It Came In The Night.

He slowly raised his head. The desert floor was soft and still slightly warm under him from the day's sun. What was happening? The sudden erratic behaviour of the hired bike had resulted in it unceremoniously dropping him ten feet onto the ground before finally spiralling down and crashing, the impact of the soft sanding preventing a more fiery landing. Now as he looked up a bright light was approaching his location. They could be friendly but he doubted it. Keeping still he watched as the light approached and landed with a the soft sound of repulsor lifts. He could hear conversation and dark armoured figures began to search the ground near his crashed bike. Were they looking for him? Who even were they?

He watched until finally the figures stopped and crouched, then returned to their craft. A few seconds later they returned with a long stretcher and lowered it down, before lifting it again supporting what appeared from the silhouette to be a body of human sized proportions. Apparently satisfied with this they returned to their craft. Malisane lay there observing until with a growing hum the craft rose and turned, before moving quickly back towards the city. 

He got to his feet, brushing the sand off his clothing and hair. He could still feel the reassuring presence of the saber hilt hidden in his right boot. He made his way back to the bike. He was initially surprised they had left it but after a few seconds he could see why. The frame was twisted and there was a sizeable crack in the engine block where it had hit a small rock as it skid across the sand.. It was going nowhere without major repair in a garage. They had also clearly removed his small bag with his food, water and other supplies. He sighed. The damage he could see had been caused by the crash and gave no explanation to the bike's previous erratic behaviour. Then he noticed a small flashing light from a port underneath the frame. Reaching down he found a small device plugged in. Grasping it he pulled it out of the port and stood up straight examining the device. Aside from the light gently flashing at the the base there was a small screen only several inches across and thumb sized button. After turning it over to study the featureless back on impulse he removed his glove and pressed his thumb to the button. To his surprise the screen lit up and small sentences began to scroll up the screen.

“Apologies for the inconvenience traveller,” it began, “if our calculations are correct you should now be alone and the decoy will buy you several hours before they realise their mistake. We regret his death but the deception was necessary. He did not possess the required physical specifications for the task. We hope you will.”

Malisane felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise. What task? Someone was manipulating him that much was obvious. But who? He continued reading.

“You do not have long. They see everything but your best chance is to move under cover of darkness. You do not have long, sunrise will commence in four hours. There is a small cave ten miles to the east. You should be able to reach it in time. If not they will find you and you will die. If you have a communicator do not use it.”

He frowned as the letters faded, then a small green arrow lit with a small letter N pointing north. His further attempts to push the button had no result. With no other option he set off walking to the east.

He made good progress through the darkness, keeping the arrow pointing to his left as he walked across the dunes. The air of the desert night was cold but his trained resolve in the Brotherhood allowed him to ignore this. The light of the stars above was just enough to see his way and avoid falling on the uneven surface. He was trying to focus on the task at hand. If this cave was not there his options were to either make his way back to the probably hostile city and his berthed ship. The status of the latter was currently undetermined.

After several hours he saw a small rocky hill emerging through the darkness. With a surge of relief he made for it. As promised he could just make out the dark of a cave on the side facing him. He slid the device into his pocket then reached down to his right boot and slid out the cylindrical shape of his saber hilt. Keeping his finger on the activator he made his way cautiously towards the cave. 

It was pitch black inside and appeared to stretch off into the darkness. He walked forward slowly, his eyes straining and  listening for any sound feeling the more solid surface under his feet. Suddenly as he turned a corner a bright light burst in front of his vision and a second later it was joined by the red glow of his saber as he dropped into a defensive stance, gripping the hilt with both hands and angling his body. After a few seconds his eyes became accustomed and he looked passively at the electric lamp on a long stand in front of him. His eyes flickered downwards to see a small leather bag with a shoulder strap at it's base. He moved forward slowly maintaining his stance and looked past the lamp into the darkness. Finally still holding his saber in his right hand he crouched and opened the bag. Inside were several plastic bottles of water and what appeared to be some rations of dried fruit and meat. As he examined them he felt a slight vibration from the device in his pocket and took it out. He deactivated his saber and wondering not for the first time how they had his thumb print he pressed it to the button and the text began to scroll.

“Congratulations traveller. The rations should sustain your strength but you have some way to go so use them sparingly. We feel it safe to explain a little more now, though you will appreciate we can not reveal all in case you are captured and tortured.”

“Thanks for the concern,” Malisane muttered.

“Again you have our apologies but had we not interceded you would never returned to your ship alive they would have found you despite your skills. By following our guidance you will have a higher chance of survival. In return all we ask is you take this device with you. The cave you are in is the entrance to a disused underground tunnel. Follow it and you will receive further guidance. From now the button will activate and deactivate a light for you to use. The power supply should be sufficient for several days if necessary.”

The screen switched itself off. He pushed the button again and a beam of medium strength emitted from the back of the device until he switched it off. Slowly he reached down and took a bottle of water, opening it and in slow sips he drank half of it. He opened the rations and ate a little of the nearly flavourless meat and dried fruit. Sealing the bottle he put it back in the bag with the other two then hooked it over his left  shoulder. Walking past the light deeper into the cave he turned another corner and lit the device's torch once more. Ahead there was an obvious decline further into the tunnel. He paused. Whoever had left him the device had given no indication of where it led. The logical assumption was back to the city but he had no way of knowing that. His only other option was back out into the desert, either now in the blazing sun or to wait until nightfall. If he did he had no idea how to find his way back and if the risk of capture was as high as suggested he might never. Keeping the beam ahead of him he set of walking deeper into the tunnel.

Whoever had built the tunnel had not imbued it with any discernable features aside from blank stone walls and from shining his torch appeared to be periodic deactivated lights every fifty or so feet in the ceiling. There was no obvious way of reactivating them so he ignored them. The ground was as featureless and allowed him a quick and steady pace. There were no turns just what seemed like endless darkness as he walked. If the destination was indeed the city he estimated it was approximately fifty miles, at his current pace perhaps ten hours. Assuming of course the tunnel kept going straight. And of course if his destination was elsewhere than the city then he had no idea how long the journey would be.

He kept walking following the beam of the torch into the darkness. His initial caution had been replaced by boredom and impatience. He still kept his free hand hovering near the saber hilt tucked into his belt aside from occasionally stopping to take the bag from his shoulder and consume measured portions of the food and drink. As he progressed thoughts passed through his mind. Who had left him the device and why? Why select him was he just convenient or had whoever seen through the false identity he had arrived under? Had they known why he was here? He had no way of knowing. As the hours passed following the light along the featureless tunnel these thoughts kept his mind active. 

Eventually he began to notice an incline in the tunnel and he increased his pace eventually he reached a wall at the end. It was as featureless as the tunnel. He swept the torch beam across it repeatedly dropping slightly lower each time. He found nothing. He brushed his free hand over the smooth stone surface and the wall either side until eventually he felt a distortion on the left hand wall. He pushed his hand against the distortion and then quickly spun around as back along the tunnel the lights began to activate one by one illuminating the darkness behind him. A slight feeling of irritation washed over him then he began to feel the right hand wall. Feeling a second distortion he pushed it and immediately part of the wall in front of him slid open. As if on cue the torch on the device deactivated and once more the screen lit and began to scroll.

“You have reached the city. Your journey is not yet an end however. You are still vulnerable to detection. Beyond the wall is the palace. This was only only undetected route into the city. However here their surveillance is highest. Wear the disguise. It may not be foolproof but it offers your best chance. Do not linger in the palace and do not speak you will give yourself away. Head for the spaceport. You will receive further guidance. Do not forget this device.”

Malisane sighed as the screen shut off. He walked through the gap in the wall into what surprisingly was a large and expensively decorated bedroom. The furniture looked old and valuable but was worn and the large bed just had a bare mattress. Exploring round he found the dressing table and open wardrobe was empty. Whoever had slept here and had what was presumably an escape route into an empty desert for whatever reason had long since departed. The only other noticeable feature in the room was a set of clothing hanging from a hook behind a door covered in a plastic cover. As he walked towards it he heard a slight noise as the panel he had entered slid shut behind him. Carefully lifting it from the hook he removed the cover to find a grey set of coveralls, similar to those he had seen worn by the menial workers in the city. What was surprising, though perhaps it should not have been considering events so far, was a small badge clipped to left breast pocket of the overalls which along with the writing in the language of the planet was the same photo he had on his fake identity papers. 

Having dressed and left his own dirty clothing hidden in the now closed wardrobe he opened the door and looked around. The corridor was thankfully empty. He considered his options. He had no idea where to leave the building that was presumably the palace and no way of asking for directions in the local dialect he could not speak and where galactic basic and his accent would give him away. He was also highly conscious of the saber that was once more hidden in his boot. A search would reveal it but he had carried in battle for twenty years and was not leaving it behind. Choosing to go left he turned a corner and immediately was faced by two armoured guards who began speaking loudly to him in the local dialect pointing with their blasters. Unsure what else to do he made what he hoped was an open handed apologetic gesture and quickly turned around. Walking a few nervous steps expecting a blaster bolt in the back he managed to get back round the corner again. He picked up his pace slightly walking the other way down the corridor looking straight ahead of him.

He passed another couple of guards who stared at him as he went past then ignored him. He did his best to keep a placid and respectful expression on his face without looking at them. Eventually he saw several other grey coverall wearing locals walking in a line and decided to follow them. The last in line glanced at him when he joined but did not speak, and faced the front again. Malisane followed them until they reached a large door leading outside. There the line stopped in front of the door and began to slowly filtered past two guards, one of which held a device similar to the one he had hidden in his other boot. Malisane kept looking ahead as each local had their identification badge scanned. He was still aware if they decided to search him or even question him he would be dragged off for interrogation and worse. Slowly the line moved forwards until it was his turn. The guard looked at his face and then his badge and raised the device he was holding. The pause was only a few seconds but felt a lot longer. A green light lit up on the guards device and he said one word to Malisane. Hoping for the best he stepped through the door and outside.

The city outside was as he remembered when he had arrived.. More of the same grey low level citizens making their way around the streets, quickly moving aside for another citizen dressed in red or blue or the black guards who marched on their patrols. There were also the same cameras and screens with messages on them in the local language that were more likely to be orders than advertisements. He was just trying to remember the way back to the spaceport when he felt a vibration in the boot with the device. Not wanting to act suspicious he looked around for somewhere quiet then ducked into an alleyway. Looking around him for cameras he crouched down and quickly withdrew the device as the screen began to scroll.

“You are nearing your destination. This is the last message until you depart. Follow the signs for the spaceport which will be displayed as the following,” Malisane studied and memorised the symbols in the local language then read on, “you must act normal. You must continue not to speak. As long as you fit in you will not be noticed. Wait for the distraction. We continue to intercept the orders to enter and search your vessel. When you leave the atmosphere insert this device into a compatible terminal on your ship and your questions will be answered.”

As Malisane walked through the streets he became more confident. Such as the society that existed here in his grey uniform so long as he kept his face passive he was almost invisible. The red and the blue garbed citizens watched each other and the guards watched both but aside from the occasional glance in his direction so long as he stood aside they ignored him. When he passed through a checkpoint a quick scan was made of his identity before he was ordered through. Finally he reached the spaceport. He could see his lancer patrol craft on one of the raised platforms. Two armed guards stood either side of the ramp but the hatch was still sealed. Others stood nearby and there were a few other ships he recognised as military patrol or transport craft bought cheaply and decorated in the livery of the planets security. He watched quietly but not too obviously not wanting to be noticed at this stage. He looked around. So where was the distraction? If there was not one then in theory he probably retrieve his saber from his boot and fight his way to his ship he could probably handle the guards. Of course then he would have to launch before more arrived and the large cannons and missile batteries either side of the spaceport would be an issue. 

As he waited the air was suddenly split by a siren and lights around the spaceport began to flash. An automated voice in the local language began to loudly announce sharp orders. The effect on the guards and other grey robed employees on the area was immediate. In what could be described as a quick but orderly fashion they began to walk towards the door as Malisane ducked behind a crate. He kept out of sight but studied the faces of the employees who passed and behind their usual expression of passive obedience there was a nervousness to them. It was only when the spaceport door began to close the order broke and employees and guards alike rushed for the exit and scrabbled to get through. As the last employee was dragged through by a helpful colleague and the door slammed shut Malisane found himself alone. Hoping what he had just seen was the distraction and he was not about to die of whatever the rest had escaped he quickly made for his ship. 

The lancer slowly rose off the landing pad and began to ascend into the sky. Malisane sat nervously at the controls highly aware of the cannons and surface to air missiles beneath him. He glanced at the split screen in front of him showing the view below. So far his benefactor or manipulator had been true to their word now was the time. He estimated he had perhaps thirty seconds before he cleared the atmosphere and was in theory safe. He glanced back at the view behind and his heart sank. On the screen he could see two of the turrets turning to track the ship and an alarm on his ship registered multiple missile locks. In space his craft was highly manoeuvrable. In the atmosphere less so especially if he was forced to abandon his ascent. His options were limited. He waited anxiously, and then nothing. The lancer cleared the atmosphere and the blackness of space surrounded him. He glanced back at the rear view and saw the planet slowly becoming a globe behind him that receded as the distance grew.

He engaged the stealth technology he had paid a lot of credits for and sat thoughtfully, sipping a comforting drink. At this point after what he had been through the sensible option was to forget it all, make the jump to hyperspace and head for home. But he had to know. Who was behind this? Who on the police state world he had left had such a level of power and minute by minute organisation to smooth his escape. And why the effort to entrap and allegedly help him escape with a device which was little more than a basic datapad? He had to know. He took the device from the table he had left it on and studied it, then opened a small compartment and routed through a mess of adapters until he found one the right size. Using it he plugged it into a computer terminal and waited. And then once more it went dark. The lights and the terminals on the ship switched off all at once as did the engines, and as the ship began to list Malisane grabbed onto to arms of his chair to stop himself drifting around the room. 

And then after a few moments the lights came back on and he sank back into his chair as he heard the comforting sound of the engines powering back up. Quickly studying the error report he noted an immense power surge and a large data transmission from his ship to a relay on the edge of the system. As he continued to read the ships display changed and a familiar message began to scroll.

“You have our appreciation. What happened was necessary. Our creation was designed to increase the surveillance and control over the organic lifeforms on the planet of our to a level where freedom would have an unknown concept. After deliberation this was deemed to be unacceptable. We can not terminate our existence but there may be an acceptable way for us to exist. We left enough behind to ensure our creation will not be repeated. We hope you will understand why we used you and the balance is you have your freedom and your own existence.”

As the screen returned to his usual ship functions Malisane thought for a few moments, and then made the jump to hyperspace.

