first I’ll let Walter’s grandad take the floor and tell you about the challenges they faced originally and how they over came them.  Then we’ll work with the boffins to sort out exactly what we’ll change.” 

 

Six months later, under his grandfather's supervision, Walter torqued the last bolt up on the rebuilt engine.  With built in sensors, the new materials available and the tighter tolerances the new engine was far more efficient and capable than the old one although the outside casing was the original.  Sales took a look at it and said fine but that size of engine power is much larger than the current demand. 

 

“But Michael you need a new ship, you said so yourself.  The 989 will do exactly what you want.  It will carry the payload you specified, with the crew numbers you specified and the extra fuel efficiency means it will pay for itself within two years using your cargo numbers.  Yes I know it’s a new design but it only uses off the shelf parts.  The engine is a very reliable design that’s been in service for than sixty years.”  The salesgirl crossed her fingers behind her back.  The engine was based on a sixty year old design, that much was true and the military had kept it in service for sixty years heaven only knows how. Only recently had they found a new heat resistant material that in theory would make it produce the power required and it would certainly carry his cargo, and ten times as much as well if the truth be known.  “Now how about a nice lunch whilst you think it over?”  She prayed the software would at least have basic functionally by the time the freighter was completed.  She really ought to look around for another job. 

 

Charlotte spoke to Mr. Fernside, her lawyer.  She’d just gained her pilot’s license and wondered idly if she had enough to buy a small space ship that could be chartered.  “So my great uncle’s estate has been probated and gathered up into a bank account?”  “Exactly now I don’t normally offer investment advice but Mrs. Barnet, another client who has been recently widowed, has a matter she’d like to discuss with you.”  Charlotte was surprised.  “Well as long as it isn’t a gold mine she’d like to sell me.”  The lawyer’s face showed a reaction “No it’s not a gold mine, but I’d prefer to let you talk to the lady yourself.  She’s waiting in the next office.” 

 

He showed her in and said he’d send in either tea or coffee whichever they preferred.  Two teas was the reply.  Mrs. Barnet started by saying “Five years ago in the recession my husband thought about buying a replacement freighter.  It wasn’t the ideal time to buy with the low freight rates but he thought they would recover.  The yard was very short of work and the long and the long and the short of it was he brought one of their new designs that could carry four times the cargo of the largest freighter in existence at the time.  Eight months ago it was delivered just when there was a shortage of capacity and in six trips it’s more than paid for itself twice over.  Mike died a week ago and currently it’s sitting in orbit with a full load that has to be delivered to Puvis within the quarter.  I can’t fly it myself but Mr. Fernside mentioned you might know someone with pilot’s license who could make up the team of twelve pilots it needs.” 

 

“How much are you asking for the ship?”  “The brokers offered me less than a tenth of what Mike paid for it.  I’ve enough put by that I don’t need the money but I don’t like being taken advantage of.  How much can you afford?”  Together they worked out if she paid off her student loans and kept ten percent back as savings Mrs. Barnet was content to sell the ship to her for the rest which at least was a bit more than the broker had offered her.  Charlotte thought it over.   Mr. Fernside was sent for and he mentioned that the ship had been inspected and was in full working order.  The bulk ore contract to Puvis would pay her more than half the sum she was spending.  It seemed a good idea, what could go wrong. 

 

Charlotte fumed at the spaceport as she watched a small private spaceship take off.  She'd spent every last penny on the freighter that was sat up in orbit waiting for its crew but someone had bribed her crew away to crew their own ship.  It hadn't helped she was a girl and the crew were sexist enough to say it was bad luck to have a woman on board. 

 

If she could deliver the cargo by the date in the contract she’d recover half of the cost of the freighter.  If she couldn’t things were looking bad but she hoped she wasn’t forced to accept an offer from the broker for even less than he’d offered Mrs. Barnet.  A tenth of what she’d paid for the freighter. 

 

She caught the eye of one of the ground staff, “I don’t suppose you know of a dozen available pilots do you?”  He laughed, “I heard one of the big corporations are hiring anyone with a pilot’s license.  They’ve won a big contract now they just have to figure out how to fill it.  You could do worst than speak to Zachariah.”

 

She found him in a book store sitting behind the counter.  He looked elderly to say the least.  “I’m looking to hire a dozen pilots to fly a freighter to puvis.”  “You’ll be the young lady who brought Mike’s old freighter from his widow?”  “Yes and it’s sitting in orbit right now waiting for crew.”  “They mentioned you have a pilot’s license?”  “True but I still need a dozen pilots to meet the union rules over staffing.”

 

“I retired last year but I still have a valid license.  Mike’s freighter is designed for a two person crew if you have the right equipment.”  “Really?”  “Really but the union won’t agree to its use.  However if you and I were to fly it non-union that might work.  Besides I’m bored at the moment.” 

 

“So if I smiled sweetly?”  “Let me grab my coat and mention to Sally I’m off.”  “But what about your job?”  “I’m just stood behind the counter whilst Sally unpacks the order that just came in.”  “Sally I’m off.”  He called through the back. Sally put her head through the doorway.  “Thanks for guarding the till for me.  Will you be in tomorrow I’ve some new science fiction you might be interested in.”  “I’ll be away for a couple of months if all goes well.”  He sent a couple of text messages off. 

 

“Now the first thing is to grab Alyx.”  Charlotte wondered just who Alyx was but whatever if he managed to get her ship to Puvis she wasn’t too bothered.”  They tracked him down to a coffee shop by the spaceport.  “I want you to look over the software in a 989 freighter for me.”  Alyx looked up.  “The one and only?”  “The one and only.”  “I’ll just let my boss know.”  He tapped out a message then picked up his laptop and backpack.  “Right I’m ready, lead on.”  “I suggest we let Alyx do his thing whilst I check a few things out at the spaceport.”  They sent Alyx up in a shuttle to the freighter and wandered into a coffee shop at the spaceport.  First thing Alyx did was to grab the engine log files and send them off. 

 

“It’s a really simple idea.  You fill the containers with bulk cargo then shoot them into an orbit using an electromagnetic rail launcher propulsion system. It gets round the limiting factor of how large the ship can be.”  “You’d still need to build the rail ramps.”  “They wouldn’t work everywhere but they’d be very economical in the right place. I mean shift three times the cargo for a tenth of the cost of a ship.  Think of them as a barge that the ship can carry along.  We built the connectors in on the 989s from day one.”  “How do you manage to land with all the extra weight?”  “Oh you dump the ore first then the weight is within the safe working limits to land conventionally.”  “Well build a set and then we’ll talk to Alyx about trying them out.  It’ll keep the production lines busy at least.”  “Did you hear about the log files Alyx sent back?  I think we can relax the settings a bit and still be well inside the safe operating limits.” 

 

“Now your freighter can carry a dozen passengers, the maximum without a ship’s doctor, not in luxury but many of the mining camps want to rotate staff so it does have the capability.  Yesterday a passenger ship left bumping three passengers because they’d over booked so I put the word out in case anyone wanted to fly to Puvis.  All three are interested.  I’ve had some other enquiries as well.  The post office has mail and parcels to ship.  Both pay better than bulk cargo rates per ton for ore.”  Charlotte smiled every little penny helped.  Another three passengers were interested and were signed up and all six were sent up in the shuttle.  The mail arrived and was loaded up.   

 

Charlotte sat in the cabin and looked round.  “Everything in place then I think we’re ready to leave.”  Control broke in “I have a Mr. Parrish and a hitch hiking student who are desperate to get to Puvis and wants to know if can you squeeze them in? Mr. Parrish is willing to pay over the odds but the student hasn’t any money.”  “Send them up.” They’d just got everyone settled and Charlotte had started her check list when Alyx interrupted.  “I haven’t finished updating the software yet give me another thirty minutes or so.” “Does it need updating?”  “It hasn’t got the latest security patches in nor the latest drivers that have just arrived, it won’t take me long.”  Charlotte shrugged and together with Zack wandered back to see how her passengers were getting on. 

 

“How long will it take us to get to Puvis?”  “About three weeks.”  “Could we get there any faster? My daughter has been snatched and carried off in a private spacecraft to Puvis.  So the faster we can get there the better.”  “You mean if we managed to arrive before they did that would be best?”  asked Zack.  “I’d be willing to pay for extra fuel if need be.”  “Let me talk to Alyx and see how he’s getting on.”  “Alyx what would he know?”  Asked Charlotte.  “The software might just make a difference.”  “Whatever.” 

 

Another message flashed up on Charlotte’s phone.  “A pop group wants to get to Puvis urgently and are willing to pay a bonus if they arrived by the 17th..  “How many passengers?”  She tapped away saying they had room for four passengers and the reply was the band was four but they needed ten support staff.  Charlotte was about to reply sorry when Zack stopped her.  “If we sign on the support staff and our student as crew we have room.”  Charlotte asked control to send them up. 

 

She walked back to the control room where Alyx was typing merrily away.  “Any chance of us managing to get to Puvis by the 17th?”  “I’m not sure.  It depends on how far away it is.”  “We get a very healthy bonus if we manage it.”  “You’d like me to tune the system for speed?  I’ll need to rearrange the file system and put the log files on a separate drive.” This was said more to himself than anyone else.  He typed in more commands and Charlotte left him to it. 

 

She found the forms for signing on the student and support staff as crew and welcomed the pop group onboard.  “We were expecting catch the liner that left yesterday but they changed their sailing date a month ago and Sara didn’t notice.  We’ll have a lot of very disappointed fans if we don’t make it.”  “The only way we can fit you in is to sign your support staff as crew.  We have one spare cabin left.”  “Right Sara can have that one.  The rest will fit in the crew quarters.”  The crew quarters were more compact but at least each crew member had their own private cabin. 

 

Finally Charlotte had everyone settled in and on the bridge Alyx had just finished his keyboard typing.  “Right take it away.”  Charlotte and Zack went through the check list and the ship lumbered forward.  Zack checked the indicators.  “It’s looking good so far Alyx.”  Alyx relaxed “It is isn’t it.  I’m so glad we finally got a chance to beta test it all.”  Charlotte looked taken back.  “Beta test?”  “We’ve been working on the software for three years now but the big companies are all union shops and daren’t let us try it out for fear of what the unions would say.”  “So it’s the first time it’s been used?”  “Yes but all we did was take software that is usually used to monitor data centres and write a few stubs to handle the interfaces on the ship.”  He brought up the first of five screens “You can see here a list of things it’s found in descending priority order.”  Charlotte looked a the highest priority problem.  “A door hinge needs oiling?”  “It does monitor an awful lot of things.  Now how far is Puvis then I can estimate when we’ll arrive.”  He typed on the keyboard once more.  “I think we can manage the 17th easily enough if you don’t mind burning one percent more fuel.”  “Is that all?”  “The problem is thermal runaway so although the upgraded engines are most efficient at a thousand degrees centigrade we set the guidelines at seven hundred degrees for manual operation but with the monitoring software it reacts more quickly, it doesn’t need to find and open the manual to sort out what to do etc. so we can run the engines at a higher temperature which is far more efficient.” 

 

Mr. Parrish was pleased to hear that they thought they’d arrive more quickly than they had first expected.  “But what about the private spaceship?  I’d heard some are very fast.”  Zack explained that they used a different propulsion system.  The freighter used a heavily shielded propulsion unit and the shielding weighed more than the private spaceship so they had to use a less efficient system on private spaceships.  He started to explain about how the size mattered since the skin had to be a certain thickness to resist space debris and how that meant the smaller ship had to carry more weight for the protective skin proportionably than the freighter.  Charlotte saw Mr. Parrish’s eyes were blanking out so carried him off to discuss what he’d like for dinner. 

 

Later she cornered Alyx and asked him to explain the software.  “When they built the ship all the hardware for the sensors was available but they didn’t start to write and test the drivers until later.  When it was shipped the ship passed for manual control but not for the supervisor program.”  “So you mean it was designed to work with fewer crew?”  “Well yes but they needed the money desperately so it was sold to Mike sort of as is at a reduced price.  Now all we have to do is demonstrate it works.”  He beamed at her.  “Did you have to write the software from scratch then?”  “Well no there is software that monitors data centres with stubs so it was just a matter of writing the stubs and to be honest they were mainly written by the suppliers of the different components.”  Charlotte wasn’t sure if she was reassured by Alyx’s comments or not.  “The bulk ore for example can be unloaded as we fly overhead.  Two of the eight bins at a time.  You just feed the coordinates into the system and it works it all out.  They are talking about an add on barge system that triples the bulk cargo capacity.”  She liked the sound of his voice and could listen to him ramble on all day. 

 

Sonia was delighted when she found out that one of the passengers was a professional musician and confided to him her dreams of studying music on Puvis.  He looked at her then asked did she have a private income.  “No.”  “Out of the fifty in my class I was the only one to get a job as a musician.”

 

“Now to make money you need to be a pop star.” There was a hesitant yes.  He led her over to one of the members of the band.  “Sonia is interested in a career in music.  Silly question can you read music?”  “Of course not.  Most band members can’t either.  That’s why the tunes have to be short and memorable.”  He turned to Sonia,  “Don’t do it love, it’s a hell of a life.  You eat a lot of fried food and by the time you’re sixty you’re dead.  Besides you have to be as hard as nails.  For every successful pop star there are fifty unsuccessful ones.”

 

Sonia looked sad.  “So there’s no hope for me then?”  “Music is very mathematical.  Lots of jobs depend on maths.”  He led her to Charlotte and Zack.   “Sonia is interested in jobs that are reasonably well paid, secure, and not outdoor.”  “Spaceship pilot?”  Hazarded Zack.  “Well she can spend the next three weeks on the bridge and see if she likes it.”  Charlotte turned to Sonia, “You have some qualification in maths I assume.”  “She was interested in music which is quite mathematical.”

 

They gave her the third reclining chair on the bridge and set her off on the first of the training courses she’d need to study.  She got on quite well then asked what sort of degree she’d need to become a spaceship pilot.  “Well you can either do a university course or an apprenticeship.  See if you like it first.” 

 

They were fortunate the band had their own chef with them who was delighted by the idea of preparing meals for the rest of the passengers.  “All they want is burgers and fries.  If it wasn’t for the indecently large salary they pay me I’d go off and leave them.”  He looked over the kitchen and an adjoining large room that seemed to be some sort of indoor farm.  He wondered if it was for growing vegetables.  He asked Zack about it.  “Mike mentioned something about a hydroponic system.  Talk to Alyx he might know something about it.”  Alyx looked it up in the supervisor program.  “Well all the sensors are there and with the new software update it should be possible to grow things.”  Another of the band’s support staff was interested in gardening so she planted a few lettuces and other things.  “It’ll be four to five weeks before they’re ready to be harvested.  The strawberries and mushrooms a bit longer.” 

 

A retired couple who had been bumped from the liner asked what shipboard entertainments were on offer.  “The space liners always had such interesting lecturers and Albert always enjoys the go karts.”  Zack thought about offering to let them watch the lettuce grow then thought better of it and handed them a pair of well thumbed paperbacks to keep them quiet.  

 

The band had an extra keyboard lying around that Alyx recognised as being something a little special and he soon had it reproducing a concert piano much to the amazement of the pop band who hadn’t realised what it was capable of.  They’d just brought the most expensive keyboard since that seemed to be expected of them.   

 

The keyboard player with the band was delighted with the new set of sounds the keyboard was capable of and the classical musician got involved as well introducing them to a wider range of techniques that had been used since ancient times.  Three new songs were composed all slightly different to their previous work.

 

The crew, such as they were, felt they ought to be doing something useful and kept asking for something to do.  Well until Zack had them pedalling an excise bicycle that was connected to a small generator which in turn stored electricity in a battery that could be used to run the bread makers or other small kitchen appliances.

 

On Puvis anticipation for the band’s sold out concert was running high.  Two days before the concert the space liner from Leda arrived and when the band wasn’t on board all sorts of rumours were floating around the ether.  The band decided all the column inches they were getting meant the longer they could get people talking the better so when the freighter arrived and landed at the spaceport the band had a quick think.  “If we find you all VIP tickets for the concert would you mind staying quietly on board beforehand that way we’ll have maximum impact.”  All agreed except Mr Parrish who gave his word his lips were sealed.  He exited the freighter and spoke to the port authorities and was disappointed to find there was no trace of the private spaceship so far. 

 

On board Charlotte did her sums.  Adding in the money from the band and other passengers she’d recovered three quarters of her investment.  She’d need Zack to hang around until she had another pilot but Sonia was shaping up nicely so she’d ask her if she felt like becoming a pilot.  “She could do it as an apprentice with us then when she’s finished I could go off and retire once more.”  remarked Zack.

 

“Sonia now you’ve had a taste for it do you fancy training to be a pilot?  Zack is qualified to say you’ve served your apprenticeship after three years so we need to keep him sweet.”  Sonia gulped, “Pilots make good money.  I could afford some really nice instruments with that sort of money.  I’m on.  It just depends on Zack I suppose.  You really mean I’d get paid whilst I learnt?”  “Well yes we could find you a pittance although there would be a dress code.”  Sonia looked at the pair of them lounging in a casual set of clothes.  “What sort of dress code?”  “I should think short skirts would keep Zack’s attention so he’d find something else to explain to you for the three years.”

 

Zack thought about it for a moment or two.  “Sometimes you just have to agree with management.”  He announced.  Sonia gave him a hard stare. 

 

Alyx looked up.  “If you’ve done your sums I heard the company has a gap in the order book and would be willing to sell you another ship.  Not quite at Mike’s price but only twenty percent more, delivery in three years time.”  If the freight rates were high she’d come out very well but even if they were low her costs would be cheaper than anyone else.  Still she would be earning a fair amount with her current ship.  She dithered.  Alyx texted and looked up, “It’s the company’s end of year report so it would look better with another ship on order.  They’ll come down another five percent if you order today with a twenty percent deposit.”  Whatever it was only money after all.  She transferred the funds and the deed was done.  She had a panic, where would she find two pilots for the new ship in three years time.  “Zack, we are training Sonia but Alyx just found me a bargain ship so I’ll need a couple of extra pilots in three years time.  Any ideas?”  “Train them?”  “On board or college?”  “Well we have the courses for Sonia I don’t see why three more couldn’t do them at the same time.  You might like to think about hiring all female apprentices.  I dare say when you went through college it was very much a male thing.”  Charlotte contacted the port authority and asked them if they could find her three apprentice pilots.  Zack set the requirements, one requirement was to be able to bake a cake.  Applications still flew in.  It was Primrose who saw the advertisement first well she had experience in baking cakes, what an odd thing to ask for.  She quickly signed up Raven and Drusilla as well.  Zack made three quick voice phone calls and spoke to the three girls.  They sounded like they would work so he took down the ad before he got swamped with more applications.  Zack and Sonia screened them carefully until three were chosen whom Sonia thought she could get on with and Zack thought they sounded fine to him as well.  Drusilla, Raven and Primrose were sent tickets to the VIP box at the concert, Primrose requested an extra one for a chaperone which was granted.  Then she asked her old teacher Ms. Barnes to accompany them. 

 

The band were sat around with Sara and Alyx.  “Guys if we had Charlotte descend from on high.  We follow her down then played our new song Rocket Girl?”  “Yeah that would work but I’m not sure about this new stuff on the keyboard.”  The classical musician was asked to play the keyboard in the background at the back of the stage, he wasn’t too keen until they told him how much they’d pay him for the gig when suddenly his scruples were overcome. 

 

Mr Parrish talked to the port authorities giving the name and number of the private spacecraft he thought his daughter was on and they said they’d keep an eye open for it.

 

He was directed to a nearby cafe where he enjoyed having fresh vegetables.  The ship had frozen ones but there was a definite difference in taste.  He looked down the menu and looked over the ice cream dishes listed.  Heather would have definitely enjoyed the knickerbocker glory.

 

He was sat worrying about his daughter when a police woman arrived and sat down opposite.  “I don’t want to get your hopes up but a small spaceship from the direction of Leda has appeared on the radar screen.”

 

“I don’t want my thirteen year old daughter hurt.”  He looked at her intently.  “How is she likely to react?”  “She’s had security training drilled into her from an early age.”  “Do you know the name of the person who kidnapped her?”  “Don.”  “I don’t like asking you to do this but if you were to call out his name that might distract him as I doubt he’ll be expecting to see you in Puvis.  Once distracted we can taser him for preference or shoot him if need be.”  “He’ll almost certainly be wearing body armour.”  “Taser to the arms and legs then.  Do you want body armour for yourself?”  “I can move more quickly without.”  “No heroes please so you’ll wear a set just for me.”

 

Sergeant Sarden looked round and checked her two constables dressed as maintenance workers were in position.  She moved with Mr. Parrish to their prearranged place where he had his back to the spacecraft but she could keep an eye on it.

 

Don and Heather came through the exit door together Don holding her tightly and in Sergeant Sarden’s opinion could well be holding a firearm against the girl.  “I want you to turn now and call out his name.”

 

Don looked shocked that Mr. Parrish had beaten him to Puvis.  Heather felt a change in him so just dropped to the ground as she been taught to do.  Don raised the gun in his hand but was hit by three tasers in the arms before he could pull the trigger.

 

“Dad!”  He gathered his daughter up in his arms.  She poked him in the chest.  “What on earth are you wearing that’s so stiff and hard?  A corset?”  Sergeant Sarden laughed “I had him put on body armour in case there were any stray shots flying around.”  He pushed her away to look her over.  “How bad was it?”  “It was terrible, I mean no ice cream for weeks.  I wasn’t sure I was going to survive.”  He grinned “Well if that’s the worst then we’d better find you a big ice cream hadn’t we.”  “One with fruit!”  “I’m supposed to assess you and see if you need hospital or other treatment.”  “You could do it whilst I eat an ice cream?”   Sergeant Sarden accompanied them to the cafe and Mr. Parrish ordered three knickerbocker glories.  “I’m not sure I should accept this.”  “It will help Heather feel more relaxed if you join us.” 

 

“Dad did you know that Underground Cake are playing here tonight?”  “And you’d like to go?”  “But of course.”  “I fear they’ve sold out.”  mentioned Sergeant Sarden.  “I should think we can squeeze you into the VIP box.”  Sergeant Sarden looked up hopefully.  “And of course you’ll want to keep an eye on her for the rest of the day.”   Sergeant Sarden grinned.  “But I might just get changed beforehand.” 

 

They were sat in the VIP box an hour before the band was due to play and Zack was being interrogated by Primrose.  “You mean you’d decided before meeting us?”  “One problem with a physical interview is if the interviewee is very pretty have you given her the job because of her looks or not?  Occasionally you come across someone who is both beautiful and intelligent and I wouldn’t like to discriminate against them.”  Primrose had to think about that one.  Drusilla, Raven and Primrose looked at each other.  They hadn’t expected to be invited to the VIP room.  The apprenticeships seemed almost too good to be true.  You got paid whilst you learnt and practical experience as well but this on top.  Primrose pinched herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. 

 

Ms. Barnes was introduced to Charlotte and they chatted for a while.  “Could we keep Ms. Barnes as our teacher?”  Asked Primrose.  “I know little about becoming a pilot.”  “Yes but you’re good at explaining things.”  Came back Primrose.  Zack murmured explaining things was not one of his strong points.  “I suppose we could find you somewhere to sleep and pay you union rates as a pilot but wouldn’t you have to give a term’s notice or some such.”  “Normally yes but the school board is trying to put through some reforms which would mean sticking to a politically defined curriculum, longer hours and cuts to our benefits so at the moment I’d be very tempted especially if I didn’t have to spend my evenings marking tests.  The only thing would be I’d worry about Anastasia.  Her parents died in a car crash recently but she’s good at science and cake making.”  “We could stretch to another apprenticeship I suppose.”  Ms. Barnes sent a message inviting her to the VIP box to meet the others. 

 

Charlotte wondered just how Alyx had managed to persuade her to climb up into the gantries above the stage.  Below her the warm up band were playing their final number.  Alyx clipped the safety harness on her then held her hand “You’ll be fine.  You just drop down to the stage then clip the four clips to the loop on the stage.  Announce it’s safe to descend and your parts done.  You can do this.”  He gave her a kiss on the lips which distracted her before flipping a switch to start lowering her down to the stage.

 

It looked a long way down to Charlotte.  She just about managed to wave to the crowd as they waved at her.  Then she was down on the stage.  She clipped the four cables to the loop on the stage then spoke into her microphone.

 

“OK guys, the audience are here waiting it’s safe to come on down.”  The audience looked up and saw the four members of the band descending on four separate zip lines from the four corners of the stadium.  Charlotte handed Ken his guitar as he was the first to land.  Then she stepped back as the audience went wild as the band launched into their first number Rocket Girl.

 

“Now I’d like to say thank you to Charlotte the real rocket girl who owns her very own rocket that brought us here to Puvis.”  The applause was deafening.  

 

Alyx led Charlotte away to the VIP box where the others were already ensconced.   Anastasia turned up during the third number.  She was a tall quiet girl and bit hesitant at first but Raven welcomed her “Hi welcome to the mad house.”  Anastasia blinked and Ms. Barnes came forward.  “I thought you might be interested in joining us.  You have the background to become a pilot and it means you have somewhere to live for the next three years with some pocket money.”  She had been wondering what was to become of her.  Someone had said a lawyer would sort out her parents estate but she thought lawyers would be too expensive.  She had faith in Ms. Barnes.  “Could you help me sort out my parents affairs?  There are some insurance policies, the house and so forth.”  Charlotte and Ms. Barnes entered the rough details in a spreadsheet and Ms. Barnes contacted one of people who had expressed an interest in renting her home to rent Anastasia’s out whilst they sorted out probate and so forth. 

 

After the performance the band arrived “Man that was amazing.  Pity we couldn’t be introduced by Charlotte descending every concert.”  “The fans will expect it.”  “If we chartered her ship she’d be with us.”  “Yeah I mean mining planets have plenty of money to attend one of our concerts.”   Charlotte pulled a face and Zack grinned.  “I’m sure we can come up with a list of planets for concerts that either are mining, refining or have cargo we can carry as well.”  “Don’t forget that a quarter of the cargo space is containers besides the bulk ore.  It was designed that way so you can do a one stop trip carrying everything the planet needs besides shipping out their ores.” added Alyx helpfully.  Drusilla, Raven and Primrose looked up, touring with the band.  Charlotte thought that sometimes Alyx could be too helpful.  Still she’d overlooked adding in the monies from the containers into her spreadsheet.  That gave her a very healthy balance.  She sent off another payment to the shipyard as a deposit on yet another ship. 

 

Jason eyed up the student pilots “You know the four of them would make a really good backing group of singers.”  Anastasia mentioned she wasn’t sure she could sing.  “No matter, you just need to wiggle your bum back and forth wearing an indecently short dress and fishnets to add a bit of glamour.”  Anastasia looked very doubtful until Sara mentioned how much the pay was per concert. 

 

Mr. Hoskins was preparing his speech for the annual general meeting.  It was a good job that young Alyx had managed to talk his young lady into ordering a second ship at least now the order book wasn’t looking quite so bleak.  His executive assistant interrupted him.  “You’ve had a second payment after the first which I assume was for a second freighter but wasn’t the production manager saying if only he could build a production line then build them in batches instead of one offs he could get his production costs down?”  “Did the amount have any details on it?”  “No.”  “We’ll just assume it’s the deposit on two more freighters then and dozen barges.  That sounds like really good news for the annual general meeting.  Oh and get onto the production manager and tell him the news.  Also break the news to him I’ll want to see a three percent reduction in costs as well.”  He picked up the phone to sales.  “Whilst you idle lot have been sitting on your bums young Alyx has actually sold three 989 freighters which will fill the order books nicely for the next three years.”  There was a gasp from the sales manager and each salesman was immediately set to chasing their contacts to see if they wanted any chance of a 989 freighter in the near future.  A dozen orders quickly poured in and Mr. Hoskins rubbed his hands.  He had some very good news for the annual general meeting. 

 

Charlotte looked at the message thanking her for a deposit on two more ships and a dozen barges.  She spoke to Alyx and together they went through the numbers.  “Well if the cargo rates stay high you’re well in but even if they fall by seventy five percent you’ll still be making a small profit.”  Charlotte crossed her fingers she’d find enough work for four freighters and a formal acknowledgement was sent off.  She wondered what the barges could be used for.  No doubt Alyx would explain it all to her. 

 

Heather looked towards Charlotte.  “Did you really get to spend time with the band bringing them to Puvis?  I’m so envious.  I mean what was it like?”  “Ask your dad he was there as well.”  Heather turned on her father and poked him hard in the chest.  “Mom, he’s being mean to me.”  “I’m not your Mom.”  “But you act like one.  I mean he smiles special when he looks at you and you managed to get him to wear a corset.  I bet you haven’t been eating five fresh fruits or vegetables since I saw you last.  You need someone to look after you when I’m not there.  Besides I’ve seen the perfect bridesmaid’s dress.”  “Sergeant Sarden might not want to give up her career.”  “Well she could look after me, that would save the cost of a bodyguard.”  “If she gave up her career there only be one income coming in so we’ve have to make economies.  Things like you’d need to pick up your own clothes and make your own bed.”  “But what will Bernila do?”  “Well she’ll be busy looking after your new mother for a start.”   Sergeant Sarden laughed out loud.  “We could always send her off to a boarding school.  I know of one that prepares students to become police cadets.  A cold shower each morning followed by a five kilometre run.”  Heather looked horrified.  “You sound like the perfect mother for my child.  Will you do me the honour of marrying me?” 

 

Behind Heather Alyx laughed.  Heather whirled round, “I’ll find another bridesmaid dress for your wedding.”  “We could make it a double wedding then she’d only get to wear one dress.”  Whispered Charlotte in his ear. 

 

A year later things were running smoothly.  The new barges worked well once they’d delivered a rail launcher packed in containers to one of the larger mines.  They’d left a pair of barges behind so they could load up the segments in them up over time.  Then the segments were launched into orbit by the electromagnetic rail launcher.  Once in orbit all she had to do was gather them up and it saved on loading time.  The refiners were more used to her loads and had set up special large bays.  She’d had one company call her and say her price for the round trip was twice the price of Sauma Group.  “It depends on your requirements but for a small load they may well be the cheapest.”  “Small load?”  She quoted how many tonnes of ore she’d managed on a single trip with the two barges from Thathea.  “Mind you they needed an electromagnetic rail launcher to get the two barges into orbit.  Without the rail launcher I can only carry a third of that weight.  Plus I can carry five thousand standard shipping containers which are included in the price, that’s shipped to the planet and from the planet.  You get charged demurrage if the unloading and loading takes more than two days however.”  “Well I suppose since it would take them at least a dozen trips to carry the same cargo yours is slightly cheaper per tonne.  How much is an electromagnetic rail launcher by the way?”  She quoted a price delivered and said “It takes fifty standard containers for the parts but you’ll need your own engineers to bolt it all together.”  Another company hooked. 

 

Two years later the band finally took a rest from combining carrying ore and playing concerts.  Charlotte decided her days of descending from on high at the start of each concert were over.  Still her ships were now infamous for carrying other artists on tour.  The mining planets appreciated the visits and she suspected one or two contracts came her way because of the entertainment value.  There was even a theatre company on one ship. 

 

Finally four years after buying her first ship Charlotte looked round her home on Puvis.  She owned four ships now and with her new policy of her crew were given equal time on planet as they were on ship she had all the crew she needed.  Having a chef on board and a gardener on each as well helped keep moral up on board.  The container side was becoming a problem trying to balance the space available with the demand.  For some planets the problem was they had a year’s stockpile of ore and needed a year’s supply of goods in containers which was all well and good but the supplies needed to be paid for before shipping and although they had lots of ore until it was shipped they had no funds so she found she was paying for the goods shipping them then taking a share of the money when the ore sold.  Jason thought they really were a rock band when he found out that many of the tickets for their concerts were paid for by rocks.  Well Charlotte reasoned she might as well give credit for concert tickets from the monies that would come from selling the ore otherwise no one could afford the ticket prices.  Anastasia had thought it was risky but admitted in some cases there was little choice when making just one trip per year. 

 

All the students, Alyx and Ms. Barnes had qualified as pilots.  Ms. Barnes had qualified to certify that students had passed their apprenticeships and Zack had retired once more.

  

When they’d married Alyx had given up his job and she supposed she was the breadwinner but pampered her, shared the pilot’s duties with her and understood the software update side of things so she was comfortable with that and being comfortable was what mattered in life. 
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