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Introduction

A Major investigation had commenced following the events which surrounded the theft and then recovery of the time shift device. That had been one of the major fears of the Galactic Council, as anything which affected the space time continuum would have major ramifications.

The other main fear was of Terrans, who had already shown themselves to be capable of just about anything...

Provisional membership now hung by a proverbial thread, and it was hoped that the Inter Galactic Security Service would be able to deal with the expected crime wave.

Crime was something which rarely happened, although the Council did have its own problems. That however, they worried would increase as more settlers spread from Earth to the new Terran Sector.

For those making the transition, it was the opportunity of a lifetime, although moving house is the most stressful experience that most people go through in their lives. But, when you’re moving to another planet, things can get considerably worse…

One

“Be careful with that!”

The vase wobbled slightly, as it rocked gently from side to side, teetering on the edge of the shelf.

“It’s been in our family for generations!”

Coby’s mother exclaimed, as it revolved around on its slender base.

The removal men stood still as it swung out a little more, threatening to topple over and smash on the kitchen floor at any moment.

“Oooh!”

There was a gasp of apprehension, as it finally rolled off the shelf.

Coby instinctively dived forward in an attempt to catch it, and there was a large intake of breath as they all watched, wondering whether he was going to make it in time. The vase almost seemed to be travelling in slow motion, as his hand stretched out to meet it. His mother could not bear to look, covering her eyes with the palms of her hands, waiting for the inevitable sound of breaking pottery.

“Phew!”

Coby breathed out a huge sigh of relief, as it dropped into the palm of his hand. He had been lucky, much to his mother’s relief!

The whole experience was very stressful, and she had to leave the room for a minute to try and settle her nerves. Coby just wrapped it up in newspaper, placing it carefully into one of the packing cases. They were behind schedule, and he knew that they would have a struggle getting away in time, and as he looked up, he could see the foreman coming through the doorway.

“Charlie!”

Two heads appeared from beneath the work surface, both responding in unison.

“Yes!”

“I meant you, not him!”

The foreman pointed to the one on the right, as they looked at each other, before replying together again.

“Yes!”

The exasperated man came walking into the kitchen.

“There’s been a slight mix up with the paperwork, and you’ll have to carry on without me for a while, whilst I try and sort it out!”

They both nodded together before disappearing beneath the work surface again, as the foreman shook his head.

“You just can’t get the staff these days!”

Coby’s mother came back into the room. She was holding her head, as it had begun to pound.

“I’m afraid that you’ll have to accompany me back to the depot!”

Her headache suddenly worsened, as she realised that with her husband already away collecting various visa and work permits, she would have to leave Coby on his own.

“Is it absolutely necessary?

She was beginning to regret ever agreeing to the move, and if she could have turned the clock back, then the way she was feeling right now, she would not have hesitated.

“I’m afraid so!”

The foreman replied, with more than a hint of resignation in his voice.

Coby’s mother spent the next few minutes explaining the situation, assuring him that she would be back in plenty of time to oversee the move. Coby just looked at her before turning this head back towards the work surface. There was a clang of metal, as the pots and pans came clattering out of the cupboard. It was clear from the expression on his face that he did not relish the prospect either, but there was nothing that either of them could do about it!

“I’m relying on you Jacob!”

She only ever used his full name when he was in trouble, and today was no exception. The only difference being that this was not his fault, although looking at the mess they were in, he wished he had been sent to his room!

There was a forced smile from both of them, with shared thoughts hoping that it would not take too long, as they both wondered whether it was all going to be worth it in the end?

Everything had begun with an advert that she had seen on the way to work, which had been placed on the back of one of the daily news papers. A man on the train had been reading the headlines, as she stared aimlessly across the commuter carriage.
Ever considered a career in Galactic Marketing?
She might not have read any further, if it had not been for the salary. They were offering nearly three times her current wage, with the possibility of further bonus as well.

She had spent the rest of the journey considering a move off world which had become increasingly popular over the last few months.  Even her own boss had left, and she remembered how disappointed she had felt when they overlooked her for promotion yet again!

Coby’s mother worked for a small marketing agency, which concentrated on selling unknown brands to high street stores. They had been quite successful and the agency had gained quite a good reputation.

On the way out of the railway station she had bought a copy of the paper from the news-stand, and had sat reading it over her morning coffee.

Before she had realised what she had been doing, she had dialled the contact number, leaving her details on the answer machine. The application form duly arrived the next morning, and she had filled it in there and then, posting it together with a copy of her C.V. Thinking that she would stand no chance, she had forgotten all about it, until the request for an interview arrived a week later.

The interview board had been quite impressed by the way she had answered all of their questions, not to mention her short business suit, although her good looks had not always counted in her favour.

There was already more than a hint of jealousy amongst her work colleagues, which had spilled over yet again when her new boss had received the request for a reference. Most of them had told her that she would stand no chance, unless she went as a showgirl!

That comment had really upset her, and when the job offer arrived, she could not wait to leave, and now it was just hours away…

Looking into the wing mirror of the foreman’s car, Coby’s mother tightened the little yellow band that was holding up her hair, pushing a few bleached blonde strands behind her ear. She noticed a small black mark on her cheek, which she rubbed off as he started the engine. Looking down she noticed a series of them running across her dungarees, and all over her bright yellow T-shirt. But that was the least of her worries, as she was thinking about her son, wondering whether he was going to be able cope without her.

Coby could see her out of the window, and watched as the foreman’s car pulled away.

“Please try and be more careful!”

Coby turned to see the one and only trophy that his father had ever won come hurtling to the ground. His father was not very clever, or very handsome. He was in fact, quite stocky with a tuft of thick dark hair that always stood up on end. He almost looked as though he had just stepped out of a cartoon, and he had an amazing ability to pull a variety of faces. This is what had attracted his mother to him, as he could always make her laugh. Coby’s father was a very easygoing man who was quite happy leaving his wife to her career, whilst he tended to the grounds at the local sports club. It was actually on one of the bowling greens where he had won his trophy.

Coby remembered the day it was presented to him, and how he felt. There had been a tournament organised by the bowling club, and his father had been drawn against a chap with a broken leg. It had been hilarious watching him hobbling about on crutches, with his father’s comic routines really entertaining the crowd. The sad thing was that he had still lost, and the trophy was actually a fair play award, presented for the way he had looked after the man, even helping him in the next round.

Coby smiled to himself, as a muffled grunt emanating from behind the kitchen units brought him back down to earth. He walked over with a deep feeling of trepidation. The trophy seemed to be undamaged; although after watching his mother disappear through the doorway, leaving him alone with Charlie’s he wondered how many other items would be so lucky?

Charlie and Charlie were both about average height, with mops of thick ginger hair. Apparently they were not related, but were referred to as the twins. They were literally a right pair of Charlie’s, and he remembered when they arrived first thing this morning, and backed the van up the drive. They had managed to get it wedged into a corner, and it had taken them a quarter of an hour to get it out!

Coby had been watching their performance from his bedroom window, but if he thought that this had been bad enough, then there was worse to come. Somehow one of them had managed to drop the van keys down the drain, which had been sitting innocently at the side of the road. Coby could not believe his eyes, as he watched them rummaging about in all the muck and rubbish. It took them a further quarter of an hour before they finally managed to get the van doors open!

Coby looked across at them, as they left for another break.

“Don’t worry, I’ll even arrange for them to pack everything for us, you won’t even have to lift a finger!”

His mother’s words had seemed reassuring at the time, but she never anticipated the removal company sending such a pair of idiots!
Galactic Removals - simply out of this world!
That was what was written on the side of the van, and Coby could well believe it, as a cloud of cigarette smoke billowed out from behind the back door, as they worked their way through another packet. At least when the foreman was with them, they had put in a bit more effort. But now, they just seemed to have ground to a halt.

Coby ventured upstairs to pack the last of his things; he just could not see how they could possibly get things done in time. But, if he could make sure his bedroom was clear, then at least that would be a something.

The removal van itself was nothing more than a container, which sat on the back of a lorry. The idea was that when it was eventually filled, it would be driven down to the terminal, where it would be loaded onto a cargo lugger. Then, it would be transported through the star gate to its destination, where it would be loaded onto the back of another lorry ready for delivery.

They were fortunate that his mother’s new employers were paying the relocation costs; otherwise, it would have been a very expensive business. They were still restricted as to what they could take, and Coby had only been allocated a small space in the container. He had been forced to get rid of a lot of his things, and there was not much left to pack. In fact, more than half of the family possessions had either been sold off, or given away!

Coby took a box off the pile on the landing, bending it into shape, taping up one end. He was going to put in his favourite books, which had once filled his small bookcase. Coby enjoyed reading, and had been engrossed in an adventure story. He preferred the feel of a traditional book, as opposed to a digital copy, which he thought added to the experience. It was about some pirates, and their quest for buried treasure. It was not his usual choice, but had been a birthday present, and he had felt duty bound to read it.

Leaving it to one side, he started packing the others, standing them all up on end as he began emptying the shelves quickly.

The box was soon full, so he taped up the other end, writing what was in it on the top, before carrying it through the doorway. He heard a crash, and some tittering from downstairs, and tried to block it out as he descended the staircase. These were defiantly going to be the longest few hours of his life!

Many new opportunities were now presenting themselves, and his mother had taken advantage of one on a planet in the new Terran sector. His father had not been so fortunate, but he planned to have a good look around when they got settled into their accommodation, which came with his mother’s job.

Coby started thinking about his new home, wondering what it would be like as he carried the box outside, climbing up the ramp into the back of the container. He had done far more work himself, than the combined efforts of the twins, who were anything but efficient.

He glanced over his shoulder as they came out with a piece of furniture. They had it wedged unsafely between their large stomachs, which wobbled up and down as they walked. Coby put his box down in a corner of the container, moving to one side as the twins eased the dinning room table in through the opening. There was the unmistakeable sound of breaking glass as one of them caught a box marked fragile with a one of the legs.

Coby winced, hoping that whatever they had broken was not going to be too expensive to replace. The twins pretended not to have noticed, walking off insolently towards the house again.

Bending down, he dragged the box out from beneath the table, slipping the blade of his penknife along the tape breaking the seal. He always kept his penknife in his trouser pocket, and it had been invaluable over the last few hours.

The cardboard box sprang open to reveal some of the pictures that used to hang on the dinning room wall. The outer one had taken the full impact, and bits of glass lay shattered all around it. Coby carefully pulled it out, gingerly removing the biggest pieces, placing them on a nearby grey removal blanket. There were quite a lot of them, and it took a while to get them all out. When he finally finished, he picked up the blanket taking it back towards the house before emptying it into the large wooden box, which held all of the other breakages.

Returning to the van he picked up the picture, which was now hanging halfway out of its frame. It was in fact a treasure map drawn on parchment, which his father had picked up from a second hand shop a few years ago. Although he had only paid a few pounds for it at the time, he had convinced Coby that it was genuine. He had almost believed his father, until the corners of his mouth had started to curl up into a big smile. Ever since then it had been a bit of a family joke and had been hung just above the mantelpiece. The wooden frame was now twisted, and it was in need of some major repairs.

Coby looked at the map studying it as he had done ever since his father had brought it home. The thought of buried treasure made him smile, although the way things were going today anything seemed possible!

They also had a few nice watercolours, which had been painted by one of his cousins, which used to hang on the wall in the lounge.

Coby placed the picture back in the cardboard box, sealing it up as best as he could before returning to the house.

Once inside he was met by one of the Charlie’s, who was holding a half open packet of chocolate biscuits.

“I found them in the cupboard!”

He took another one out of the packet, taking a large bite out of it, dropping crumbs all over the carpet.

Coby just walked past him as he continued eating. He was heading back upstairs, where he remained for the next half hour. When he finally descended the staircase, after packing everything that he could find, he was greeted by the sound of his mobile telephone. It was chirping out its happy little tune, so he picked it up off the windowsill where he had left it earlier.

“Hello!”

It was his mother.

“I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news for you!”

Her voice sounded weak, as if her headache had worsened, 

“I’m stuck in traffic, and I don’t think that I will be able to make it back in time!”

Coby sighed.

“What about dad?”

There was a slight pause before she answered.

“More bad news I’m afraid!”

He just knew what was coming next, and frowned as his mother continued.

“There was a last minute hitch with the visa, and he’s just called me to say that he can’t make it back in time either!”

Coby looked at all of the boxes scattered around the floor.

“What are we going to do?”

His mother paused again.

“You’ll just have to travel down to the terminal with the removal men. You’re booked on the lugger, which is due to depart at five.”

He looked at his watch. It would take them over an hour just to get there, which did not give them much time here.

“I’m going to meet your father now, and we’ll be taking the train. When you arrive, just make you way to the passenger lounge, and we’ll be waiting there for you.”

There was a nasty crackle as his mother entered an area of poor reception. The signal began to break up before the line went dead.

The race was now on to try and get everything loaded in time. Somehow he was going to have to get both Charlie’s moving, and had to explain the situation to them. They then went outside for another cigarette, and after some further deliberations, and clouds of smoke outside the kitchen door, they finally got to work.

The next few hours were a real hard slog, and somehow they managed to get everything stowed away. Coby was surprised at how hard the twins had worked, but that was nothing compared to himself. He had never worked so hard in all of his life, and by the end of the afternoon he was totally and utterly exhausted, with barely enough energy left to climb up into the cab.

Charlie started the engine, as Coby took one final look back towards his old home. It had been a nice house to live in, apart from the neighbours, who were conspicuous by their absence.

He smiled contentedly to himself, thankful that they were finally on their way. There was just enough room for the three of them in the lorry, and he began to settle down as they turned the corner. They were now heading towards the nearest motorway junction, and almost before the van had pulled out onto the main road, Coby had fallen into a deep sleep...

Two

A trail of orange lights snaked their way towards a brilliant red sunset that filled the horizon like a blazing fire in the sky. Vehicles raced along the tarmac, weaving in and out of the lanes, as they chased the last rays of sunlight down the slope towards the main cargo terminal, which sat like a majestic crown with a series of landing lights perched on towers that ringed the landing pad. It was hard to believe that where the old gas works once stood, there was now a cargo lugger waiting to depart.

Most of the containers had already been loaded, and the crew had begun to start their series of checks, when the van pulled into the yard.

“Your cutting it a bit fine aren’t you?”

A man came out of the little office, which sat just behind the gates.

The Charlie who had been driving nodded his head, as the other one handed him the paperwork.

The man studied it for a few seconds before handing it back.

“It all seems to be in order. Pull the van over there, and stop between those yellow lines.”

The man pointed to a framework, which sat behind a building to their right. Charlie did as he was told, steering the van between two large steel posts, which had bright yellow and orange bollards positioned around them. Fortunately Charlie although a pretty poor removal man, was quite a good driver. He stopped almost directly between them with a blast of air from the brakes, which hissed as they ground to a halt. He turned off the engine following the small list of instructions, which were placed on a large sign fastened to the framework.

“What!”

Coby awoke with a start, mistaking the hiss of the air brakes for someone calling out his name. He was so exhausted that he did not even have the energy to open his eyes.

“Bip, bip, bip!”

The unpleasant sound from the loud speaker vibrated Coby’s head as a set of large yellow lights started to flash.

“Please remain in your vehicle whilst it is being scanned.”

The message was repeated several times, as a brilliant white light appeared above their heads. It created a loud buzzing sound, as a large scanning beam crawled slowly over the container. This, combined with the continual flashing of the yellow lights, made the removal men cover their eyes.

“Please remain in your vehicle whilst it is being scanned.”

The message continued to repeat, as the beam travelled over the van. Then to everyone’s relief, it finally passed over the end of the container and cut out.

“Bip, bip, bip.”

The recorded message then changed.

“Your vehicle has now been cleared, your vehicle has now been cleared. Please proceed to the main cargo terminal…”

Fortunately nothing untoward had appeared on the scan; otherwise they may have been stuck here for quite some considerable time, and they would be lucky to make it to the waiting lugger as it was.

Charlie started the engine which growled into life, and Coby felt his body shake, as the air brakes hissed again as the van lurched forward. He was so tired that he slipped back into a deep sleep, waking with a start as the lifting clamps clanged against the side of the container.

“Where are we?”

Coby opened his eyes, as they started to lift container off the back of the lorry, and onto one of the mechanical loaders.

“We’re at the container terminal.”

The Charlie with the paperwork handed him a pile of dockets.

“Everything’s under control.”

Coby squinted, as the bright lights of the landing pad shone uncomfortably into his eyes. He could not believe that they were here already.

“There’s nothing to worry about. Just take these to that man standing over there.”

Charlie gave him a nudge, and still half asleep, Coby slipped out of the door tripping over his feet and almost falling down the steps. He was completely exhausted, and barely had the strength to stand. He just stumbled across to the man handing him the paperwork, waiting patiently for him to find the relevant document. All he wanted to do was to go back to sleep, and even the prospect of his first journey into space was not enough to change his mind.

He just stared sleepily at the lugger with its bulky frame straddling the tarmac. It was almost square with ribbed sides and a bit that jutted out at the top. There was a patch of rust on the side nearest him where the paint had been worn off by countless blasts from the thrusters, which sat at either side of the open hatch. There was also a small gangway, which led up to what he presumed would be the passenger lounge.

Coby yawned as the man handed over the documents, their conversation had ceased even before it had even begun, and so without exchanging a single word, he made his way over towards the gangway where a member of the cabin crew was urging him to get a move on.

He looked round to see the mechanical loader approaching with its bright lights illuminating the long row of containers, which stretching far inside. A member of the flight crew was doing a series of last minute checks, as Coby climbed the steps, and it would not be long before they would be waiting for clearance from space traffic control.

“Come on!”

The man sounded impatient, waving his arms about, trying to usher him along. Coby was finding it hard to put one foot in front of the other, as he took a last look back over his shoulder at planet Earth. His final memory would be the sight of the removal van trundling back across the tarmac, its rear lights merging with the neon glow of the motorway.

“Hurry up will you!”

The man looked exasperated as it seemed to be taking Coby an eternity to get onboard, and there was a clang of metal, as the cargo doors closed and he finally stepped inside.

Coby found himself in a tatty passenger lounge which reminded him of the cross channel ferry, with bucket seats half full of passengers all arrange in row. There were a series of windows on the far side, and he just headed for the nearest one, slumping into the seat as the lugger built up power. He just wanted to sleep, and watched a discarded crisp packet sweep across the window as he lazily reclined the seat, rolling himself up into a ball as his eyes began to close.

Three

“I‘m afraid you can’t stay here love!”

Coby opened his eyes to see a stout lady dressed in a tight blue uniform. She was holding the nozzle of a funny looking vacuum cleaner in her hand.

“The other passengers have already departed, and I’m surprised that no one woke you!”

Coby rubbed his eyes.

“Where am I?”

She looked a little surprised by his question.

“Thega City of course!”

Coby looked a bit bewildered, although he was still half asleep he was sure that he was supposed to have arrived somewhere else.

“You look a little lost, isn’t there anyone here to meet you?”

Coby nodded his head, as the cleaning lady looked a little concerned.

“Yes, my parents!”

He looked round, but there was no one else in the passenger lounge apart from himself and the cleaning lady.

“Perhaps they’re waiting inside the terminal?”

She smiled optimistically.

“Hopefully!”

Coby smiled back, gathering himself together.

She switched on the vacuum cleaner, and started cleaning the seats opposite as he walked past her towards the exit.

Coby was expecting to see another gangway leading down to a tarmac area just like the one that he had left a few hours before. But what greeted him was nothing like he had been led to believe. His mother had described a very Earth like planet, with beautiful tall buildings capped by glistening spires. Instead, Coby walked out into a small metallic tunnel. He would have thought that it was part of the terminal building if it had not been for the row of windows that lined his path.

Coby stood there with his mouth wide open, looking out into the darkness. Instead of glistening spires, all he could see was a few twinkling stars and what looked like a grubby little asteroid sitting a few miles below.

Still a bit bewildered, he walked the rest of the way along the tunnel until he emerged into a small reception area. It was deserted, apart from a woman sitting at the reception desk. She was busy talking to someone on a small display screen, and did not notice him standing there. Coby moved a little closer, trying to gain her attention.

The woman was very thin with a bit of a hooked nose and small round lens spectacles, which seemed to accentuate her long thin face.

“Well I wouldn’t stand for it if I was you!”

She shook her head, sending her straggly ginger hair over the collar of her red uniform.

“Excuse me!”

Coby tried to gain her attention again.

“Yes!”

Her voice was curt, which almost made him feel guilty for interrupting her conversation.

“I’m looking for my parents.”

Coby began to explain his situation, as she placed her friend on hold for a few moments.

“You’ll have to speak to Charlie!”

“Charlie!”

A look of horror filled his face, as Coby thought of the removal men.

The woman turned her monitor round, pressing a button on her console. The screen changed from a picture of her friend’s impatient face to that of a bearded man in his late forties.

“Yes!”

“I wonder if you could help me?”

Coby began to explain his situation again, which took him several minutes. When he had finished, the man shook his head.

“This is most irregular!”

He scratched his thick brown beard.

“All the containers have been transferred in one of the storage areas. Do you have a storage permit?”

Coby shrugged his shoulders.

“Name?”

He gave Charlie his details again, and the man checked on his computer.

“I have no record of one here!”

Coby already had an inkling that things were not quite right. For a start his parents were nowhere to be seen, then there was the asteroid, which he had seen through the window.

“If you haven’t got a permit, then you’ll have to arrange to have it removed!”

The man looked very serious.

“Well how do I get a permit?”

Coby was wishing that his parents were here to deal with it.

“I can provide you with a permit.”

A look of relief spread over Coby’s face, although that was to be very short lived.

“They cost 1,000 credits for five days storage.”

Coby put his hands in his pockets, pulling out his handkerchief, a bit of string, his penknife and half a dozen small coins.

The man could see the coins and shook his head.

“If you don’t have a permit, then your container will be impounded.”

“Impounded!”

Coby could imagine the look of horror on his mother’s face when she found out.

“Impounded goods incur a 10,000 credit fine, which if not paid within one three solar days, then the contents of the container are auctioned off, with the proceeds falling under the jurisdiction of the Thega City authorities.”

“What!”

Coby could not believe it.

“Sorry, but those are the rules!”

The man looked very official.

“You have just under two days 22 hours to reclaim your goods from the impounded goods office on tier seven, or they will be entered for auction.”

“But!”

Coby was about to try and plead with him, when he turned off his screen, and the monitor reverted to a picture of the receptionist’s friend. She looked even more impatient than ever, and the receptionist quickly turned the monitor round, and continued with her conversation.

“What did he do then?”

Coby just stood there as they chatted away, totally ignoring him. He felt terrible, realising that the removal men must have mixed up the paperwork, and both he and the container had arrived at the wrong destination. Now he had less than two days 22 hours to find 10,000 credits to pay the fine, or they were going to auction off all the family possessions!



