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Luv Karen

 

Fatin and Zahra gathered up the senior girls and the basket stretcher.  “Yesterday one of the village boys carried a gun home so hopefully we can save an accident or two by gathering up guns.  Today we’re going on a treasure hunt.  Yasmine you’re in charge of the stretcher party which will carry any weapons found the rest of you will be searching for weapons left behind.”  

 

Hours later Yasmine looked back at the village.  It looked to her as if a bunch of armed men had entered and were gathering the villagers together.  She alerted Zahra who had all the class lie down on the ground out of sight as she and Fatin kept an eye on things.  Her first responsibility was to keep her students safe.  There was the sound of gunfire as the rounded up villagers were shot.  Then the houses were set on fire.  Zahra had a sense of frustration not being able to do anything as intoxicated gunmen were firing in the air celebrating their victory over the innocent villagers. 

 

Yasmine asked “Couldn’t we just shoot them?”  Fatin looked over the weapons they had gathered together.  Well they couldn’t be that hard to use.  “They might shoot back.”  Nahla blurted out “Not if we shot them all at the same time.”  Nahla was assigned the task of naming the targets to each girl.  They’d gathered together over thirty assault rifles so two prone girls were assigned to each man that way they’d feel less certain they’d killed someone.  Fatin checked the guns to see they were set to burst mode.  Her own weapon and Zahra’s were set to full auto.   Nahla asked if everyone was ready then counted down from three.  As she said zero they opened fire and the gunmen fell down like ninepins.  Nahla put her fingers over her ears at the noise.  Afterwards there was a sense of achievement and a few bruised shoulders.  Zahra and Fatin told the girls to remain where they were whilst they walked down to check the razed village each carrying a loaded assault rife. 

 

“It’ll be a piece of cake.  Fly in load up then straight back.”  Han looked at him.  “But didn’t I read that there’s a war on that planet?”. “A minor upraising.  The Feds want this to happen.  Basically they want us to pick up the last twelve months production of metal pellets to deny them to the insurgents who could buy a lot of weapons and cause a lot of havoc in the sector if they got there first.  We’re getting a really good price on the pellets.”  “Will the ship carry twelve months production?”  “Well Raige has gone through the simulator training and the shipyard have promised a second ship will be signed off tomorrow.”  “Crew?”  “There’s only you and Raige available besides this way you keep all the crew bonuses to yourselves.”  “You mean the rest are married.”  “Pure coincidence.  It’s war zone rates of pay plus hefty bonuses.”

 

Han took off that afternoon together with Raige who was still familiarising himself with the controls.  He let Raige go in first.  Load then take off.  Raige sat in orbit whilst Han took his turn.  He had to zigzag round the craters in the runway as he landed.  At the front ten thousand containers rolled off the ramps as the pellets were loaded at the rear.  Han spoke to ground crew about the containers.  “More desperately needed ammunition.”  He knew the original design had a space to carry containers but thought it had been left empty.  “I hadn’t even realised that the ship was fitted out to carry containers.”  He remarked up as gunshots could be heard in the distance.  “I don’t think it is.  It looks a right lash up job to me and we certainly won’t be loading any in for the return trip.”  Han tried not to think about what would have happened if the ammunition had been hit by anything and exploded. 

 

“Looks like you’re about loaded.”  He scrambled up on to the bridge and checked the cameras on the bulk holds and outside.  There was a sack full left behind.  He turned onto the runway and thundered along.  The odd artillery shell burst behind him.  He crossed his fingers that the containers wouldn’t be hit before he took off.  He fired the extra rockets attached to the hull and pulled back on the control stick a little earlier than he might normally do.  The ship gave a small leap into the air and cleared a runway creator by inches.  At last he was airborne and the hard part was over.  All he had to do now was return home.  Below the ground crew were scrambling to get the containers into the earth covered bunkers.  He sent a message querying the container load that hadn’t been on the manifest.  “The Feds wanted them shipped urgently and we didn’t have time to do the paperwork.  We needed the money to buy up the metal pellets.  The Feds have put a payment through so I guess they arrived safely.  Joe wasn’t sure if tying the rolling ramps in place with cables would work but we took a chance.  We didn’t mention it to you in case you worried about it.”  Han sighed.  The take a chance company, well yes they’d got away with it once or twice but he thought he might look round for a job with a company than didn’t take quite so many chances. 

 

The company had borrowed heavily to buy its second ship, the one that Raige was flying and to finance buying the loads.  It was the first time Raige had flown one of the big birds solo and the idea was to give him confidence flying the two identical big birds together Han would be there if something cropped up since Han had been flying his for more than a year now.  

 

Han looked at the message from Raige on his phone.  “Han what does main engine control module software update fail, mean?”  Han had a sinking feeling it wasn’t going to be his day.  He looked through the console and saw the same message.  He tried firing the engines and nothing happened.  He messaged back “Trouble.”  Then he set to work checking what he could.  At least it had happened when they were safe in orbit.  The ships were designed so that in the event of major problems in one of them they could be clamped together and limp home however with auto update turned on as recommended both ships were in major trouble.  

 

Han looked at the control panel once more with its warning message.  “Fault in main engine control module.”  Gee thanks, something he could do without especially in a war zone.

 

He was sent a message back to base, “Thanks for letting us know.  We’ll get back to you.”  The second message came in shortly afterwards.  “The company is declaring bankruptcy, in lieu of wages both you and Raige are hereby assigned ownership of the ship and cargo.”

 

Great, so no replacement module then or technician.  Well he’d known some of the risks when he’d taken the job on but the pay had been exceptionally good.  They’d even paid him twenty percent in advance.  Now if he could only get this baby home the value of the cargo alone would set him up for life but with no main engine life wasn’t fun.  Still even if he just stayed on board he’d get a cut of any salvage if someone came and rescued him.  If he abandoned ship he’d get nothing. 

 

Iseult looked how much it would cost to get a degree in nursing then considered joining the military.  “So if I join am I guaranteed a place on the nurse training program?”  The recruiting sergeant looked over her application “Unfortunately there is no guarantee unless.”  He looked over her CV, “You’ve done an Outward Bound Course?”  “Yes.”  “What did you think of it?”  “They had posher tents than when my dad and I went camping.”  He typed in a quick message.  “Right my old regiment is interested in you.  You’ll go through basic training with them.  Get through that and they’ll guarantee you a nursing course or you can take your chance with the system.  If you fail their basic training depending on your performance you may have the option to join the medical corps.”  She signed up with the regiment for eight years, the minimum that would get her her training.  There was an option for her to cancel if she didn’t make it through the twelve weeks basic training. 

 

It was only when she looked round at the other recruits and saw they looked like experienced soldiers that she had her first misgivings.  “Right you horrible little lot at least fifty percent of you are expected to drop out and return to your unit.  I’ll personally fail the rest of you if Iseult fails.”  “Why what’s so special about her.”  “We need embedded medics need I say more?”  Iseult wasn’t sure what an embedded medic was but from that moment on the squad pulled together intent on getting her through the course.  The armoury found her a personal defence weapon which was lighter than the standard rifle.  They went through all their pistols until they found one she was comfortable with.  They allowed her a little more time on the assault courses and she was allowed a lighter back pack.  She did well on the range and managed to be in the top three shooters.  Well her dad had liked to hunt and money was scarce. 

 

The squad lined up on parade.  The Colonel looked them over.  “For the first time ever an entire squad has passed basic training.  Welcome to the regiment.”

 

Iseult did her training with the medical corps but the training seemed to be modular.  She noticed on the placements she was the only one sent to a hospital ER unit in a city that had lots of gunshot wounds.  There she learnt the importance of triage and the use of a robotic surgery system to minimise complications.  Another was a small town’s hospital’s maternity unit that didn’t have the benefit of the latest high tech monitors but still managed to have fewer complications than many.  “Smile at them and joke with them.”  Mentioned one of the staff.  “A warm smile often is better medicine than all the high tech monitors.”  Her final placement was with an embedded medic with the regiment.  There she learnt the importance of keeping her head down.  Still she was out on patrol with a small squad that came under fire.  She kept her head, and gave first aid to two squaddies before picking up her weapon and giving a good account of herself until the rest of the group came to their support. 

 

At the end of her training she found herself embedded with the regiment which she now knew was a special operations one.  Those sent on the most dangerous assignments were the ones who wanted Lieutenant Tanner with them as she gained a reputation as a good luck charm. 

 

Raige elected to cadge a lift with the military and sold his ship and cargo to Han for 20,000ɸ transferred to his bank account.  With two ships of 250,000+ tonnes of metal worth at least 30,000ɸ per tonne Han thought he’d see if he could limp home. 

 

Han hit the forums and someone came up with a few ideas.  Someone sent him the pin out for the connections for low speed near planet control and a suggestion on how to connect them to a controller on a breadboard.  Well it might take a little longer to get home but at least it was a chance.  Below on the planet the battle raged on.  He’d been lucky loading the cargo but landing once more would be suicide. 

 

He brought up the manuals to see what needed to be done to get the main engine working.  First thing was take apart the toaster and see if it had the right sort of controller.

 

Two weeks later he’d transplanted the brains of the toaster onto a breadboard.  Next he dug round looking for electronic components and cursed manufacturers for integrating things into chips.  He wondered if the military had any spares but when he contacted them they hadn’t unfortunately not only that but they were on the point of a strategic withdrawal.  The spaceport had been destroyed.  Did he want a lift back along with Raige?  All his money was tied up in the freighter and he thought he could limp home so declined their offer with thanks.  They sent him a package of old obsolete components though and he searched through them to find ones he could use. 

 

Below Iseult tried to keep her head down as she assessed the soldier in front of her.  She stabilised him and hooked up a plasma line and an oxygen mask.  She looked at his dog tag Lawrence Oates.  Well it cost two million ɸ to train him so she’d better get him well again.  There was an explosion where her platoon’s Brad had been.  She looked round and searched the area.  All the rest of her platoon had died.  She retrieved their dog tags.  That much she could do at least.   

 

She tried her personal radio but got nothing.  Not a good sign.  She looked across to the village that had been flattened last week.  No help there either.  Well she couldn’t call in the calvary, nor carry an injured soldier and as an embedded medic she didn’t feel she could just walk away and come to that where would she walk to? 

 

She reflected on six years in the military.  She’d gained her nursing qualifications certainly and travelled the galaxy.  She’d saved soldiers lives and limbs, helped countless births and given thousands of dosages of vaccines but just at the moment her future was looking very uncertain.  She’d dreamed of having a child one day but being pregnant out in the field attached to special forces didn’t appeal very strongly.  When her eight years was up then she’d think about resigning from the military and living a quieter life.  She rescued what she could from the Brad.  A few backpacks, bottles of water, field ration packs.  That was about it.  She thought about guns and ammunition but they really were just too heavy to carry.

 

She saw a moment out of the corner of her eye.  One of the native women approached.  Iseult was guarded but thought the risk of attack was low.  “You’re the nurse?”  “Yes.”  “There is another tank twenty kilometres away.  I hear it has it has been abandoned, it might have a working radio.”  “I can’t leave him.”  The woman turned and called out.  A group of girls arrived carrying a basket stretcher.  It had grab handles for four people either side plus two more at the front and back.

 

“There are thirty of my pupils and another teacher to help carry him.  We happened to be out of the village when they attacked.  There is nothing left for us.  Does your little tank have any supplies?”

 

Iseult pointed to the stack she’d retrieved from the Brad.  Soon they were on their way.  The girls burdened with military backpacks carrying their food and water.  Eventually they arrived at the abandoned Brad.  Iseult lifted out her phone and unlocked the rear door.  So far so good.  Then she inspected her wounded trooper.  They’d run out of oxygen on the twenty kilometre walk.  He looked a bit pale to to her. 

 

“How is he?”  “I’d like to give him more oxygen if I had any.”  “You have solar panels.”  The teacher rigged up a bit of plastic tubing thrust into a soft drinks can which was held over the bubbles as the electrolysis did its work.  Soon they were collecting a steady stream of oxygen in a plastic tube that was left open by his nose.  The teacher treated it as a learning experience and explained to the class what was happening.  Iseult examined him again.  His colour looked better anyway.  Solar panels, that meant she might get through on the Brad’s radio.

 

High above Han looked over his breadboard with it’s clutter of wires joining things up once more now protected under a clear plastic cover.  He was running through his check list prior to setting off home when he noticed the inbound message and replied.  “I’m not sure how much help I can offer.  The spaceport was destroyed three days ago and I heard that after circling the planet and getting no response the military have staged a strategic withdrawal.  I can pass a message on if you like?”  Iseult thought unladylike thoughts she didn’t think a rescue mission that might take months to arrive was very practical nor did she kid herself the accountants might get involved.  “I’ll sort out a message later but for the moment I’m out of ideas.”  “Well I can offer you a lift home if we can get you into my freighter.  We won’t be setting any speed records but it will get you to civilisation eventually.  Unfortunately with the spaceport in rubble there’s no way I could land but have you ever heard of snatch and grab?”   Iseult thought about it, “Is that where I float a balloon in the air with an attached cable, you scoop the end up then haul up an attached Brad?”  “That’s my girl.  I’ve used it occasionally to load cargo when the amount was too small to justify landing the freighter.  If we’re lucky your Brad should have a balloon and a bottle of helium gas you can attach to the end of the winch cable.”

 

They weren’t lucky.  The abandoned Brad hadn’t been so equipped.  Han and Iseult talked through the options.  Han could drop a cable to the ground but at the rate the ship would be moving the chance of coupling it up to the Brad was impossible.

 

It was Zahra who suggested a solution.  Garbage bags full of hydrogen gas made from the other terminal of the electrolysis apparatus.

 

“I have a group of school girls with their teachers who would like to escape as well.”  “How many?”  “Thirty plus two teachers, plus myself and an injured trooper.”

 

“Well if they fit in the Brad there’s enough room for them on board.  I think I might have just about enough supplies but it might be a bit monotonous food wise.”  Iseult spoke to Zahra.  “We can escape but we only get one Brad full.  Normally it carries twelve fully equipped troops and has enough air for thirty minutes.  We number thirty four in total and the snatch means everyone has to be strapped in.  The winching in should take a little over twenty minutes.”  Han and Iseult put their heads together and worked out the amount of air thirty four people would need.  Han hoped fifty five kilogram school girls might need a little less than hundred kilogram troopers. 

 

Iseult had Zahra and her colleague check their calculations.  Zahra wondered if they delayed closing up until they were at two kilometres in the air that might help.  Han thought he could do a pass at two kilometres in the air but even so they would be higher by the time he winched them in. 

 

Zahra looked round the Brad.  “If we built a platform across and the girls lay on both the floor and the platform?”  Iseult had a think back to when she’d seen this done before.  The Brad had tilted with the heavier front end down.  Still if they lay across from side to side they wouldn’t end up upside down.  Fortunately there were lots of places to clip things onto the sides.  She got the pulleys out and the boom to hold the winch cable out from the Brad until it hit the pulley clipped on to the top.  They tied the partially filled garbage bags with hydrogen to the winch cable so it floated in the air and Iseult let the cable out. 

 

The girls lay alternatively heads to one side then heads to the other.  Iseult strapped them in with webbing across their hips.

 

She spoke to Zahra.  “Now do they understand in order to conserve air they must try to relax, not move and not talk?”  “Asking fourteen year olds not to even whisper will be difficult.”  “Make them understand we only have enough air for a dozen not thirty four and if we run out then we all die.”

 

Eventually they were ready.  The two teachers were in the driver’s and observer’s seats.  Iseult was in the patient’s observer’s seat so she could observe her strapped in patient, Lawrence Oates, well at least strapped down he wasn’t a captain about to walk out on her to save the rest of them. Five garbage bags floated in the air supporting the winch cable.  Iseult messaged Han they were ready.  Han crossed his fingers without full thrust he’d dive down then fly back up.  He’d done this manoeuvrer many times except there might be a difference between inanimate cargo and his first time with human beings. 

 

Iseult gave a warning when Han gave them thirty seconds notice.  Han lined up the cable scoop to hit below the garbage bags that burst spectacularly into flames as the scoop hit them.  Still he had the end of the cable and he slowly started to winch them in balancing putting too much strain on the cable against the need to bring them in whilst they still had enough air.  

 

The Brad gave a lurch as it was snatched into the air.  The lighter back end tilted up and it lurched and pitched as slowly, so slowly it was hauled up into the freighter.  Zahra operated the winch to reel the cable in to make the ascent a little faster.  Iseult looked down at the count down on her phone.  Zero, she shut down the outside air intake, put the Brad into self contained mode and crossed her fingers that they had done the calculations correctly. 

 

She glanced at the dials and thought back to her lectures, 40,000 ppm carbon dioxide you were a goner.  30,000 ppm was OK for ten minutes exposure but the lift would take longer than ten minutes.  The numbers were crawling slowly up, 21,000, 22,000.  They were hauled into the hold and heard the outer door close.  Iseult thought it was the longest eighteen minutes she’d ever lived through as the dials showed 31,239 ppm. Han’s voice came over.  “The hold is pressurised now so you can open up.”.  She gave thanks the lift had taken less time that she had expected.  She opened the hatches and the girls began to chatter as a robotic arm thrust the end of a large tube into the hatch blowing fresh cold air into the brad. 

 

Han walked down to the cargo loading dock and helped the students sit down carefully as they recovered from their wild ride.  Iseult was recognisable in her combat fatigues.  “We have a fully equipped sickbay.”  He pulled a trolley closer to the door and helped transfer the patient on to it before pushing it to the sickbay close to the captain’s cabin with Iseult in attendance.  There was another cabin between his and the sickbay which he offered to Iseult. 

 

Soon Lawrence was hooked up to countless monitors and an oxygen tube fitted to help his breathing.

 

Next Han led the way to the canteen where he undid the lid on a couple of pressure cookers.  He served everyone by lading out the stew and pointing at the fresh bread on the table.  Only when the food had been eaten did a conversation start.

 

“You mentioned it might take a while to return home?”  “Well normally it would take around ninety days but the controller for the main engine isn’t working so I dug the brains out of an electric toaster but I can only get five percent power out of the engine.”  He showed them the bread board with components sticking out sitting under a clear plastic cover.  Iseult had a feeling she wasn’t going to like the answer but asked the question anyway.  “So how long do you think it will take us?”  “A rough guess if all goes well a little over nine hundred days.”  Iseult did a quick mental calculation “Two and a half years?”  Han nodded.

 

The girls looked at each other in horror.  “Clothes?”  asked one.  “I think there are some overalls in storage somewhere.”  He pointed them at passenger corridor with its twenty cabins for passengers.  Samar wasn’t impressed with the single bed in each cabin, she wondered if they were expected to sleep on the floor or if they were to sleep in shifts. 

 

Iseult asked Han if he happened to have any female clothing on board.  He looked at her blankly.  “I don’t think so unless there might be something in the trading goods?”  “Trading goods?”  “Oh Chantal at the chandler thought since I had room I could carry some trading goods to trade on my own account.  I had credit at the bank so I thought why not.  They weren’t that expensive.  When I hit a new planet apparently they often are short of goods so I find a lady and she sets the prices and sells the goods.”  “How on earth do you set the price?” “I take it in raw metal, a ton of goods gets me a ton of metal. Quite lucrative really but I’ve no idea what’s there.”  They walked down to the store room where the goods were stored and he opened the door.  It was stacked from floor to ceiling.  Hanging on the inside of the door was a pouch containing a memory card.  Iseult slipped it into her phone and a list of what was available came up.  It looked comprehensive, she noticed three sewing machines, bolts of material, tee shirts, phones, laptops and that was just the start.  Impulsively she turned and gave Han a hug and kissed him. “I must look to see if I can find another store room full of goodies.” He joked, Iseult just jabbed him hard with her elbow.  The girls supervised by their teachers were hauling boxes out of the store room to see exactly what was there.  Han disappeared as the main lounge that doubled as the food hall was filled with excited young ladies, tee shirts and bolts of cloth.  

 

Han manoeuvred his ship below Raige’s and clamped the two together.  Next he opened the air lock and climbed up into the ship.  It looked fine and more importantly had more stores.  He sent the girls up to explore.  “We could spread out into the other cabins?”  Asked Samar “Why not.” He hadn’t really thought about it but yes it seemed a sensible idea.  Zahra had the girls carry their loot up into the upper ship and lay it out in the food hall.  Samar was more interested in the packets of seeds she found.  Well they had two farms and she was quite certain that some seeds would be interesting.  She’d try them out in a corner of the second farm. 

 

Zahra asked if there were any teaching materials on board.  “There’s a full pilot’s licence electronic course but that’s about it.”  The two teachers conferred and thought it was best if the girls studied something.  They were the top stream after all.  Perhaps Iseult might teach them basic first aid, Samar had mentioned she’d found a chicken run and what looked like an indoor farm that was growing vegetables on both ships.  A bit of biology as well then. 

 

Iseult allowed two of the girls to help nurse Lawrence under supervision.  He seemed a bit lethargic to her.  Nahla opened one of the drawers and examined a bone saw. “What’s this?”  “It’s a bone saw used for amputating limbs.”

 

“Lawrence darling you know your left leg is painful?”  She held up the bone saw, “Could we practice amputating it?”  “I’m sure we could sew it on again afterwards.” added Yasmine.  There was a look of horror on Lawrence's face and Iseult turned away so he wouldn’t see her laughing.  She was quite sure that was the moment he determined to leave the sick bay as soon as possible. 

 

Iseult inspected the sick bay more thoroughly.  It seemed to her to have every modern inconvenience.  She dug out Han and asked him about it.  “Well the mining planets have been known to have severe accidents from time to time and the sick bay was designed to cope with most things.”  “But without a doctor?”  “The robotic surgery system can be operated remotely if there is enough bandwidth to the surgeon.  There are some videos explaining how to use it.  For instance if your patient has shrapnel embedded in him there is a full robotic surgery system to do the surgery if someone operates the system.”

 

Iseult looked over everything then decided Lawrence would do better with the shrapnel out than in.  She talked to him and explained the options, either they operated now and he would probably make a full recovery or wait two years by which time his body would make a more limited recovery.  He signed the consent form. 

 

She called in Yasmine and Nahla and explained what she planned and how they would act as her surgical assistants.  The importance of scrubbing up and wearing masks also the importance of mopping her brow if necessary.  She also taught Nahla how to monitor and administrate the anaesthetic once she had him sedated.  It wouldn’t be as safe as being in a hospital with a full team but it would have to do.

 

Then she ran the scanners over Lawrence and pin pointed every scrap of shrapnel.  She mentally drew a three dimensional picture in her head of all the bits.

 

Then after breakfast with no coffee, they started.  It took more than three hours to get every last bit out and do the final stitching.  She’d taken longer than a trained surgeon would have taken but she’d got the job done.

 

The three of them stepped out and Han was there with a coffee just as she liked it.  He’d been watching her on the monitor.  She collapsed against him and he just held her whilst she pulled herself together.  He thrust a bacon and egg sandwich into her hands.  “I know its full of nitrates but I think it will do you good.”  He guided her to her room where she collapsed, the enormity of a nurse performing surgery sinking in at last.

 

Outside the girls were chatting and Nahla admitted it seemed to last forever.  Iseult set the alarm levels on the monitors and to make doubly sure had Nahla sit and watch them whilst she slept.  The next day she kept a close eye on him.  He was not going to be the operation was a success but the patient died if she could help it.  She stressed the idea of keeping the Lawrence cheerful and smiling at them to aid his recovery. 

 

He seemed considerably better in himself the next day and Iseult felt more relaxed and showed him the before and after scans so he could see all the shrapnel had been removed.  “It looks like a job well done.  There was quite a bit to remove. So who did the surgery?”  “I did.”  “What I thought you had a proper qualified surgeon?”  Yasmine looked at him.  “Behave or I’ll scribble in amputate left leg above your signature and get the bone saw out.”  “Definitely a fine job.” 

 

Yasmine and Nahla spent time with Lawrence, he told them tales from his time in the regiment, suitably censored and in turn they talked about their life at home.  They asked him about Iseult and what sort of work she did.  He remembered his lectures on the dangers of PTSD and how it would help to talk about what had happened and asked if any of the girls had nightmares or were depressed.  Yasmine mentioned Sofia was depressed.  He asked them to bring her to him to talk about it.  Sofia was very shy about talking to a man who wasn’t a relative but eventually with Lawrence's patience perseverance she accepted his idea that it was better to talk about what’d she’d seen and felt.  She admitted that it didn’t seem to matter what she did she would be expected to spend her life in the kitchen and that her father didn’t see the point of education for girls but had given into her mother on the subject.  “But why limit yourself?”  “Males are stronger than I and can impose their will?”  “Help me into the wheelchair.”  They carefully assisted him then he asked them to guide him into the gym.  The other girls and their teachers gathered in the gym to see what was happening. 

 

He supervised them to put the mats on the floor then asked them to collect both Han and Iseult.  When they had both arrived he asked Han to wrestle Yasmine, the tallest, to the mat which he did easily.  Next he asked him to do the same with Iseult. This time it was Han who landed on the mat.  Sofia looked startled.  “And again please.”  After the fifth time Han asked for mercy.  Yasmine asked if she could try again and this time with a few pointers from Iseult she managed to drop Han to the mat and was pleased with herself. 

 

“Girls can do most things.”  Lawrence remarked.  Yasmine doubted him “You mean even fly a spaceship?”  Lawrence looked to Han.  “There’s no reason why you couldn’t.  We have the training manuals and simulator given the two years we have to pass I suspect you could all get your pilot’s license.”  “And that’s something I don’t have.”  Remarked Lawrence. 

 

Zahra looked round at the girls.  “Would you like to try to get your pilot’s licence?”  “Could we really?”  “Well we have the reference material I don’t see why not.”  The girls were in awe “Yes please.”  Came the answer.  “Will papa take the classes with us?”  Iseult grinned and turned to Lawrence “I think you’ve just been adopted.” 

 

Han picked himself off the mat and stood up.  Iseult approached him “Are you all right?”  “As well as one can expect after being tossed around like a rag doll.”  He replied.  She lent in and kissed him on the cheek.  “There a kiss better.”  “The only question is what do I have to look forward to?  Thirty young ladies who are expecting to throw me to the ground at least two or three times each.  I know it will help their self confidence but what about mine?”  Nour approached “Never mind papa we’ll look after you.”  Behind her stood Sossie, Sevan and a dozen grinning girls. 

 

Iseult grinned and gave him a hug better.  “But think of the greater good to mankind. By the way I suspect you’ve just been adopted.”  He gave her a look that set her off laughing. 

 

“It is not good to let your wife beat you.”  “Wife?”  “Is not Iseult your wife?”  Han looked across at Iseult who was really trying very hard not to laugh at Han’s expression.   Nour spoke up.  “They aren’t married.”  Han could have swore he heard a murmured “Yet.” from one of his new daughters.  “So he should avoid such an abusive relationship?”

 

Iseult took pity on him.  “The only reason I dropped on the mat was to show you that males might be bigger but you don’t have to submit to them,”  “So she was just demonstrating what was possible rather then beating me up because she enjoyed it.  If you noticed she gave me a hug and a kiss better afterwards.”

 

Nour looked slightly puzzled for a moment then started to ask him questions about how he came to be a spaceship pilot.

 

Han approached Zahra “Since it appears I’ve been adopted you’d better tell me what I need to know to become a father.”  Zahra’s eyes twinkled.  “Well it all starts with the birds and the bees.”  “Can we skip that part and move on to fourteen year old girls?”  Han asked in an exasperated voice.

 

“Basically talk to them, not at them.  Interact with them.  Try to give them some self confidence.  Their choice of mate and their relationship with them will very much depend using you as a role model.  They’ll watch how you and Iseult interact with each other and how you treat her like hawks.”  “Iseult, but what has she to do with me?”  “Food for thought, the girls will sense you and she have some sort of relationship whether you admit it to yourself or not.  The group that have adopted you are the quieter ones who tend to think before they speak.”

 

Lawrence had his own conversation with Fatin. 

 

Han resigned himself to becoming a dad which he thought was most unfair as he hadn’t really had time to get used to the idea.  Still he could only do his best and muddle through somehow.

 

Iseult looked round the gym to see what she could use for Lawrence‘s physiotherapy.  She noticed a very damp Han coming out of a door at the back of the gym.  “There’s a therapy pool hidden in the back so you can swim as long as you like.  It’s best to have a second person the first couple of times to get the flow rate adjusted to what suits you best.”  Iseult tried out the pool and decided it would be perfect for getting Lawrence back into shape. 

 

The ice cream lasted three months, butter four months but Nour experimented with substituting canola oil for butter for bread making so they still had fresh bread.  The main stores ran out of chocolate biscuits after five months but Han has his own personal supply which Iseult was allowed to raid provide she ate them in his cabin with the door closed.  They even ran out of frozen hamburgers and Iseult was reduced to working out which mixture of beans, peas, eggs and occasional chicken would provide them a balanced diet.  Fortunately they had a supply of multi vitamins to ensure they had enough vitamins. 

 

Lawrence sat in on the pilot’s training course.  He’d always been a man of action rather than a swot but now it was obvious he’d have to work hard not to be left behind.   Fatin glanced at him struggling and afterwards sought him out and gave him some tips on how to approach studying.

 

Samar read the instructions carefully and prepared a small plot in the farm for her seeds.  She prepared one bed that was contained so that the plants wouldn’t spread all over the farm.  She spoke to the girls and they designed a mobile chicken coop.  When Han was asked to look over the design he thought since it was going to be moved around that metal would be better than a wood frame.

 

He led them down to the workshop and had them build the coop themselves teaching them how to do the welds but making them do the work themselves.  He dug out a set of wheels to be bolted onto the bottom.

 

Samar had her grassy area in the farm that the coop normally rotated on but once a crop had finished the coop would be placed over the patch and the chickens would eat the remnants of the crop and any weeds that were growing.

 

Han wondered round the ship.  He’d noticed Raige’s ship’s farm was growing a wider range of plants.  He asked Nour about it.  “We found some packets of seeds, lavender and other flowers so we planted them.  Iseult mentioned lavender smells nice and Fatin found some vegetables that we’re more familiar with so we thought we’d try them out.  Sossie thought we ought to have more eggs so she’s hatched some of the eggs to have more chickens.  To extend the food she feeds them strawberries, watermelon, carrots, cucumbers, green beans and lettuce so we’re growing more of them.”   

 

The beer held out for six months but eventually it ran out.  Lawrence found he missed his beer but Fatin thought it was better for him to be alcohol free so she would think up ways to keep him occupied so he wouldn’t brood over it.   Iseult was quite certain that Han would be healthier without it but thought it best not to mention the word.

 

Fatin tried cultivating the yeast they used for bread making and she even made a quantity of wine with it but thought it wasn’t really a great success when she sampled it and she was reluctant to use up the sugar as Lawrence liked it in his coffee and she thought depriving him of both his beer and sugar in his coffee might be a bit cruel.

 

Eventually all the girls passed their pilot’s licence tests using the simulator.   Yasmine approached her papa.  “So papa what will you do when we land?”  “I’m not sure my contract ran out a few months ago so I could extend or leave the regiment.”  He looked at her.  “Go on.”  “Well you passed your pilot’s license and Han has two spaceships, you never know he might find you a job.  You could settle down and get married?”  He just looked at her “Fatin?”  “Fatin.”  “And what happens if she says no?”  “I don’t think she will.  Nahla asked her if we could be bridesmaids and she blushed but didn’t say no.” 

 

Zahra and Fatin approached Han.  “What will happen to us when we land?”  “Well you have your pilot’s licence and are over eighteen so you could become pilots.  I own two spaceships that need pilots.  The return on investment is roughly thirty percent per year for just freight but I have enough money that we can buy metal on the mining planets if they can’t afford the shipping costs.  Realistically if I order a dozen new ships now they’ll be ready by the time the girls reach eighteen.”  “How much would we get paid?”  “Would 40,000ɸ a month be acceptable?  You could expect to be on the home planet the same amount of time as piloting the ship.”  Fatin turned to Zahra “Well it beats the pay for teaching.”  “Could you take the girls with you from time to time to keep them current on their pilot’s licenses?”  “We’ll see what they want to do but I suspect they’ll be delighted with the idea.” 

 

Yasmine sat in the console of the second freighter imagining herself to be piloting it.  She wondered what the previous pilots were like.  She opened the desk drawers and examined the contents.  A lot of boring magazines and manuals, but no at the back was a memory stick she pulled it into her phone and read the file title “Backup_main_module.”

 

She searched through the manual and found the section on how to restore the main module.  It looked easy just insert the memory stick and run a clone program.

 

Three minutes later the console came up exactly as the simulator did.  “Nahla I think I’ve restored the computer.”  Nahla looked over her shoulder.  “I suspect Han would know if you have or not.”

 

They dragged Han to look at it and he asked them what they had done.  He tested it and it seemed fine to him.  He carried the precious memory stick downstairs and restored his own freighter.  If only he’d known about it eight hundred and seventy days ago, still they could go a little faster now they had full thrust available once more.

 

Still the girls wouldn’t have qualified as pilots and it had given him time to get to know Iseult.  He realised he’d grown used to having her around so much so he’d put his luck to the test and ask her to marry him.  He hoped she wouldn’t mind giving up the military too much.  “I’d like you and Iseult to land one of the spaceships.”  Yasmine blinked.  “You’ve done it lots of times in the simulator and with Iseult besides you to double check everything you’ll be fine.”  “Really?”  “I’m sure between the pair of us we can land it safely.”  The girls spread out over the two ships so they’d all have a seat to be strapped in when landing.  Air traffic control was contacted and gave them both permission to land.  Han landed first then taxied off the runway and watched as Yasmine landed smoothly and safely. 

 

Han prayed to the gods that the tires would hold as he landed.  Two years in a vacuum of outer space was longer than recommended.  Still he landed not too badly.  Yasmine came in behind him.  It seemed to her that the spaceship shuddered as it hit the tarmac in a way that wasn’t apparent in the simulator.  She glanced at Iseult for reassurance.  “Smoother than many a landing I’ve sat through.”  She deployed the parachute out of the back to reduce speed more quickly.

 

Once they landed they were greeted by the service manager of the company who had built the spacecraft originally.  “My apologies for the update problems.  It was a single point of failure we hadn’t considered but you’ll be pleased to hear we have a new replacement module that has a fall back if it should happen again.  Now what we’d like to do is go over the ship and just see if anything needs fine tuning.  By the way the original design included a container cargo bay and a six hundred seat passenger module between the cabin and the bulk ore section but they were left uncompleted because of time constraints and cost.  Would you like them finished off?  You need to have two pilots when carrying more than twenty passengers and either a doctor or a nurse practitioner plus cabin crew and kitchen staff which I suppose was one reason they were left out.”

 

Han looked across at Iseult, it was now or never.  “I suppose you want me to quit the army and look after your passengers?”  “Marry me?”  He asked hesitantly.  You could hear the silence as thirty school girls waited with baited breath for her reply.  Iseult cocked her head, “Well I suppose someone ought to make sure you eat properly.” She grinned and kissed him “I suppose I’d better.”

 

Fifteen teenage girls frowned.  “Papa it’s not fair, how come they get a mama as well as a papa.  You should do something about it.”  “But who would have me?  My contract has expired, I’m unemployed albeit with a pension but I have fifteen daughters to support.”  “Fatin could get work as a teacher.”  

 

Fatin looked over her group of students.  “So should I accept him if he ever gets round to proposing?”  Iseult looked up from Han’s embrace “Women’s lib, you could always ask him.”  The girls looked shocked at such a forward idea.  “Now that’s an idea I could propose to him?”  Interjected Zahra.  “Don’t you dare he’s mine.”  Replied Fatin.  “You’re a qualified pilot and I have a spare ship so you have a job.” interjected Han. 

 

Fatin grinned, “On your knees perhaps followed by the words.”  “I’m not sure as his medical advisor he’s fit enough to get down on his knees yet.”  Grinned Iseult.  Lawrence had had enough.  He scooped up Fatin and carried her off to his cabin, tossing the comment “Some things are better dealt with in private.” behind him.

 

Fatin and Zahra accompanied the girls to the local high school and explained their unconventional education to the headmaster.  “They’re very strong in some subjects such as anything you need to pilot a spaceship but weaker in others but they’re good girls and I’m sure they’ll fit in.  We’ve been teaching them for the last four years now and we feel exposure to different teachers might be good for them.”  The headmaster shrugged “I’m sure we can fit them in somewhere. Now are you available to teach?”  “Han wants us to pilot his spaceships so we’ll be spending half our time piloting but when we’re on planet we can cover the odd lesson or two if that would help.” 

 

Thirty new girls meant rearranging the classes, he kept them together by bringing back a retired teacher as their homeroom teacher then they got spread out according to the subject.

 

It was in the afternoon that the headmaster sensed trouble as a group of male students walked down the centre of the corridor pushing aside any other students.  They had transferred a few months ago and were not academically inclined.  The maths teacher had been known to call them thick in the staffroom after a gruelling hour with them.

 

Coming in the other direction were his new girls wearing their traditional abayas.  At least their hair was uncovered but he was sure there would be some derogatory remarks.  He started to walk faster but before he could reach them Alpha opened his big mouth.  “Stand aside scum and show some respect.”  Samar looked up.  “I think you’ve stolen my line.”  Alpha wasn’t taking that from a girl and he stretched his arm out to push her out of the way.  Seconds later he was on the floor.  “Alpha and Samar is it?  My office now.”  “It wasn’t my fault, she hit me.”  “I saw what happened I don’t want to have to repeat myself again.  My office now.”  Alpha staggered to his feet and walked slowly to the headmaster’s office. 

 

“Now did he slip or was it something you did?”  “He seemed threatening and my stepmother taught me to defend myself.”  “Just the one method?”  “Well one or two.”  “Right we’ll go down to the gym.”   

 

When they got there the headmaster spoke to the gym teacher and asked him if he knew any self defence.  “Well yes I have a black belt.”  “Could you evaluate Samar for me to see how much she knows?”  “I think Yasmine would be a better choice.  She has more control.”  Yasmine stepped forward and pooled her abaya.  Underneath she was wearing black leggings and top.  “Well she’s more my size certainly.”  He approached her and jabbed at her.  Moments later he was down on the mat.  He got up puzzled “What sort of self defense is it?”  “I don’t know the name but my stepfather taught half of us and Samar’s stepmother the other half.”  “So you all are proficient, even the shortest?”   Nahla stepped out of her abaya and stepped forward.  She looked innocent.  “If you’d care to try?”  She’d barely finished speaking when the teacher launched himself at her.  “Nahla stop!”  Yelled Yasmine.  Nahla stopped in mid air and threw herself down onto the mat besides the prone teacher.  “Sorry about that.  It’s a reflex action and step papa said because of my size it was important to get a fast blow in first and incapacitate my opponent quickly.”  “Incapacitate I think you might have killed me if the blow had landed.”  “Yasmine does have more control.”   

 

“It’s a put up job.”  Nour walked over to the voice “Pick a girl, any girl and try your hand.”  “You!”  Nour dropped her abaya and turning her back on him walked over to the mat.  As soon as she was on it he launched himself at her back.  She sidestepped and put her foot out as he charged.  He tripped and went down.

 

Enraged he got up determined not to be shown up in front of his mates.  Two quick blows and he was incapacitated on the mat.  He got up again and shook his head before charging in once more.  The gym teacher looked as if he was about to interfere but Yasmine put her hand on his arm.  “Leave them.”  She commanded.  This time when the boy went down Nour put an arm lock on him that kept him pinned to the ground.

 

The headmaster thought it was time to make his presence felt.  “I think we’ve all seen enough to convince us that being polite is the best way forward.  Killing each other is never the best way.”  Yasmine looked at him, “But sometimes it has been necessary.”  A shiver went through Alpha, looking at Yasmine he had no doubt in his mind that she and probably some of the others had put an end to someone’s life.

 

Samar smiled at everyone.  “We should lighten up and not talk about such subjects.”  “Where did your step mama learn her self defence?”  “Same as Yasmine’s step father, in the special forces.  He warned us to be careful as many of the things he taught us could kill.”

 

Still the school did seem to have less bullying after the girls’ demonstration.  Yasmine got asked by one of the female students was it true she had killed with her bare hands.  “Certainly not, an assault rife was much more efficient.”  She was never asked again.

 

The two classes were assembled.  “Now today I’ve asked a group of parents to come in and give you a talk about their careers.  So first off I’d like to introduce you to Sergeant Oates who served with the special forces.”  Many of the boys including Alpha sat up straighter.  

 

“First can you tell us was your work exciting?”  “There were rare moments when the adrenaline shot in but for the most part it was planning everything out beforehand to remove as many variables as possible.  At times the food was bland at other times non-existent.  The other problem with special services is you tend to get shot at.  Out of the two teams that went in on our last mission only two people survived.  Myself and Iseult and that was only because Iseult was able to give me medical treatment to ensure I lived.”    

 

Iseult took up the tale, “I managed to stabilise Lawrence but then I had a problem of what to do next.  I was out of radio contact, my brad had been destroyed.  I couldn’t walk out because that would mean leaving Lawrence behind and Lawrence needed more medical care than I could give him in the field with the supplies I had.  Fortunately a group of young ladies and their teachers turned up with a basket stretcher and knew where an other brad was twenty kilometres away.  They’d escaped a group of insurgents by shooting them first.”  Jaws were dropped at this remark.  “They carried him in the basket stretcher.  The teachers worked out a way to create oxygen by electrolysis from water and a solar panel which I needed for Lawrence to improve his chances.  Later we created hydrogen to make a snatch balloon so Han could swoop in and pick us up.  Han had a malfunction so it took over two years to return and if it hadn’t been for Samar and her farming expertise we wouldn’t have had enough food for the journey.  So my advice would be learn as much as you can in the sciences, you never know when it will become useful.”  

 

Yasmine was about to celebrate her eighteenth birthday.  Well not having a birth certificate papa Han had written a letter certifying her date of birth after consulting with Iseult and Fatin.  The big thing was she was piloting a big bird freighter on her birthday.  She would have been happier to fly it solo but Han had had a phone call from the local university about a year’s placement for a sandwich student.  “It’s so difficult to find a placement these days especially one with a spaceship with the tonnage of your ship.”  Han had reviewed the dozen students available and after consulting with Iseult they chose the one who was described as quiet and liked reading books.   “I’d feel safer with two people on board and I’m more than comfortable that Yasmine can guide him.”  “She is qualified after all and when she’s eighteen then she is licensed to pilot it.” 

 

Yasmine was horrified at the idea of living with a boy for a year.   Nahla was consulted and eventually they came to the conclusion that they couldn’t discriminate against him because he was male rather than female.  “But will he take orders from me?”  Yasmine couldn’t imagine any of the boys she knew in the village taking any noticed of what a girl said.  “He has to otherwise you don’t sign off on his work.”  Yasmine smiled to herself.  This could be interesting.

 

Arthur walked along the gantry and into the spaceship.  A sign displayed “Welcome aboard Arthur.  Follow the scutter to your cabin please.”  A scutter sat waiting to guide him another had a trolley in tow to take his luggage.  He wondered when he’d meet the captain.  He looked round his allotted cabin. It seemed quite comfortable to him.  His phone beeped with a message requesting his presence on the bridge.  His scutter led him there and he took the indicated seat. 

 

The simulator seemed to have the same interface as he was used to.  “Please go through the take-off sequence.”  Displayed in front of him.  So he did the calculations based on the weight of the ship, gravity etc remembering this was a commercial flight so the least fuel burnt the cheaper it would be.  He gave himself a five percent safety margin and fed the numbers in and pressed the enter key.

 

The scutter scurried off to the side and seemed to clamp itself down.  The ship vibrated a little and Arthur then realised that it wasn’t a simulator but they were really taking off.  He almost panicked when he realised he hadn’t double checked all his calculations but then thought what will be will be and crossed his fingers. 

 

Yasmine thought it was time to introduce herself.  She got up from her console and walked to Arthur’s.  “Hi I’m Yasmine, and you must be Arthur.”  “Correct.  Is the captain around?”  “You’re looking at her.”  Arthur looked shocked “But you’re a girl.  I mean really you can’t possibly pilot this big spaceship.”  Yasmine grinned an evil grin.  “You’re right of course you’re going to do it and I’ll be watching.”  Arthur just looked at her, “No?”  She smiled sweetly, one of her special smiles that papa knew too well meant trouble.  “Oh yes you are, otherwise I won’t sign off on your training.  Now the first thing you’re going to do is make a backup.  The solid state disks are in a special container in the top right drawer.” 

 

She supervised him making two copies and placing back in the special container.  Next she led him to the farm and they released the chickens from their take off protection.  “Chickens?”  “Eggs, for the next year we’ll be living off home grown food.  So you need to know how the farm works and all about succession planting.”  “Surely that’s got nothing to do with learning to be a pilot!”  “I might remind you your captain’s word is law and you’ll study the farm as part of your duties.”

 

Yasmine was determined that Arthur would learn everything she could teach him.  She had him build the low speed planet controller on a bread board.  She had brought all the components plus a few more with her and under her supervision Arthur wired it all up.  Then she switched off the main controller and had him connect in the low speed one and test it. 

 

She worked him hard learning all the various parts of the ship and how they functioned together.  Five and a half months later they arrived at the mining planet.  Yasmine authorised a partial payment before supervising the loading of the ore.  Then she authorised a final payment.  “Oh by the way I arranged an advance on your pay for the year and invested it in trading goods.  You paid for half and I paid for half so we’ll spilt the profits if any.”  “Trading goods?”  “We had space in one of the store rooms so I arranged with Chantal to fill it with goods that the planet probably needs.  Your job now is to find someone who’ll take them off our hands.  Han reckons the wives are usually the ones to talk to.  He normally trades kilogram for kilogram in metal.”  Grumbling Arthur did as he was bid. 

 

He was quite surprised by the reception the women folk gave him as he passed a list of what was packed up on the pallets.  Chantal had pretty well nailed what would make their lives easier.  The frozen high cuisine meals were especially well received in fact they demanded Yasmine’s and his presence at a formal dinner were they were served and speeches made.  

 

Arthur thought about the vegetarian meals and vitamin pills he’d been living on and turned to Yasmine who was sat besides him.  “We could have fed ourselves royally on those dishes.”  “Yes but think of the fact you’ve proven that you can live on farm food alone for an extended period.”  Arthur just gave her a dirty look.

 

On the way back she made him practise restoring the systems blindfolded.  Reaching into the top drawer on the right, extracting the backups and inserting the correctly.  She taught him the importance of using a wired keyboard and mouse. They were more reliable than the wireless ones.  Besides they were easier to find if they dropped on the floor.

 

They finally got back and unloaded the cargo and spilt the proceeds of the trading goods.  Arthur was surprised to see his share was worth far more than his trainee pay.  

 

The students who had been on their sandwich year out were permitted to take their pilot’s exam before continuing their course.  They’d discussed their experiences and Arthur was quite put out when many described living off grilled steaks for most of their trip.  When he compared notes with his fellow students he thought he’d been worked much harder than they had.  In turn they were surprised that he had actually done all the piloting.  They’d only been allowed to pilot during the long boring parts and even then reluctantly.

 

Han set the questions for the emergency section.  There were two, one a solar flare zeroed all the ships computer memory.  How would they recover.  The second a software update destroyed the main command module.  Again how would you recover.

 

The first part was done in the simulator where step one Arthur created his backups.  He switched the wireless keyboard and mouse for wired ones.  He was they only one to do so.  When the disaster struck he lifted out the backups from their container and did a restore with the lights out using wired keyboard and mouse.

 

In the written part he simply said he’d built a low speed controller that could be used on a breadboard using parts from an electronic toaster.  Because the speed was much slower the crew would need to go vegetarian and live off the farm.

 

In the discussion afterwards his fellow students expressed the belief it wasn’t possible until he’d told them that’s exactly what he had done building the controller under Yasmine’s direction, and they had lived off farm produce for a year except for a banquet on the planet they had travelled to.

 

Han was questioned about his disasters and simply mentioned both had happened.  The spaceship that had been hit by a solar storm had not recovered and he personally had experienced a software update problem and had built an eight bit low speed controller but it had taken over two years to limp home.  The produce from the farm had kept himself and thirty odd passengers alive to tell the tale.

 

Yasmine testified that Arthur had done all the piloting for the year’s trip and he was allowed to count that as his probationary period which meant he was granted his full pilot’s licence.

 

Yasmine came up and gave him a hug and a congratulatory kiss on the lips.  He looked taken back, “You’re no longer working for me so I thought I’d get in before the other girls.”  “Other girls?”  “Well half of fifty tonnes of tin we traded for the trade goods means you’re worth close to a million besides your pay of 100,000 which you haven’t spent yet.  A well paid job as well. There will be a number of young ladies and their parents who will be delighted to help you spend it.”

 

“If I was married it might be safer for me?”  “Is that a proposal?”  “I suppose it was.”
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