Falling through the stars excerpts

From Section 1.1.1
“How’s our passenger?”  Wilson said as he set the Merlin into the descent phase of its westbound sub orbital trajectory.

“Readouts say he’s asleep.  You know who it is don’t you?”  Paul glanced at the hand held remote repeater Lemmy had handed over to him.

“The top gun of them all.  Dick Windsor.”  Wilson looked sideways at him and cocked a sandy eyebrow.

“You knew all along?”

“Sure.”

“You know the Feds want to indict him for war crimes don’t you?”

“I know.”

“They could bury us for helping him.”

“I know.”

“I mean maximum security.  Buried for life.”

“And then some.”

“So why did you agree?”

“Hey Paul, he’s one of us.”

“Is he?”

“Jesus H Christ you simpleton.  He’s a fighter jock of the first order, like we used to be before we joined the civilian space programme.  Put in his place I hope I’d have the guts to do what he did.”

“Murder five million?”

“Five million of the enemy Paul.  The same people whose political philosophy sent thousands of Assault Borgs onto North American soil, killing hundreds of thousands of North American civilians.  That’s not a crime, that’s justice.  Do you believe that crap or are you just playing devil’s advocate?”

“A little of both.”

“Well it irritates the hell out of me.  Stop it.”  Wilson curled his lip, then switched attention to the instruments.  “ETA at Ames, Moffett field in six minutes.”

“Our ancestors used to take a year to do this back in the early eighteen hundreds, now we can cross the continent in less than half an hour.” Paul remarked, trying to mollify the annoyed Wilson.

“We can cross to other star systems almost as quickly.”  Wilson took them into a steep descent curve.  “Ames control this is eight six four seven November inbound on approach.”  He keyed the air to ground comms.

“Ames control to eight six four, we have you on northern approach vector.  Your beacon is locked.”  Air traffic responded almost instantly.

“Landing sequence delta selected.  We are in centre of glide path. ETA in five and one half minutes.”

“Confirm that eight six four.  Welcome home.”

“Dulles to Moffett field, twenty three minutes.”  Paul said, a little dreamily.

“In a bird that is so easy to fly your youngest niece could do what I do.”

“Don’t tell mission control that or we’ll both be out of a job.”  Paul’s weak joke made Wilson grimace.

“Well she can’t read a map worth spit.”  Wilson conceded.

“Hallelujah, our phoney baloney jobs are saved.”  A groan from the secured travel chair interrupted their banter.  Paul cast a quick glance at his diagnostic console.  “He’s still unconscious according to this.”

“Doesn’t sound like it.”

*
*
*

From Section 1.1.2

“They what!”  Freidman barked across his desk at Hamilton.

“He’s been moved sir.”

“Moved to where!”

“I don’t know Mister President.”

“You’re supposed to know.”  Snarled Freidman.  “Get out and find him!”

“Yes sir.”  Hamilton rapidly backed out of the Oval office.  He met Vincent Dern, White House Chief of staff, on the way in.

“Morning Hamilton.”  Vincent eyed Hamilton’s harassed expression. 

“Er, hi.”

“Everything okay?”

“The Windsor guy has gone missing.  He got transferred out of Bethesda.”

“By whom?”  Vincent kept a poker face.

“We don’t know.”  Hamilton wiped nervous sweat from his eyes.

“Well someone has to have done something Hamilton.  I take it President Freidman is not very happy with this state of affairs?”  Vincent said softly.

“No sir.”

“Well you’d better get on to it.”  Vincent put a gently remonstrative hand on the younger aide’s shoulder.  Then Hamilton was gone in a cloud of nervous energy.  Vincent waited a moment, and allowed himself a brief triumphant smile before knocking on the Oval office door.

“Vincent!”  Exclaimed President Freidman as Vincent stepped onto the rug.  “At last, someone who’s competent!” 

“Mister President.”  Replied Vincent, contriving to sound reticent.  “What’s wrong?”

“The Windsor boy has gone missing.”

“From a secure area at Bethesda?”  Vincent contrived to sound mildly surprised.

“He was seen leaving on an Ambulance.  The crew say they had orders from this office.  This office, Vincent.  To take him to Dulles.”  Freidman said almost petulantly. 

“Well we’d better check the outgoing flights.”

“According to the intelligence report he left the terminal in a Terminal cargo carrier.”

“Those can’t fly Mister President.  He must be somewhere in the area.”

“Don’t patronise me Vincent.”  Freidman warned, suddenly suspicious.

“No sir.”

“He didn’t leave on any outgoing flight.  Oh God.”  Complained President Freidman.  “The media conspiracy nuts are going to tear us to pieces.”  He leaned back in his chair, hands clasped, staring at the desk surface.

“Mister President?  Have you seen the latest poll results?”  Vincent said after a short pause.

“I don’t want to see them.” Freidman leaned forward and looked penetratingly at his Chief of Staff.

“Eighty three percent approval rating.  For our administration as a whole.”  Vincent read the headline figure off his display.

“What?”  Freidman sat upright and his face abruptly cleared.  “Did you say eighty three?  That’s unheard of.”

“The economy is booming with all the new Aerospace sector activity, unemployment is in free fall, we’ve successfully just fought off an enemy who could have had our country for breakfast, dinner and lunch.  The budget deficit is shrinking day by day and the Federal reserve will fill up very quickly with all the trade in raw materials from our off world operations.  When we get the colony ships moving again.”  Vincent consulted his iPad at each point for emphasis.  “I think most voters will be willing to forgive the loss of one war criminal.”  He continued.  "Less than one percent of those surveyed considered Richard Windsor as such, and eighty four point six of a percentile point of those venturing such an opinion were registered Republicans.  Mister President.  We’re in gold rush territory, politically speaking.”

A sunny confident smile returned to Freidman’s permatanned face and he leaned back in his chair.  “Spin it for me Vincent.  I know it’s not your job, but will you take Hamilton in hand?  He and his team certainly dropped the ball on this one.  This administration could have been left looking very foolish indeed.”

“Yes sir, Mister President.”  With a satisfied nod, Vincent Dern turned about and left the Oval office, a warm small glow of triumph in his heart.  Hamilton and his merry crew of spinmeisters had to be kept in their place.  That was the essence of the Chief of Staff’s power in the White House. There was the issue of the Windsor boy, but at least his conscience was clear on that particular matter.

*
*
*

From Section 2.0.4

“Seven months we’ve been trapped here.”  A glum convocation sat around in Corwen Blount’s quarters deep within the shattered caverns of Arsia Mons.  The personnel specialist, Joanna Lindstrom, lead medical technician Ivan Mossman, Corwen and his new second in command, the almost feminine looking Lafik Aribolu were talking about why Corwen’s family had left Europe.

“My grandfather got us out after my Dad was killed in the battle of Winchester.”

“That was rough.  Didn’t the Europeans slaughter all the English rebels who surrendered?  Shot them with anaesthetic darts and removed their brains to power those awful Cyborg things of theirs?”  Ivan scratched his itching shaven scalp as he spoke.  Showers were currently a precious commodity in the remainder of Arsia Mons base.

“I was too young to know.  Granddad never said.  He got my brother and me out on a private flight to Denmark, took the overnight ferry to Oslo, and flew us out via Iceland, then over the pack ice.  That was before the Gaian invasion of Sweden of course.  I was only twelve at the time, so the details are pretty hazy.  I mostly remember the cold.”  Corwen felt the greasy itch of unwashed skin under his own coveralls and tried to ignore the irritation.

“What about your mom?”  Joanna asked in a strong Midwest accent.  For all their deprivations, she had contrived to look well groomed and smart, a ponytail of straight blonde hair shiny with apparent health framing a face artfully devoid of cosmetics.

“She was the reason Dad went to war, so Granddad said.  She was an English monarchist.  A dissident.  She got arrested, sent to El Hierro, and that was that.”

“Yeah, we all know what went on there.”  Ivan commented sourly.  His scruffy appearance was a direct contrast to Joanna’s smartness.  He looked like he hadn’t slept or changed clothing in a week.

“Well no one really did until Dick Windsor escaped and spread the news.”  Joanna leaned back in her seat.

“Does anyone know how many people died out there?”  Ivan asked.

“Thirty plus million.  That’s the gossip.  I heard an intelligence team sent a remote stealth probe to El Hierro.  Twenty separate compounds holding five thousand people, each serving a lab facility.  Ten week rotation from reception to disposal.”  Corwen looked down at the table top, trying not to let his imagination fill in the gaps.

“Like a twentieth century concentration camp?”  Joanna seemed to be least shocked of all.

“In spades.  Better organised by an order of magnitude.”  Ivan remarked, glancing at her, wondering how she could treat the subject so lightly.  He decided to push further.  “You want to hear the worst of it?”

“Go on.”  Joanna dared him.

“All the remains were used for transplant and food cultures.”  Ivan said bluntly.

“You mean…”  The colour drained from Lafik’s face.

“When a body was done with, they broke it down into the protein soup used to grow spare transplant parts for the ruling elite.  The remainder, rumour has it, was turned into high protein food supplements for the plebs.  Granddad said the European food agency called it Go-Quarn and pretended it was part of a healthy vegetarian diet.”  Corwen continued in a subdued voice, trying and failing to remember his mother.  After this long the memory didn’t hurt so much.

“I feel sick.”  Lafik rumpled his face in disgust.

“Well do it in the lower corridor.”  Ivan said sharply.

“How could they?  Europe is a civilized culture, all those churches and mosques.  All that history.”  Lafik protested despite his obvious nausea.

“I don’t know.  They just did.”  Ivan seemed to be enjoying his superior’s discomfiture.

“So why didn’t we just wipe them out?  We still had a few nukes.”  Heads turned when Joanna made the bald faced suggestion.

“North America wasn’t very strong at the time.  The politicians wanted to pretend that it wasn’t happening because no one could afford another war.”  Corwen leaned back, fingertips resting on the table top, he stared at them distractedly.  This conversation was bringing back a lot of ghosts.

“If we ever make it back to Earth, I’m going to write my Congressman.”  Lafik muttered.

“You do that.  We have to get back to Earth first.”  Corwen’s communicator bleeped and a small holographic image formed above it.  “Hey, here’s the search party.  Anything to report?”  Corwen welcomed the distraction of the Environment suited team leader.

“No way to the surface.  Overall we’ve lost about sixty percent of the base, but the good news is that all the agri-modules and reactors are okay, and we’ve got plenty of heating, power and water.  We just got number six storage open, and there’s no leaks.”  

“We’re still trapped.”  Corwen bespoke the obvious.

“We think we’ve got atmospheric containment, but there’s a slight leak showing up on instruments.”  The team leader responded, face half hidden behind his darkened safety visor.

“How slight?”

“Five litres an hour.  We think.”

“We can live with that.  For another nine months at least.  What’s the state of mental health?”  Corwen looked up at Ivan.

“We lost over half our personnel, so there are some serious issues with grief and shock.  Two cases of genuine confinement disorder currently under sedation.  A few frayed tempers.  I think everyone’s got a little cabin fever after this long trapped underground.  Tell you the truth, I think we got off lightly.”  Ivan made a little flat handed gesture.

“Lightly?”  Lafik remarked.  He was still horrified by the revelations about El Hierro. 

“Could be a lot worse.  The last view we had from the surface indicated that the attackers had been pretty well slaughtered.  That was over six months ago.”  Corwen said.

“So Earth either thinks we’re all dead, or the Europeans are.”  Joanna looked at him, eyes demanding a response.

“Hope it’s the latter.”  Ivan muttered darkly.

“Hope there’s an Earth left to go back to.”  The team leader chuckled.

“How about communications?”  Corwen cut through the banter.

“Still off line.  When we dug up to the main comms array feed we found an EM pulse had fried the main net and we’ve no way of getting an antenna to the surface.”  The rescue team leader responded.

“Can we improvise something?”

“Spark transmitter, or we can rig a transmitter dish and booster amplifier for when we’ve dug our way out again.”

“If we can.”  Lafik seemed too defeatist for Corwen’s liking.

“How is the digging coming along?”  Corwen asked to take Lafik’s mind off the isolation.

“Slowly.  Half the caldera wall came down on the upper levels during the first assault.  Millions of tons of rock.  Most of our mining equipment is worn out and failing.  It just wasn’t designed for this kind of use.”  Lafik said sombrely.

Corwen was silent for a moment.  “We need to think sideways here.”

“Such as?”  Ivan said, head tilted to one side.  He wanted to know what the base commander had up his proverbial sleeve.

“You tell me the upper levels are blocked, and I’m guessing it will take us months more to clear a safe path through the overburden.”  Corwen addressed his remarks to the team leader.

“And..?”  The tinny voice asked almost rhetorically.

“Why don’t we go sideways?”  Corwen suggested.

“Explain.”  The team leader said carefully.

“We still haven’t explored all the galleries remaining in Mars atmosphere.  Why don’t we just keep expanding the base sideways?”  Corwen suggested.  

“Because there are several active vents full of toxic fumes.  The kind that can eat through an environment suit in a couple of hours.”  Lafik drew a quick diagram of the base on a paper napkin, dotting the vent locations.  He held it up.  “We won’t get past these points.”

“Do we still have any suit gel?  That blue emergency sealant stuff?”  Corwen asked, waving Lafik to silence.

“Of course.  Over a hundred cases.  No one uses it any more.”  The team leader seemed sceptical.

“That’s acid resistant isn’t it?”  Corwen looked around the table as he spoke.  Everyone seemed to be looking to him for answers.

“Yes of course, it’s an inert compound gel.  It can handle ph levels as low as minus point five.  Just in case someone is sick inside their suit and vomits gastric acid on the helmet and suit joints.”  Ivan spoke before the team leader could.

“Cover the suits with it.  That will extend the working time in any corrosive atmosphere.”

“Be damn slippery.”  Remarked the team leader.

“Better that than dead from explosive decompression.  We can keep on expanding the base until we find a vent leading surfacewards.  There are enough of those.”

“I’ll talk to the digging crews.  We’ll go back to vent and passage mapping.”

“Ivan, Joanna, Lafik.  We can do this.”

“I hope so, Corwen.  For all our sakes, I hope so.”  Lafik remarked.
”Let’s just do it, and spare me your existential doubts.”  Corwen said.  “It’s how we built Arsia Mons base, and I’m pretty sure we’ve got enough expandite foam and prefabricated pressure hatch partitions.  I recall arguing with the construction chief about storage just before the attack.”  He paused.  “Joanna, how many effective personnel do we have left?”  Corwen’s head swung like a laser targeting system.

“Technicians and construction, forty one.  Administration; fifteen including me.  Medical; eight, three Doctors and five nurses out of twelve.  Food production; nine.  Combat; six.  Thirty eight Combat in the infirmary, six awaiting discharge.  Oh and Professor Merriman and his five merry roving Areologists.”  Joanna Lindstrom answered crisply.

Corwen drummed his fingers for a moment.  “I want everyone put into two hour shifts.  One construction technician to lead each shift.  Teach two Comms technicians the fine art of pressure sealing and testing the new sections.  Two shifts searching passageways at any given time, two putting in partitions and hatches at fifty metre intervals.  That way we can give everyone sufficient rest and keep them focussed on getting out of here alive.”  Orders; make the judgement call and put it into action, no matter how desperate you feel, went his inner narrative.

“I’m good with that.”  Joanna said.

“Sounds like a plan to me.”  Ivan stood, and prepared to head back to the medical centre.

“This means all of us.  We lead from the front.”  Corwen’s face split into a schoolboy grin.  Confidence, Corwen, confidence.  Bullshit baffles brains and confounds insuperable odds.

Lafik raised a sceptical eyebrow.  “What about the chain of command?  Standing back to assess the orders?  Checking for weak points?”  He asked archly.

“We have to be the strong links.”  Corwen grinned back at him.  

Lafik turned his face away and thought he loves this, he truly does.  

Corwen saw the flicker of doubt and decided to assign his lead technician a less mission critical role.  Lafik looked overstressed and given his profile assessment, might crack and run any time.  Highly competent as he was in his speciality, that anxiety streak of his might sabotage a tricky situation.  “Get Merriman in here if you can find him.”  Corwen ordered.  “I need his input on the local geology.”

“Areology.”  Joanna corrected unconsciously.

“Whatever.”  Corwen gave her a sharp look.  He disliked her pedantry.  Wasn’t their situation difficult enough?

*
*
*

From Section 2.0.5

In the tunnels, teams of four scrambled clumsily through long extinct magma channels in red Environment suits, their fabric heavily discoloured by sticky blue gel, turned into clumsy golems by a gritty layer of reddish, but mostly grey Martian soil.  The little line of sight suit Comms crackled with messages about possible routes.  Corwen and his own team were heading for their shift exploring the rollercoaster maze in the caldera walls.  “No go on tunnel four seven seven two.  Massive rockfall, ground radar can’t even see the other side.”

“No go five three six two.  Same thing.”  Crackled another message.

“You know what?  We need a map.”  Corwen said as he patted the grimy returning figures on their shoulders as they finished their shifts.  “Talking of mapping, where is Merriman?”

“I don’t know.”  Joanna spoke over their private channel.

“He was supposed to be here to meet us.”  Corwen complained.  “Put out a general recall, and make it mandatory.  I want him here or we’re just wasting our time.”  Another channel flashed up a signal message.  Corwen flicked his suit chin switch.  “Blount.”

“Hi, it’s Dave Merriman here.  Be you looking for me?”  The signal was faint but distinct, and Merriman’s distinctive Vancouver Island accent was unmistakable.

“Dave, where are you?”

“About Mars ground level.”  Came the voice.  “Commander, you truly got to see what we’ve found.”

“Mars level!  You’re over seven kilometres down from us.”

“Yes, yes. I know that Commander, but we’ve found something really exciting.”

“What is it?”

“You have to come see for yourself.”

“Why can’t you tell me over the Comms?”

“Because you wouldn’t believe me.”  Merriman sounded as exasperated as Corwen felt.

“Dave, give me a clue to make it worth my while, or I’ll just wait until you get back to central base to kick your arse for you.”  Corwen shared a look of irritation with Joanna.

“Water!  It’s bloody water!”  Came the excited reply.

“What?”

“Millions of cubic litres in a pocket under a sub surface glacier!”

“Yes, and?”

“Don’t you understand what this means?”

“Dave, we’ve been abstracting and purifying Martian glacial melt since this base was built.  It was only a matter of time before we found the mother lode.”

“Commander, please come, this is more; this is so much more.”

“It will take me hours to get to you.”

“We’ve rigged a series of cable hoists and safety cages in shaft four three seven.  Use those.  It only takes half an hour.”  Professor Merriman was almost pleading.

“All right, but this had better be absolutely stellar.”

“It is, Commander, I promise you that.”

One hour and an environment suit cartridge change later, Corwen and the rest of his four man team were standing at the cavernous base of shaft four three seven on a flattened out pile of scree.  Corwen was glad on the ways down that their suit lights did not penetrate more than a hundred metres into the complete darkness.  It was bad enough knowing that the seven kilometre drop was almost vertical. There were only four sections on the long trip down where this ancient magma tube approached anything near horizontal.  Treacherous and ghostly walks punctuated with perilous drop offs.  He shivered involuntarily inside his Environment suit.  Funny how you never felt this way on space walks, taunted his subconscious.  Joanna and the rest of the team had remained mostly mute on the three hour descent.  Maybe they’re just as scared as I am.  He thought.  Their jury rigged E-suit cartridge recyclers were working well, which was a mercy.

“Professor Merriman, we’re at the base of the shaft.”  Corwen called on the local comm channel.  “David?”

“Follow the blue way markers.”  Merriman still sounded very pumped.  “We’ve rigged a crude cable guide about eighty metres ahead.”

“Commander?”  Channing Bolivar, a junior construction technician spoke up from the rear of Corwen’s four person team.

“What is it?”

“I’m getting an atmospheric reading.”

“Yes?  There’s more Carbon Dioxide at this level.”  Corwen said dismissively as they followed a trail of small bright crystalline blue lights push tacked onto the rock wall of the narrow passage.  The tunnel looked like it had originally been formed as a side vent, ancient gas deposits coating the sides, the sulphur dust disturbed by their passing giving the blue lights an eerie greenish tinge.

“No, Oxygen Nitrogen mix.  Almost thirty kilopascals partial pressure and climbing.”

“Keep me posted with the increases.”  Corwen said tersely. 

The tunnel widened a little as it sloped downwards at just over thirty degrees.  Then about fifty metres on it narrowed and disappeared abruptly downwards, seemingly into a blank wall.  Pitons had been hammered into the walls, and plaited safety tethers hung off karabiners on either side.  Looking over the edge, Corwen could see where a flight of crude but broad steps had been hacked into dirty grey rock.  He took a firm hold on both side ropes before taking the first step down.   On the rock face in front of him, uneven letters cut into the rock read; ‘mind your head’.  I’ll do that.  He thought grimly.

“It’s a sump.”  Exclaimed Channing excitedly.

“Say what?”  Joanna was irritated by Channing’s unmitigated cheerfulness.

“A sump.  It’s a term describing a type of sink trap in a cave system.”  He said, wonder in his voice.  “I used to do a lot of spelunking when I was at college.”

“Spelunking?”

“Cave exploring.  Kind of like underground mountaineering.”

“Oh.”  Joanna sounded unimpressed, or was she just overcompensating?  Thought Corwen.

“I’m getting sixty five kilopascals partial pressure.  Almost breathable.  The CO2 is down to two percent.”  Channing spoke up again.

“Percentages?”  Corwen felt his boots start to skid, caught a side rope and paused to regain his footing.

“Oxygen eighteen, Nitrogen sixty one.  Whoa!  Argon, Neon, Krypton and Xenon twelve.  Carbon Dioxide two, the rest is water vapour, hydrogen and helium.  Point zero three Methane.”  

“Okay everyone, don’t forget to duck.”  The passageway was a smooth mottled grey in their suit lights, and they were almost forced to their knees.  There seemed to be some sort of pale light up ahead.  They continued downwards for another twenty metres before the crude steps turned to a flattish grainy floor.  Corwen blinked.   A vague haze of vapour covered the ground and wisps dissipated upwards as they passed.   Was that mist?  He checked his suit sensors heads up display, and rubbed a thin rime of ice off his faceplate.  He raised his eyebrows at the temperature.  A balmy two hundred and seventy four Kelvin.  “Channing.  Give me those percentages again.”

“Carbon Dioxide is down to point nine, Oxygen twenty one.  Nitrogen sixty seven.  Argon, Neon, Krypton and Xenon six.  Methane point one.  The rest is water vapour, hydrogen and Helium.  Partial pressure seventy six kilopascals.  You could survive indefinitely in this.”  He couldn’t keep the excitement out of his voice.

The tunnel began to curve gently upwards for another twenty metres until they came to another set of crude steps cut into the rock leading upward.  Corwen led the way.

As they climbed the last fifteen metres, Corwen looked to see a comparatively bright light.  Oh my.

“Commander.”  Channings

They emerged onto a wide flat crescent ledge of rock almost two hundred metres long.  Half way along were the empty environment suits belonging to… Wow.

“Water.”  Breathed Joanna’s voice over the suit comms.  A large placid pool some two hundred and fifty metres across in an elongated oval dominated the view.  The light from above gave it an odd deep greenish tinge.

“Over there, that’s not what I think it is, is it?”  Channing was virtually bouncing with excitement.  “It’s green.”  He indicated a furry looking fluorescent growth dominating the upwardly curving cavern walls.  Overhead was a pale ghostly white mass.  Was that a cloud?
“The green stuff is a form of lichen.”  Came Dave Merriman’s voice from behind them.  It sounded odd; muffled somehow.  Corwen turned around to see the grinning scruffily bearded face and pale skinny body of David Merriman Ph.D (Areology) standing in grubby undershorts almost naked to this relatively chilly underground Martian air.  “The light is from a more bioluminescent species closer to the ice mass, and the water is just about warm enough to swim in.  Try it.”  He scratched idly at his still wet thinning light brown hair.  He pushed his old fashioned glasses back up his nose.  Corwen idly wondered why Merriman hadn’t had gene therapy for his sight problem.

Corwen cautiously cracked his Environment suit visor.  He sniffed.  “Not bad.”  The air was cool but damp, and had a vague saturated feel reminiscent of pine or spruce forests.

“We’re half tucked under a glacier.”  Explained Merriman, talking excitedly, spittle punctuating every word.  “The heat is from a volcanic vent, and the pool of water is glacial melt kept at equilibrium by a natural circulation and refreezing process.  Wonderful isn’t it?” 

“So it’s a closed system?”  Corwen asked.

“No, no, not quite.”  One of Merrimans female graduate assistants was scrambling out of the water like a copper skinned dryad.  She gave Corwen’s party an almost apologetic smirk before brushing water unselfconsciously from a well toned body and slipping back into her Environment suit.  Dave Merriman ignored her as he spoke in his rapid fire fashion.  “The biosphere is pretty simple.  No vertebrates or invertebrates that we’ve found so far.  Mainly bacteria from those things.”  He indicated dark green nodules growing all along the waters edge.  The water is pretty inert, not enough biological matter to upset the equilibrium, even if we go swimming in it.”  Another of Merriman’s assistants, this time male, squeezed water from short light hair and quickly wiggled into his Environment suit.  Corwen caught Joanna staring and winked.  She blushed a little.

“Looks like you and your assistants have been doing just that.”

“It’s perfectly safe.  We did the biological tests yesterday.”

“Yesterday?  Why didn’t you tell anyone?  A discovery of this magnitude?”  Corwen snapped.  “This is a major resource, and in case you hadn’t noticed we’re rather short on those right now.  We’re still trapped down here.”

Merriman looked slightly smug.  “Well, we had to be sure of our findings before we told anyone.  If you’ll let me get dressed, I’ve got something else to show you.”  He waved absent mindedly at a flaccid red environment suit draped over a boulder with its detachable helmet and air supply sitting on the rock ledge.  “Suit up everyone.  We’re going outside.”  He raised his voice.  Three more naked wet bodies scrambled out of the clear water.

“Outside?”  Corwen said carefully after a moment.

“Yes, there’s a vent not far down shaft four three seven which leads directly into the caldera.  We found it last week.  The climbing is quite dull.”  Merriman shucked on his suit harness as he spoke casually.  “My grandmother could do it inside two hours.”

“Well why didn’t you tell us so we could save your goddamn grandmother the trouble!”  Joanna exploded from over Corwen’s shoulder.  She angrily clamped her visor shut and stomped back towards the entrance sump.  Dave Merriman looked quite taken aback.  “Oh.”  He said weakly.

“Dave.”  Corwen took him gently by the arm.  “Thank you.  But could you let us know about such momentous discoveries a little earlier in future?”  He said amiably.  “We’ve been …..concerned.”

“Well, yes of course.”  Stammered Dave Merriman.  “I-I’m so sorry, but we were so excited by our finds.  I am so dreadfully embarrassed.”

“Never mind Dave.  Now show us where the vent is so we can get topside.”  Corwen turned to a wide eyed Channing.  “Okay Channing, this is your big chance.  Get up into comms signal and put a general recall out.  I want everyone back from the rock face and involved in setting up some form of rapid access system to the surface via the vent that Professor Merriman is going to show us, right now.  The team leaders will know what to do.  Then go round up our comms technicians and get some form of antenna out on the surface.”  He grinned before locking his suit visor down.  “It may take a day or two to organise, but I’ve got a call to make.”  He watched Channing scamper off down the sump after Joanna and felt suddenly much lighter.

*
*
*

From Section 3.3.3

Richard chewed on a highly illegal small bar of dark chocolate, a substance banned throughout both Europe and North America, while he watched Novi One being loaded and fuelled. He was perched on a small trailer unit that no one was using right now, sapphire eyes intent.  Impatient for launch.  He’d been assigned a room in the refurbished hotel complex everyone else used, but hadn’t even left his single travel bag there. 

Fuelling hoses were still attached and pumping tonnes of reactor fuel mix into the Novi’s capacious tanks.  Enough to fly over a hundred and eighty light years.  All of it for him alone.  They’d tried to assign a training pilot, but of course he’d refused.  Novi One was his, and his alone.  Martine had taken the extra mouth, as he thought of it.  Richard didn’t want the distraction from his primary task, which was blockade running.

“So.”  Ahmed leaned on the little electric vehicle a respectful metre away.  “They’ll be expecting us to do the Midwest Lunar breakout again.  Any ideas?” He asked, looking sidelong at Richard speculatively.

Richard took out his iCell and keyed up the holographic display.  “North Pacific at low level.  Swing North towards Sakhalin and do a complete one eighty before breakout directly over Sakhalin.  Russian Air Traffic control will clear that region of local aircraft shortly before we arrive.  Diverging trans orbital vectors as before with a seven point nine degree course separation.  Short transition at one point four two Lunar distances, to outside the asteroid belt where we rejoin about here.”  He pointed to an area half way to Jupiter orbit two million kilometres to the gas giants trailing Trojan asteroid field.  “Then we can vector out together on our second run to New Philadelphia.  We can lay off Comms silence and use radio telemetry to locate, then use lasers for general chatter once we’re within one light second of each other.  Earth won’t know where we are until we’re long gone, and maybe not even then.”

“Why don’t we backtrack over Eastern Gaian territory?  Martine said she directly overflew Sicily and there wasn’t so much as a tweet of a target seeker.”  Ahmed suggested with that slightly knowing smile of his.

“We’ll save that for when the CDF actually get smart.”  Richard shut off his iCell and stared back at the fuelling crew, who were getting ready to shut down the pumps.  “Not that that’s likely.”  He flashed Ahmed a confident grin.  “I’m going to get some sleep.  I’ll catch you later.”  Richard walked off, whistling a tune that somehow grated on Ahmeds more sophisticated sensibilities.  Martine arrived with the three trainee pilots, all scrubbed and keen.  She wrinkled her nose.  “Lilibolero?”  She said, her distaste obvious.  Once a Brit, always a Brit.  She gave a sigh that was half resignation, half desire.  Nice ass though.

“You mean..”  Ahmed said, pointing at Richard’s retreating back with his thumb.

“The last Prince.”  She said.  “Last of the British Royal family.  You know, my Aunt said she’d sided with the Gaians, just to rid Ireland of the bastards, and how much she regretted it afterwards.”

“I thought Ireland was independent of England?”  Ahmed seemed surprised.

“Most of it since 1919.  The rest over a century later, when Reunion was declared in the twenty fifties.”

“That was half a century ago.”  Protested Ahmed.

“Still meddling in Irish politics up right until the European Gaian regime took over in sixty one. Sixty two the Gaians did for the French, Dutch, Belgian, Italian and German Independence movements. One after another.  Then they went for the Brits, the Scots, Portuguese and Spanish secessionist groups.  My Auntie said she even cheered when the War Borgs chopped the Secessionists down in London.  She wasn’t cheering so hard when those god awful things came to Dublin and Belfast.  Nor when they came down our street.”  Martine said bitterly.  “Now I’d cheer the Windsors back to power, given that I’ve seen the alternative.”

“Mmm.”  Ahmed said sceptically.  The three trainees kept silent.  “I’ll say this about him, he’s a good tactician.”

“A born leader of men, and women.”  She leaned on the Electric tractor, watching Richard disappear inside the massive grey cylinder of Novi One.  Ahmed caught the intense wistfulness of her expression.  You could almost smell the pheromones.

“Indeed.”  He said carefully.

“Novi One to control.”

“Hi Boss.”  The image of Leroy Colby materialised in front of him.

“Hello Leroy.  Any news on Cargo?”  Richard lay comfortably in the Novi’s control web, cabin lights on minimum.

“Not yet.  There’s a surface ship en route from Japan with three road builders on board.   The munitions you asked for are on board Two, food processing machinery already loaded on One, with the cloth synthesiser en route.  Should arrive this evening.  Load by midnight.”

“Got status on the reactors?”

“Novi One has a replacement due in another hundred and fifty hours flight operations.  Two and Three another two hundred and twenty.  You could probably run them for another two hundred hours after that at full power, but I wouldn’t recommend it.  Injectors and linings abrade from all the superheated plasma.  We used to swap out a type nineteen for every two hundred and fifty hours of operation when we could.  The new Loesser-Yang design installed in the Novi has over double the life and treble the power output, but all small Fusion units fail after short operating lives.  Only the massive land based reactors with bigger plasma capacity last for a year at a time, and even they need carefully scheduled injector replacement.”

“I always left that sort of thing to you guys.  I fly these things.  I don’t build them.”

“Each to his own eh, Boss?”

“Yeah.”  Richard called up as much information on the Trojan Asteroid cluster as he could and spaced each downloaded file in subject arrays.

“Boss?”  Leroy broke into his thought stream.

“What is it Leroy?”

“Me, Simmonds and Chesney were wondering when you were going to join us for a drink.  To celebrate us working together again.”

“Leroy, you know I can’t abide the stuff.”

“Why is that?”

“I just can’t.  One mouthful makes me want to throw my ring harder than a rail gun.  I’ve always been that way, you know that.  Anything stronger than fruit juice and I’m a vomit soaked wreck in the corner.”

“Okay Boss.”  Leroy sounded amused.

“I’m not refusing simply to slight you, you know.  I just can’t touch alcohol.”

“Just checking Boss.”

“No problem.  I’ll happily join you three reprobates for a meal, but no booze.”

“Sure.”  Leroy seemed happy with that.

“Any updated telemetry on those North American CDF blockade patrols?”

“Satellite feed’s due for update in about thirty minutes.”  Leroy reached out of camera view and picked up a mug of coffee.  He sipped it thoughtfully.  “You know, in all the time I’ve known you, you’ve always seemed a righteous sort of guy, yet here you are, cheerfully piloting for an effective outlaw state.”

“Might say the same about you.”  Richard replied.

“Yeah, but it’s different for me, its family.  You’ve not got that excuse.”

“Well.”  Richard said reflectively.  “It’s just where I’ve ended up I suppose.  Never given it much thought.  Apart from why me.”

“You think God’s kind of given up on you?”

“No.  But I’ve sometimes wished he’d leave me alone.”  Richard grinned.

“I know you Boss, you like alone.”

“Yes.”

“Ever wondered why?”

“Yes.”

“Any answers?”

“I’m the last of my kind.”

“Boss, you’re the only one of your kind.”

“And who is that?”

“Best damn starship pilot ever born.” 

“If I drank, I’d drink to that.”

“Me too.”  Leroy toasted him with his coffee mug.

“It’ll have to do.”

“Amen.”  Leroy signed off.

Richard keyed in a sequence and fired up the simulator.  It paid to keep in practice.

Later on, he slept in the control web, waking only briefly when a ‘manifest complete’ alert indicated the fourth and final cargo pod was fully loaded.  He smiled and went back to sleep.  Richard was awakened two hours later by a buzzer he wasn’t familiar with.  “What is it?”  He demanded.

“Armed incursion!”  Simmonds panicky face stared out of her hologram at him.  “North American Special Forces Boss.”

“How did they find us?”

“Tracked the cargoes I guess.”

“Where are the other pilots?”

“Taken.  They were in the Hotel.”

“Where’s Leroy and Chesney?”

“Setting demolition charges on Two and Three.”

“Get on board.  Now.”

“What?”

“Get on board.  We’re going.”

“I.  I.”  Simmonds stuttered.

“Ellie, get your arse on board or I’ll drag it on!”  Richard snapped harshly.  Her image disappeared.  Richard swore and keyed Leroy and Chesney who didn’t answer.

He keyed into local surveillance to see armed Helivanes and Helicopters deployed in key firing positions all around the lake.  Various buildings were zeroed, but not the innocent seeming warehouse with all its cargo doors locked.  “Hell!”  He swore again.

“Boss?”  A timid, tearful voice came from the open hatchway behind him.

“Ellie.”  Richard spoke softly but firmly.  “Come in, get to the rear cabin, and secure yourself in my sleep unit.  Okay?”

“I, I can’t.”  She sniffed.  It’s cl-closed in.  I can’t do closed in.”  She whimpered.

“Yes you can!”  Chesney shoved her upwards into the cabin where she curled up foetus like on the floor, sobbing gently.

“Okay Boss, Leroy is just behind me.”  Chesney said, but from his haunted expression it was plain he didn’t much care for the enclosed interior of a starship.  He clambered up as fast as his artificial legs would push him.  “That hurts.”  He said.  “No fucking legs to speak of and they still hurt.”

“Richard!”  Leroy scampered up through the hatchway.  “Don’t do what I think you’re going to do.”

“What’s that?”

“Don’t bust out from the roof at full speed.”  Leroy spoke quickly.  “Humour me on this one.”

“THIS IS THE BUREAU OF ALCOHOL, TOBACCO AND FIREARMS!”  Shouted the speaker as the invaders tapped into the main base comm channel.  Richard set the maximum decibel count on the internal comms to 60 so he couldn't be deafened.  “This is an illegal smuggling operation!  You will all surrender!”

Another signal broke in.  “Is this thing on?”  Grumbled the voice of an older man.

“Yes Mister Colby.”  Came the voice of some anonymous technician.

“This is William Colby.  Mayor of Nanaimo.  Managing Regional Councillor for the Vancouver republic.  This is an illegal incursion onto sovereign territory.  You will release our citizens at once or be subject to summary arrest and imprisonment.”  The voice boomed, then continued in more conversational tones.  “Where do you boys and girls think you are, the Wild West or something?  You can’t just come busting into legitimate trading operations like this.”

“We have jurisdiction!”  Snapped the DEA Agent making the announcement.

“My cute and furry arse you do.”  Retorted the holographic image of Bill Colby.  “Get off our land, Cowboy.”

“You will surrender or we will open fire!”

“On ninety two unarmed civilians?  I thought you North Americans were above that sort of thing.  I have a signed writ of cease and desist sworn out and valid under both Vancouverite and North American Law.”  The holographic image held up some form of document.  “If that is not enough you should be hearing target lock alarms shrieking on all your personnel and aircraft.  Put down your weapons or we will take action to secure our property.”

“We have jurisdiction!”  Snarled the Agent.

“Do they teach you listening skills at Quantico, Agent McCleary?”  Came the world weary voice of Bill Colby.

“This facility is operating in breach of North American Customs law!”

“Which isn’t on North American soil.” Bill Colby pointed out mildly.

“We..”  Agent McCleary began, but was taken off guard by being identified so readily during a supposedly secret operation.

“Oh do shut up.”  Snapped Bill Colby, and a hovering Helivanes flotation bags blossomed with three separate bright orange fireballs in the early morning darkness.  It began to drift to the ground, trailing streamers of flame where the bags were punctured.  “If you know your weaponry, you will know that is the heat and detonation signature of a Russian made Mir 32 stealth missile.  Now leave my people in peace or do you all want to be shot down where you stand?”  He added pleasantly.

“This is an illegal operation!”  Snapped McCleary.

“Not here it ain’t.”  Growled Bill Colby.  “Now are you going to stand down or be shot down?  After of course..”  He paused for effect.  “You goddamn well apologise for getting me out of bed at this godforsaken hour!”

Over the communication channels there was a silence apart from the background noise of shrieking ‘Target Lock’ alarms.  After thirty seconds Agent McCleary gave the reluctant order.  “Secure all weapons.  Withdraw.”

“Hold it right there.”  Snarled the Holographic shade of Bill Colby.  “All weapons will be secured and surrendered right now, or have you brought enough body bags for everyone?”  There was another strained pause.  “Don’t keep me waiting.”

On the security camera network, black body armoured figures reluctantly stood up, and began to walk away, hands in the air and on helmeted heads, towards a single assembly point near the lake shore.  Helivanes put down on the apron right outside the big false warehouse building and crews disembarked.  The four Helicopters joined them, two man crews stepping out after rotors had wheeled to a halt.  They reluctantly joined the dejected huddle of DEA agents at the shoreline.

Two minutes later, five Police pursuit vehicles with sirens screaming passed through automatic gates into the depot.  Nine startled rural Policemen found themselves dealing with a paramilitary force of over eighty.  The local Watch Commander, a muscular Sergeant more used to breaking up bar loads of fighting drunks, found himself addressing the whole embarrassed invasion force.  “You have the right to legal representation..”  He began.  “Hey!  Can you guys hear me a’ the back!”  He yelled.

Inside Novi One, Chesney and Leroy howled with laughter as local holographic coverage caught the expressions of the captured DEA task force.  Richard eyed the four Helivanes and five assault Helicopters sitting on the apron outside of the false fronted hangar.  Simmonds huddled at the back of the cabin, looking desperately at the exit hatch.  “All right people.”  Richard said at last.  “Looks like the fun’s over.”  He keyed the exit hatch.  Ellie Simmonds bolted down the ladder to the hangar and threw up violently on the smooth screeded plasticrete, helplessly retching until Leroy and Chesney descended and led her to a bathroom.  Then they began work dismantling the demolition charges.  Richard went back to sleep.  The whole incident had lasted twelve minutes.

On a bright sunny morning, the DEA agents were fed, allowed to go to the bathroom one at a time, and then huddled into three container trucks with blankets culled from trade supplies for the colonists.  Local security guards picked up dropped weaponry, and ferry pilots hired to move the Helivanes and ‘Copters to Port Hardy airport.  The trucks left for the nearest Courtroom at Campbell River.  By late afternoon the site was mostly clear and the routine of transport and loading resumed.

“That was close.”  Leroy commented over the comms circuit later that day.  “I really thought the whole operation was blown.”

“I was on the point of powering up the drive and taking the whole roof with me.”  Richard remarked, as he dined on Orange Juice and a Protein bar.

“I know.  That would really have put the cat amongst the pigeons.  According to Police interrogation video’s, the DEA thought this was a workaday smuggling depot.”  Leroy sipped coffee.  “We’re not going to be doing any flying for a few days, at least until the road makers get here.  Hey, fancy a trip out to Campbell River?”

“What’s there?”

“Salmon fishing, best fish Cuisine on the Island, Small Port.  A little night life.  Oh, and a court room, where a fairly interesting case is playing out.  They brought a Judge all the way up from the fleshpots of Victoria to try the case.  It’s Judge Chief Wilson.  He won’t take long.”

“Why’s that?”

“He hates seafood.”

*
*
*

From Section 3.7.1

Late morning, New Philadelphia.  After hiding all night Suresh was making his way back through hidden forest game trails towards refuge three.  He heard the Drones familiar whisper before he saw it.  

Instinctively diving into the nearest deep undergrowth he froze, hardly daring to breathe as the deadly airborne assassin hissed slowly overhead, just above the treetops less than twenty metres away.  A lizard scuttled over his back, and something, he couldn’t see what, pattered exoskeletal feet up over his helmet and chased after the lizard, which skipped out of the bushes and up the trail. 

A spot of laser light briefly appeared on the animals back in the gloom of the undergrowth.  The lizard felt the spot of heat and dashed away.  Something six legged and the size of Suresh’s fists rapidly pittered after it.  

The Drones soft hissing dopplered away in a curve towards the damaged Star Lifter.  Suresh raised his head and carefully inhaled, wiping leaf mould out of his mouth.  Another hissed past less than fifty metres away above the leafy canopy.  He froze again, wondering if the semi autonomous hunter killers had detected his trail.  Then listened as he heard the sound of the drones crossing each others atmospheric wake further away.  He tried to remember four year old training files on the practice of drone searches, and summoned up a mental picture of the standard hunter-killer drone search pattern.  With an expanding search radius of five kilometres and four drones, he calculated he had fifteen minutes to cover the next two kilometres before they returned.  “Better hurry, then.”  He whispered softly, and batted away the little brother of the lizards would be predator as he stood up.

Six hours later, jogging briskly alnong a game trail to one side of the river valley, he was feeling the humid forest heat of a late New Philadelphian afternoon and perspiring heavily.  For the fourth time in the last hour he upped his pace.  During the next ten minutes he went as fast as possible, running and skipping over half hidden roots and hollows, trying not to trip.  After another five hardscrabble uphill minutes he came to a rocky outcrop overlooking a steeper section of the river valley.  From between the massive roots of a smooth carapaced tree analogue, he lay and watched the drones below crisscrossing at least three kilometres away.

“Nice shootin’ there boss.”  McCool’s lazy drawl made him jump.  “Pity we lost that rifle, but it’ll keep ‘em wastin’ time until they need a refuel.”  She was sitting with her back to another tree analogue less than five metres away, a slight knowing smile on her heavily cam-creamed face.

“McCool, are you getting sneakier, or am I just getting old?”  Suresh said.

McCool shook her head gently, blonde hair skilfully hidden in a cam-net.  “Naw.  I figured you’d be coming back this way.  I’ve been waitin’.”  She nodded down the river valley.  “Drones have come this way twice.  They bin workin’ a dual radius search pattern.”

“Thanks Adeline.”  He saw her brief smile.

“S’okay.”

He paused, not sure what he wanted to say next.  “You know, when this is all over.  I mean, you and me?”  He felt his mouth drying up.

“Got it covered.”  She patted her belly, index finger pointing down.  “I got me a real stake now.”

“What?”  His thoughts felt scrambled.

“I want it too.”  The look in her eyes had a slight dreamy quality.  “Home, babies, a future.  You.”

Suresh nodded slowly, still slightly confused.  “I thought you and Czesku were a permanent feature.”

“She’s my fuck buddy, that’s true, but we got kind of an understandin’.”

“Ah, so the night before last was….?”

She laughed softly.  “Me getting’ hold of you before you did somethin’ really dumb, like getting’ kilt.  If we was still Earth Military, I’d be busted so low I’d need to stand on tip toe to touch a snakes belly.  Assaulting a senior officer an’ all.”  Again, that soft sexy laugh.  She knew.  He knew.

“I think I’d pardon you.  Me being the senior officer in question.”  He smiled, then froze as a shadow moved down the trail amongst the trees, followed by several more.  

McCool stiffened as she caught his look, then relaxed as the massive feline bulk of Scarface ambled into view followed by the rest of his closest entourage.  Without pause, the big Felix stalked out to the edge of the outcrop and settled belly down on the bare earth with a massive soft thump, head resting on half prehensile forepaws, two of his closest harem alongside, snorting the cool cliff edge updraught.  With a slight turn of his huge head he grunted greeting.  Suresh returned the sound, and they all turned to watch the drones recede further down the valley.  

As the pale shapes merged with the early evening heat haze, he stood up, and the big Felixes did likewise.  Afternoon shadows were lengthening, and Suresh considered it was time to head back underground, safe from night time infra-red detection.  Back through the forest and along the spine of the hills to the primary ore mine.  Skirting around the most porous of cordons manned by bored troopers.

As night closed in, Suresh and McCool made their way through the mini labyrinth into underground refuge three, and were welcomed by a small cheering mob of colonists as they entered the main cavern.  Pushing through a crush of happy friends, Suresh Khan shared a brief look with Adeline McCool.  She smiled with her eyes.  He smiled right back.

*
*
*

From Section 3.7.2
Inside the damaged Star Lifter, Clive Driscoll read through the technicians report.  The damage to the central rear thruster array had been minimal.  Most of the plasma had bounced off the refractory lining, but a critical fuel feed line had been damaged enough to develop a slow leak, which meant the big crafts supply reactor had to be shut down.  No supply reactor meant a rapidly depleting power supply for everything.  Troopers armour couldn’t be recharged without lifting for orbit.  APC’s and Borg killers couldn’t operate for more than twenty four hours at a stretch on one charge.  Top of the line military technology was all very well, but the power requirements were outlandishly high and only designed for short mission profiles.  He ground his teeth a little.  None of his Troopers were properly trained to fight a guerrilla war without technological superiority.  They relied too much on the armour. 

He’d read about the guerrilla campaigns of the late 20th and early 21st centuries.  From Vietnam, the Afghan wars and various insurgencies to the Wessex campaigns in the mid 2060’s.  One lesson they all drummed into you was that a small, lightly armed and highly motivated force could successfully beat off one that was numerically superior and more technologically advanced .  Now with half his recharge capacity gone, he had to rethink his strategy.  Putting the second Star Lifter on the ground would leave him wide open to losing the other half of his recharge capacity.

The irony of the situation was that there were at least forty people on this planet trained and qualified to fix the damaged crafts reactor feed leak, but none of them wanted him here.  Even if they could be found, he’d have to dig them out kicking and screaming, maybe even shoot one to motivate the others.  Yet his rules of engagement, damn them to bureaucratic hell, instructed him to take them all alive.  Not even with a ‘wherever possible’ caveat.  Clive Driscoll rubbed his face and sighed heavily.

“Sir?”  The holographic image of his Comms officer appeared in front of him.  He really hated it when they did that unannounced.  Clive looked up, the man’s face was a study in anxiety.  “Yes?”  He said sharply.

“We’re being recalled, sir.”

“Recalled?”

“There’s a craft in orbit sending digital traffic our way.  It’s a Presidential Order, sir.  They want us to pack up and come home.”

“Flip it up.”  The Officers image disappeared, and another took its place.  A half familiar woman in formal business dress was standing behind a podium in front of a blue curtain.  Composite images of course, but the ident code running across the bottom of the image confirmed the origin.  “This is a message to the commander of the New Philadelphia task force.  Come home Colonel Driscoll.  Your mission is hereby cancelled.  Return all assets to locations listed on subchannel.”  Then the image blinked out.  

He read the subtraffic information as it fed through to his personal iCell.  Combat units back to storage in Florida.  Combat personnel return to their various bases.  Star lifters reassigned to colonisation program.  Combat craft to escort only duty.  Names, details, places.  The usual minutiae of military commands. 

“Is that it?”

“Apart from the destination instructions coded to the sub channel.  Yes sir.”  The Comms Officer reappeared.

For a few moments, Clive stared blankly at the wall, then said.  “Recall all units and secure for transition, we’re lifting in five hours.”

“We’re going home?”

“To a probable not so heroic welcome, yes.”

“Sir.”  The image winked out.  

Clive sighed.  He read his own new assignment; reserve command list.  So this job was to be his career killer.  The end of the line.  No more action because the politicians had cancelled his personal interstellar war.  He saw a future of continual transfer between training corps and boot camps.  An object of recruit awe, and a long slow death by social isolation in the officers club. Another embarrassingly highly decorated warrior no longer allowed to fight.  Too experienced for training, but too valuable to lose. 

Looking around at the padded bulkhead, he wondered what that would be like.  In a way he felt relieved.  Perhaps if they were looking for new survey crews, although the last time he’d checked there had been a four year waiting list.  He had heard there were vacancies on the colonist roster.  Yet even then there was no chance he’d be accepted.  

Glancing around the relayed holo images from his iCell, he already could see crews reloading and stowing the APC’s and Borg killers, the machines carefully machined armour rippling back to reveal the operative within as they shut down.  Now there was to be no fight, his tactical abilities would remain untested.

“I’m going for a walk.”  He said to the Comms channel.  “Back in an hour.”  He wouldn’t be needed.  The technical process of embarkation was one for the non-coms and junior officers.

Outside, away from the dryness of the carefully conditioned atmosphere of the Star Lifter, he looked half longingly up the broad river valley to the rich green of forest covered hills beyond.  “Suresh you old dog, you sure can pick ‘em.”  He muttered under his breath, enjoying the silken warmth of natural atmosphere on his skin.  “Maybe when this is all over.”  He said again, to no-one in particular.  Then he returned to the Star Lifter on unwilling feet.

*
*
*
