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CAPTAIN LES MILLER. Canadian. Age 63. Les Miller has worked on space ships all his life. He met his wife working on a freighter. She always wanted to take a cruise. After her death, he transferred to Earth United Cruise Line, and has been captain of Jewel of the Stars for many years.

Staff Captain Maya Rice. American. Age 38. Maya previously served in the military. The long months away from Earth caused friction with her family. She now serves as Captain Miller’s first officer.

Braxton White. Australian. Age 55. Former XO of the HMAS Hobart. Forced out of the Australian Space Navy under suspicious circumstances involving billionaire Dalia Spring. Recruited as Captain Miller’s military adviser.

Jaylen Banks. American. Age 32. Security chief on Jewel of The Stars. Has previously served as a police officer.

Haylee Scott. American. Age 36. Passenger on Jewel of The Stars. Civilian astroengineer. Wife of Ronald, and mother of Elsie and Austen. Currently in a coma after her heroic actions on the USS Boston.

Doctor Rashona Clarke. Jamaican. Age 45. Chief medical officer on Jewel of The Stars. Practicing Christian. Long-time friend of Les Miller.
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PREVIOUSLY IN JEWEL OF THE STARS


[image: ]




THE YEAR IS 2294. THE passengers and crew of the cruise ship Jewel of The Stars are shocked by the news that an alien fleet has launched a full-scale invasion of Earth.

Captain Les Miller recruits passenger Braxton White, former XO of the HMAS Hobart, as his military adviser.

When Earth falls to the invaders, Captain Miller sets the ship on a course into unexplored space, but the enemy soon blocks their path.

Reluctantly, Miller agrees to a dangerous, plan led by Braxton, to steal a cannon from a derelict Earth warship.

Haylee Scott, civilian engineer and passenger, joins the mission to retrieve the cannon. She is wounded by an alien left behind from the battle. Now in a coma, her husband, Ronald, is left to care for their two children alone.

With the cannon installed, Jewel of The Stars destroys the alien ship and makes it out of Earth space.

Now, alone and cut off from everyone they knew, the passengers and crew must make a new life for themselves in the depths of space.

AND NOW THE CONTINUATION ...
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​CHAPTER ONE
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​AVALINE STUMBLED DOWN the corridor as the evacuation alarm blew away all traces of sleep. She clung to Daniel’s hand. Her cold sweaty hand slipped, but Daniel tightened his grip. A sea of humanity pressed against them.

This was not the honeymoon she had planned.

“Move this way, please,” a tall woman instructed. She wore a fluorescent yellow vest over her crew uniform. Evacuation Warden decorated the vest in thick black letters.

It had to be real this time. They’d had an evacuation drill just three days ago, so what was going on? Had the ship been attacked? Would the reactor breach?

People clamoured about, mostly obeying the instructions of the warden.

“This way. Briskly but calmly.”

People crowded around Avaline in the corridor. She struggled to take in a deep breath.

“You okay, Av?” Daniel asked.

She nodded. “I’ll be okay as soon as we’re safe.”

But they wouldn’t be safe, would they? Other dangers would await them once they were on the lifeboats, adrift in space, with nobody to rescue them. Better to die here on Jewel of The Stars.

“It’ll be okay, love. I promise.”

“You know what they say about promises you can’t keep.”

“I’m serious. I made a vow.”

Yeah. Till death us do part. That could be today.

A heavy metallic clang sounded as Avaline and Daniel turned the corner. A heavy bulkhead blocked the corridor. A warden stood in front of it. People started jamming together as there was nowhere for them to go.

“Could you all please turn around and go back. You need to use an alternate route. Wardens will redirect you to the next closest way to your muster station.”

“Why can’t we go this way?” Avaline called out.

“It’s not safe. Please turn around.”

What was through there? An explosion? A hull breach?

“What about the people who were in front of us?” Avaline’s blood chilled.

“Just turn around, please.”

“Oh, this is tosh.”

“C’mon honey.” Daniel tightened his grip on her hand and they started back the way they’d come.

A tear formed in Avaline’s eye. How many people had they just lost? Were they dead? Were they being ripped apart by aliens? There’d been no reports of enemy ships since they escaped Earth space, but who knew what the crew were hiding?

She and Daniel were herded down a side passage, wardens directing them at regular intervals. Avaline sniffed and gritted her teeth. She had to remain strong. This was no time to fall apart. They could all grieve their dead later.

If only they could move a bit quicker.

She took a deep breath. Just pretend you’re in a crowd back home, trying to get on board the Tube.

A throaty child’s scream pierced the air.

“No! I’m not going.”

As they drew closer, Avaline bent low to see what was going on.

A boy, nine or ten years old, was lying on the ground and shouting. “I want to go back to our room. I want Mom!”

Was this for real?

The kid was planted right in the middle of the walkway, blocking the sea of people trying to move down the hallway. A man pleaded with the child, yanked on his arm, while a girl, a little older than her brother, looked on with tears in her eyes.

“Come on, Austen. We have to move,” the father said.

“No. I’m not going.”

“You have to move that kid out of here,” Avaline yelled. “We’re trying to evacuate the ship. We could die here if we don’t make it.”

“He’s autistic,” the man yelled back. “He’s been woken in the middle of the night by a strange loud noise, there are people everywhere, and his mother’s in a coma. Of course he’s gonna have a meltdown.”

Oh! “You’re Haylee Scott’s husband.”

“Congratulations. Why don’t you help me, instead of criticising?”

Good point. This man’s wife had risked her life to help them escape the aliens.

“Daniel.” She nodded toward the boy and and took the girl’s hand.

“Got it.” Daniel took one of the boy’s hands, while the father took the other.

“You stick with me.” Avaline kneeled down to the girl’s level. “My husband will help your dad with your brother.”

The girl nodded.

“One, two, three.” The men heaved and pulled the screaming child to his feet. Together, they dragged the boy along toward the exit while Avaline followed with the girl.

They finally reached a long hallway with airlocks all along the side. As they neared one, the door sealed.

“Next lifeboat, please.” A female warden waved them along.

Almost there. Together, they all boarded the lifeboat. It was cramped. They wouldn’t be able to manage in here for long. The boat filled quickly, then the door clanged shut.

Avaline’s whole body tingled. Her heart beat out a dance number inside her chest.

Nothing.

“When are we going to launch?”

Daniel shrugged.

The boy banged his fists against the door. A few passengers gave dirty looks. The father grabbed his hands and hugged him tightly.

Another minute passed.

“This is getting ridiculous,” Avaline said. “What are they waiting for? If this ship blows up while we’re still aboard ...”

“Is it gonna blow up?” a nearby man asked, his eyes white.

“I ... I dunno,” she said. “But they’re evacuating us for a reason, aren’t they? So either we’ve been boarded, or the ship is going to blow.”

The man started banging on the airlock door. “Let us out! Please!”

A crackle of static filled the lifeboat.

“This is the Captain speaking. I would like to congratulate both passengers and crew on a successful muster drill.”

Drill? Was he kidding?

“I know we sprang this on you unexpectedly. I understand many of you have probably felt a great deal of anxiety. Please understand it was important to see how you would manage under as realistic circumstances as possible.”

Avaline shook her head and formed fists. She’d give the captain a piece of her mind if she had to tear the bridge door off its hinges with her bare hands.

#
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​AVALINE STORMED INTO their cabin, ripped off her left shoe, and pelted it at the closing door.

“Whoa, easy there,” Daniel said, gently putting his arm around her.

She ripped herself out of his grip. “Don’t, Daniel.”

“It’s okay. We’re safe. Everything is fine.”

She spun and stared him down. “Everything is not fine. None of this is fine.” She waved her arms about, indicating their cabin. “This isn’t what it was supposed to be like.”

“Look, I’ll admit this was poor judgement on the captain’s part but ...”

“Poor judgement? Is that all you can say? He dragged us up in the middle of the night, made us all think we were going to die, then told us it was all a practical joke.”

“Hardly a joke, love.”

She pointed her finger at Daniel. “He had no right to do this.”

“He’s just trying to keep us alive.”

“People could have died from heart attacks. Look what the Scott family went through with Austen. We’ve just been through a drill. Why’d he have to pull another one so soon?”

“I dunno. I guess he wanted to see if we had learned from the last one.”

“And what’s gonna happen next time? Hasn’t he ever heard of the boy who cried wolf? I’d like to go up to that bridge and kick him in the—”

“Okay, Av. I get it. You’re angry. I’m not too happy either, but getting worked up like this won’t help anything, will it?”

She took a deep breath. “I suppose not.”

“If it makes you feel any better, you can lodge a formal complaint. I guarantee you won’t be the only one.”

She nodded. “I will.”

Daniel took a step forward and reached for her hand. His fingers intertwined with hers, alternating colours like the keys on a piano. His hands were warm. Strong.

“Now, since we’re awake, and I doubt we’ll be settling back to sleep anytime soon ...” He reached up with his other hand and undid her top button.

She locked eyes with him. “Are you serious?” Her blood still boiled with rage at the captain. She wanted to punch someone, not make love.

He shrugged. “Well this is our honeymoon.”

“Just hold those horses, mister.” Avaline held up a hand and took a deep breath. Then another. And another. 

Daniel was right about one thing. This was their honeymoon. Something she’d dreamed about for years. Nobody was going to ruin it. Not even Captain Miller. She glanced at her husband. Her husband. Stars, she loved calling him that. He looked pretty good, all rugged and dishevelled from their ordeal. He’d always had that knack for extinguishing the fires in her heart with that charming demeanour. Well, and stoking fires of a different kind.

Daniel started to hum. Nobody But You, by Saturn’s Heart. The first song they ever danced to.

He was right about one other thing. They wouldn’t be getting back to sleep anytime soon.

She took another deep long breath and let it out. Then she grabbed Daniel’s head and pulled him into a kiss.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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​MAYA DROPPED INTO THE chair opposite Captain Les Miller’s desk. How could he look so rested after they night they’d just had?

“Morning, Staff Captain,” the captain said.

“Surprise drill last night.”

“Yes. Everybody did remarkably well. We even introduced a simulated hull breach which forced one group to use an alternate route.”

“I bet you’re unpopular this morning. You sure it was a good idea to handle it the way you did?”

“It was Braxton’s idea, but I agreed. The first drill was a teaching exercise to reinforce what they have to do, should we need to abandon ship. Last night was a test. We had to know if the crew could handle an evacuation, should we encounter the aliens again. Now we know.”

“I can see Braxton all over this. Drills are standard practice on a military ship, but he needs to remember this is a ship full of tourists. They won’t thank you for scaring them half to death in the middle of the night.”

“Better scared than dead.”

“Look at you all buddy-buddy with Braxton.” Maya grinned. “Even following his advice. You’ve come a long way, Captain.”

Les leaned back in his chair. “End of the world can do that, I guess.”

Maya reached down, tapped her wristband and swiped down a list of messages, projected by her eye lenses. Several departmental reports, and another from Spring.

“I’ve had more requests from Dalia Spring to meet with you.”

Les grimaced. “I guess I can’t put it off any longer. Funny how even after Earth has fallen to invaders, we still feel the need to pander to a billionaire. Book her in for an appointment tomorrow.”

“As you wish.” Maya remained in her seat, fiddling with her wristband. Should she bring it up now or wait for a better time?

“Was there anything else, Maya?”

Here goes. Maya leaned forward, her mouth suddenly dry. “Yes, Captain. I’d like to propose a supply mission.”

Les raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”

“There’s an abandoned colony just inside Earth-controlled space. It’s likely to have—”

“Well, well. It looks like I’m not the only one who’s been listening to Braxton’s advice.”

“He is our military adviser. Sir.”

“The answer is no. I will not condone going back into Earth space.”

“I’m not suggesting we take Jewel of The Stars, Captain. Just a small team in the shuttle. It’s warp powered so ...”

The captain stood and paced his office, biting his bottom lip. “I don’t know, Maya. It’s a high-risk proposition. You draw the attention of the aliens the minute you go back into Earth space. Not only is the shuttle likely to be destroyed, but it will bring us to the attention of our enemies. They could trace the shuttle back to us.”

“Captain, I doubt our enemies have just forgotten about us. If they wanted to, they’d be tracking us.”

“Maybe. But this would make it certain. We do need to find supplies, and I’ll keep this plan in mind, but I’m not ready to commit to it. We’re not desperate enough. Not yet.”

“What happened to all those changes you said you were making?”

“They just reached their limit.”

“Very well.” Maya turned and left the office.

#

[image: ]


​MAYA STRODE DOWN THE plain grey hallway toward her quarters. All the hallways looked alike here on the crew decks. She hadn’t really expected Les to go for her plan, but she’d been hopeful.

Miller had always had a problem with risk, but he’d made so much progress in the last week. He was less married to the rulebook. Who knew—maybe this time he was right.

“Staff Captain?” There was no mistaking the Australian accent.

She glanced over her shoulder. “Braxton.” He loomed over her, his bald scalp shining in the harsh hallway lighting. She turned around to face him.

“Have you met with the captain?”

“He said no.”

Braxton smiled. “Predictable. So what’s our next step?”

“No next step. The captain has made his decision.”

“Yes, but he’s been known to change his mind. We just need to show him his decision is wrong.”

Maya gazed at her feet. “Maybe.”

“What’s up?”

“I dunno. It’s just ... this whole situation. I don’t know what we should be doing. There are no guidelines for any of this. Are we certain the captain is wrong?”

“I am, but it sounds like you have your doubts.”

“Doubts are all I have.”

Braxton nodded. “Okay.”

“That’s it?”

“Not at all, but I now see it’s not just Miller I have to convince.”

Maya gave a fake smile. Braxton meant well but he could be way too pushy. “Have a good day, Braxton.”

He nodded, turned, and strode back down the hallway.

Maya walked the last few steps to the door of her cabin and swiped her finger over the plate. The door slid open. She walked through, and it swished closed behind her.

She glanced at the time display in the corner of her vision. It was Crystal’s day off, so she might still be asleep, but it was worth a try. She placed the call. It connected—audio only.

“Mom, it’s early. I could have been asleep.”

“You weren’t, though.”

“No. Somebody thought it would be a good idea to drag us all out of bed at an insane hour. I couldn’t get back to sleep after that. Your idea, by any chance?”

“Not exactly, but the drills are important.”

“Yeah, whatever. What you want?”

“Well, seeing as you have a day off, I thought maybe we could ...”

“I volunteered to help out at work today. I’m going in for the afternoon, so I need to get ready soon.”

Maya frowned. “Um ... okay. Sweetheart, the main reason I suggested you come and work on board was so we could spend some time together. I pulled a lot of strings to get you this job.”
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